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To Stan… My always and forever… My Alexander… My Cam… My real life book boyfriend. And the only one I'll ever want to throw oyster shells off the deck with.
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CHAPTER ONE

SOMETHING ABOUT TODAY







ONE WEEK. THAT’S ALL Olivia Adler could think about as she stared out the window of her twentieth floor office overlooking the Financial District of Boston. In exactly one week, her parents will have been dead for twenty-one years. Twenty-one years seems like a long time, and it is. Twenty-one years is a dreadfully long time to have no family.

As she was contemplating her life on that Friday in mid-August, she heard her cell phone buzzing on her desk, bringing her attention back from the heartache she still felt from losing everyone she had ever cared about.




Kiera: Where are you? It’s quarter after.




Olivia: Let me just put on some makeup and I’ll be right down. Sorry.




She groaned, wondering why she had agreed to meet a few of her co-workers and Kiera that evening for drinks. Going out was the last thing she wanted to do. Most nights, she preferred to stay at home, snuggle on the couch with her cat, and drown herself in a bottle of wine. It made her forget everything, even if for just a minute.

Walking into the en-suite bathroom of her office at the posh wellness center she ran, she checked her reflection. For once, her dark, curly hair was cooperating. Placing a bit of gel on her locks, she framed her pear-shaped face with loose ringlets, the rest of her hair cascading down the middle of the open back of her red silk halter-top.

She applied a hint of makeup, needing only a little eyeliner around her big brown eyes and some lip gloss. She rubbed lotion on her lengthy olive-toned legs and finished the look with a pair of black wedge sandals that made her even taller than her five foot, nine inch frame. She glanced in the mirror one last time before grabbing her purse and running out of her office and into a waiting elevator.

“Have a good night, Libby,” she heard as she walked briskly past the security office in the lobby.

Stopping in her tracks, she smiled at the gentle face of one of the building’s security guards. “Good night, Jerry. I’ll be back later on before heading home for the evening.”

“Where ya’ heading now?” he asked, his eyebrows raised.

“Out for a few drinks with the girls.”

A grin spread across his face. “Well, if it’s after ten, the main doors will be locked, so use your key card to get into the night entrance.”

“Thanks, Jerry. See you later on.” She pushed through the enormous glass doors and walked outside.

“Hey, gorgeous,” Kiera said as Olivia exited the tall, shimmering skyscraper.

“Hey, gorgeous, yourself,” Olivia responded, smiling at her beautiful friend. Her light green tank top brought out the deep emerald hue of her eyes, which contrasted nicely with her vibrant red hair. Although she was shorter than Olivia by about six inches, only hitting five foot, three inches on a good day, her confidence made her seem so much taller.

Olivia had met Kiera during her freshman year at Boston College. She moved into the apartment across the hall in the building where Kiera had been living. Kiera was a few years older than Olivia, and had been her rock for the past decade. She was the only family Olivia had left.

The two friends linked arms and walked the few short blocks to MacFadden’s. It was a beautiful evening in mid-August and the humidity that had been present earlier in the afternoon had faded. The sun illuminated the tall buildings of the city Olivia had grown to love over the past decade, casting the sky a beautiful pink color. A slight breeze blew through the air and all was right in the world. The was a buzz on the streets and she started to look forward to spending a Friday night with friends.

“I can’t get too drunk tonight,” Olivia told Kiera as they approached the bar and handed the doorman their IDs. “I want to try to get in a long run early tomorrow before the heat hits.”

“Yeah, sure. Whatever you say,” Kiera retorted, rolling her eyes.

“I mean it. I’ve been slacking on my running lately. I have a marathon in two months and I’m trying to qualify for Boston.” The girls walked into the brightly lit bar, the sound of people laughing and having a good time filtering through. Olivia scanned the huge room in order to locate her co-workers.

“You workout, like, all day long at work. You should take the weekend off. You push yourself too hard. You need time to enjoy life.”

“That’s what Sundays are for. Anyway, I don’t workout all day. I teach a few group classes during the week, but that’s really it.” Spotting her co-workers sitting on one of the many oversized couches that made up the trendy bar’s décor, Olivia led Kiera through the packed room in the direction of the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the street.

“Hey! You made it!” Bridget shouted at her. Bounding off the couch and nearly tripping over the coffee table, she hugged Olivia with all the enthusiasm of a woman who was already a few drinks in.

“It’s a bit creepy how similar you guys look,” Kiera interjected, eyeing Olivia’s co-worker and her nearly identical hair and eyes, although Bridget’s complexion was more on the fair side. “You realize that, right?”

“Yeah,” Olivia replied dryly, pulling away from her friend.

“Thanks for dragging her out!” Bridget shouted at Kiera, giving her a hug.

“I saw Simon here. I think he was looking for you,” Melanie, her other co-worker, said as Kiera and Olivia sat down on the small velvet couch opposite Melanie and Bridget.

“Why would he be looking for me?” Olivia asked, her irritation showing at the thought of running into him.

“Ummm, I might have mentioned you were meeting us here. He came over to say hi so I let him know that you were probably going to be here.” Melanie pulled her blonde hair back before looking at Olivia, who was rubbing her temples. “What? Did I do something wrong?” she asked innocently.

“No, Mel. It’s okay,” Olivia assured her. “I just didn’t want to have to deal with this tonight.”

“Why not?” Bridget asked, sounding surprised. “He did hound you practically every day to go out with him when the construction company he was working for came to build that new studio room. I thought it was cute. I didn’t think you’d ever say yes. What’s the deal now? Are you guys not dating anymore?”

“Miss Olivia doesn’t date, remember?” Kiera explained, laughing as she eyed her friend. “She has sex with guys while remaining hopelessly unattached.” Her voice had a dreamlike yet condescending tone to it.

“Kiera!” Olivia playfully pushed her. “You make it sound like I’m a whore!”

“Oh, you’re not a whore. Far from it. You just refuse to be in a relationship. With anyone.”

Olivia glared at Kiera, who knew her reasons for never getting involved with the opposite sex. “I don’t refuse anything. I just find relationships to be full of disappointment. Life is disappointing enough without the stress of a relationship.”

“So what’s the deal with Simon then?” Melanie asked, her blue eyes inquisitive as she tried to lighten the mood at the table.

“The sex has gotten to be way too boring. It was good the first few times, probably because I was drunk. But now, well… Let’s just say that it does nothing for me. And the other night, he wanted to stay over.” Her face cringed at the thought of waking up next to Simon…or anyone, for that matter.

“What’s the problem with that?” Melanie asked.

Olivia smiled at her much younger friend, debating whether she should tell her about her relationship rules, hating for her cynicism to rub off on Melanie when she was just twenty-one. “I…”

“Oh, you don’t know Libby’s rules?” Kiera interrupted.

“You have rules?” Bridget’s pitch increased, her eyes widening. “This is the first I’m hearing about it and I’ve been working with you for the past several months.”

Studying the faces of her friends, Olivia sighed. “I don’t do the ‘relationship’ thing,” she began. “Well, not the way most people do. I don’t mind going out for drinks or dinner on occasion, but I really tend to value my space and independence. I’m very open and honest before I start ‘seeing’ someone. I lay down the law so there are no surprises later on and I don’t run the risk of anyone becoming attached to me.”

“You need to enlighten me,” Melanie said. “What are these rules? Should I be taking notes?” She giggled.

“The rules are quite simple actually.” Olivia shrugged. “No sleeping over. I get my own space. I hang out with my friends. I have no desire to meet their friends. If they happen to meet mine, so be it. If it gets to the point where we sleep together, we only sleep with each other and we’re honest when we want to move on. Like I said, I don’t do relationships.”

“God, I wish I could be like that,” Melanie commented, a dreamy look on her face.

“No, you don’t, Mel,” Olivia replied quickly. “I am perfectly aware that this is a rather unhealthy form of a relationship, if you could even call it that. I just don’t like getting too close to anyone. Once you do, they will disappoint you one way or another. Or they’ll leave you and you’re stuck picking up the pieces of your shattered heart. I choose to not get close in order to avoid the inevitable heartache that accompanies every relationship.”

“Fuck,” Kiera exhaled, rolling her eyes. “I need a drink. You’re too depressing.” She scanned the large bar for a server, scowling when there were none in sight.

“I’ll go grab a few drinks. What do you want?” Olivia asked, getting up from the table.

“The usual.”

“Okay. I’ll be right back. Anyone else need another drink?”

Melanie and Bridget shook their heads and she made her way toward the bar. There were quite a few people standing there, so she got in line to wait for her turn to order. Pulling her phone out of her purse to make the wait less boring, she checked her e-mail. Suddenly, she felt two hands on her waist.

“Hey, beautiful,” a voice with a thick Boston accent whispered into her ear.

She turned around and met a pair of glossed-over hazel eyes. “Good evening, Simon,” she said coolly, exhibiting no enthusiasm. It was obvious he was drunk. Since he was in full Red Sox fandom gear and his breath reeked of cheap beer and hot dogs, she assumed he had gone to the game earlier.

Returning her attention to the bar, she tried to ignore him.

“I like this top,” he said as he dragged a finger down the middle of her open back. “It’s hot.” She visibly cringed from the combination of the contact and that accent, but Simon failed to notice. She didn’t think the accent would bother her when they first got together, but it had become difficult to ignore it in the bedroom when he kept saying harder, harder in that Boston accent. Maybe that’s why she never came.

“So is the skirt,” he continued, taking in her short black mini-skirt. “You’ve got killer legs.”

“Thank you, Simon,” she replied over her shoulder, gazing at him in an analytical way, trying to remember what it was about him that she was attracted to when they first started to see each other over a month ago. He was a good-looking guy, his blond hair kept messy in a sexy kind of way, but she felt nothing when she looked at him. She wondered if she would ever feel anything for anyone.

Facing the bar once more, Olivia remained silent for several minutes while her irritation grew from Simon caressing her back. She hated public displays of affection, but she let him touch her. It’s the least I could do because he knows I won’t let him kiss me in public, Olivia thought. She had learned that relationships, even her fucked up version, were all about give and take.

He slipped his hands in through the side of her shirt and slowly made his way up to her breasts.

“Simon, no!” she shouted, turning her head around and elbowing him in the stomach.

“Oh, come on, baby,” he breathed onto her neck as he pulled her toward him, her back to his front. She could feel the erection in his jeans. “I haven’t seen you since Monday. It’s killing me. Let’s get out of here.”

“I just got here.” She pushed him away, ridding herself of his touch. “I came here to spend some time with my friends, not with you.” She nodded toward a bartender who was finally ready to take her order. “I’m going to get my drinks now if you’re done groping me in public,” she sneered.

“Okay, Livvy.”

She rolled her eyes. “You know what I told you about calling me that.”

Simon walked away laughing. “You got it, Livvy.”

Her face flashed in anger but she calmed herself. As she watched him head toward several pool tables, bumping fists with some of his friends who she had never met, she couldn’t help but think that there was something off about Simon, but she could not put her finger on what. “Time to end it,” she said to herself as she met the eyes of a cute bartender and winked at him.

After finally placing her drink order, she made her way back to the table with four tequila shots in one hand and two beer bottles in the other, her years of working as a bartender helping her with the delicate balancing act.

“Hey. Our server came by while you were at the bar so we ordered from her, too,” Kiera said.

“Good! There’s no such thing as too much liquor. I think tonight’s looking like a good night for some tequila. Who’s in and who’s out?” Olivia asked, sitting down and pointing to the shots she had placed on the table. “There’s something about today that makes me want to be hung-over tomorrow.”

“Let’s do it,” Melanie replied enthusiastically.

“Why not?” Bridget grabbed one of the tequila shots. “I know I’m going to regret this in the morning, but who cares?”

“Wait. Where’s the lime and salt?” Kiera asked.

“That shit’s for pussies.” Olivia held up her shot glass. The girls followed suit. “Here’s to you. Here’s to me. Friends for life we’ll always be. If we should ever disagree, fuck you. Here’s to me.” The friends clinked glasses and gulped the shot back. The silver liquid burned as it went down Olivia’s throat. She felt the warmth in her stomach and immediately started to relax.

“Well, at least you ordered good tequila or I’d be heaving already,” Bridget said.

“Nothing but the best for me. Life is too short to waste it on shitty alcohol.”

“You should make a t-shirt with that saying on it,” Kiera choked out with tears in her eyes, clearly having trouble stomaching the tequila.

 “It’s going to be a good night. I can tell.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“I NEED TO USE the little girl’s room,” Olivia announced several hours later, standing from the couch and nearly tripping over the coffee table. Heading past the bar and toward the bathroom, she was met with a line snaking around the long corridor. Scowling, she decided to go see whether the line was any better on the second floor, where a band was scheduled to perform later that evening. She climbed the stairs, which proved to be slightly more challenging than usual because of her chunky heels and the drinks she had consumed. She made her way down the dark back hallway, thankful to see no line at the bathroom. When she finished up and exited, someone grabbed her arm, pushing her against the wall.

“You’ve been ignoring me all night,” Simon breathed, crushing Olivia’s body to the wall with his. Using both of his strong and calloused hands, he pinned her arms on either side of her head.

“I haven’t been ignoring you,” she replied forcefully. “I told you that I came to spend some time with my friends. I’d really appreciate it if you would get off me so I can go back to them.” She glared at him, trying to hide the fact that, in all actuality, she was rather frightened. Simon had never been this aggressive with her before. She had always held the upper hand in their relationship and, given her current predicament, she was unsure whether she should tell him she was done with him.

He looked down at her and licked his lips like an animal stalking his prey. “Don’t you want this?” he asked, thrusting against her. “Haven’t you missed this? I know I have.”

“Simon, please,” Olivia begged, terror flashing in her big brown eyes as she squirmed in his grasp.

“Oh, Livvy. You really are beautiful when you beg.” He planted rough kisses against her jaw line, grinding his hips against her, keeping her crushed against the cement wall.

“Simon, I’m not going to ask you again,” she said boldly. “Let me go.” She tried one last time to free herself from his hold, to no avail. His strength was no match for her.

“What’s going on here?” a familiar, deep voice broke through. She snapped her head toward the source, and a wave of relief as well as surprise washed over her.

“Simon,” Olivia whispered, “stop touching me.” She glared at him, her vindication returning.

“Fine. Stupid whore.” He released her and stumbled down the hallway and onto the enormous dance floor.

“We’re done, Simon!” she shouted, her voice echoing through the room.

He didn’t even turn around, but it was obvious he heard her when he raised his right hand and flipped her off.

She let out a long breath and adjusted herself, staring into the dark eyes of one of her old college friends. “Mo…”

“You picked a real winner this time, Livvy.” He crossed his arms in front of his chest and gave her a concerned look.

“Yeah, I know.” Olivia walked over to him and into his arms, happy to see him again. While she hated when people called her Livvy, Mo was the exception to the rule. The only other person who ever called her Livvy was her father, and Mo reminded her so much of him, right down to the name… Giacomo. Everyone called him Jack, but Olivia called him Mo.

“It’s good to see you, Mo. Really good. It’s been too long.” She pulled out of his embrace and looked into his eyes, overwhelmed with a thousand emotions from seeing her dear friend once again, the memory of the night they met making her smile. Olivia worked at an area bar where his band played. One evening, before the bar opened, she had finished her prep work early when she noticed that the band had already set up their gear. The place was empty so she stepped up to the piano and sang one of her favorite songs.

It was a song that reminded Olivia of her parents. Something about that moment made it seem like the right thing to do. Maybe her parents were looking down from above because, unbeknownst to her, Mo had been watching the performance. He must have been impressed with her voice since he asked her to sing a few songs with his band. She agreed and, throughout her years at Boston College, she always jumped on stage for a few numbers with the guys.

“It has been too long. Five years, if I remember correctly.” He eyed Olivia, his eyebrows raised.

Shrugging, she lowered her head, feeling guilty for never getting in touch with him once she came back to the city. And for pushing him and everyone else away after graduation in the first place.

“I’m glad you’re back in Boston, but please stop dating assholes like that.” He placed his hand on her arm in an affectionate manner, his eyes beseeching her. “You know, I think of you like a little sister and the next guy who treats you like less than a princess, I’m going to have to kill him. I really don’t want to go to prison right now. At least not until the band performs tonight.” He winked.

“You know I don’t date, Mo.”

“I know you don’t, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be treated well, no matter what your relationship is with someone. Just because it’s not serious or long-term doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be respected as the beautiful woman you are.”

 “Still teaching?” Olivia asked in an effort to change the subject from her inability to have healthy relationships with people, something of which Mo was all too aware.

“Yup. I’m still teaching at the same elementary school and instilling musical ability into the minds of our children on a daily basis. It pays the bills while I slum around on the weekends with the band, playing bars,” he joked.

“You guys are playing tonight?” She raised her eyebrows, surprised at the coincidence, although she was starting to think that it was more than just a coincidence.

“We sure are.” He ran his hand through his dark hair. “When did you get back into town?” he asked, changing the subject back to Olivia.

“I’ve been living here for a year now,” she admitted.

“You’ve been back a year and never got in touch with me? I’m hurt.” He placed his hands over his chest, faking a broken heart.

“I know. I know. I’m a horrible friend.”

“Well, I’ve known you were back,” he confessed. “Kiera can’t keep her mouth shut.”

She shook her head. “She planned this, didn’t she?” 

He remained mute while Olivia glared at him.

“You have a terrible poker face. You know that, right?”

Mo shoved his hands in his pockets. “Come on, baby girl. Get back on stage with us. It’ll make you feel better.” He flashed his brilliant teeth, made even brighter against his olive-toned skin.

Sighing, she thought about the last time she sat in with the guys. Her mind flashed back to that awful time in her life. Graduation… A day that was supposed to be marked with celebrations and smiles was, instead, a painful reminder of what it felt like to have everything ripped out from underneath her feet.

“Come on, Livvy,” he implored, grabbing her hands in his. “It’ll be good for you. You need to start playing again. And in front of bigger crowds than at Open Mic night.” He raised his eyebrows at her.

Of course. Kiera must have told him about Open Mic. She totally planned this, she thought. “Fine,” she huffed.

“This is good for you, Olivia. You have to stop shutting down and pushing everyone away.”

Hiding her eyes from Mo, she retreated from the hallway to find her friends. As she approached the stairs, she turned and met his gaze once more, sending him an apologetic look. “But what if shutting down and keeping people at a distance is the only way I know?”













CHAPTER TWO

A GOOD NIGHT TURNED BAD







“THANK YOU!” MO SHOUTED to a captive audience that had swelled in size over the last hour. “Now, time for a little surprise. In the audience tonight is our good friend, Miss Olivia Adler!” The crowd cheered at the mention of her name.

Butterflies started to form in Olivia’s stomach, nervous energy coursing through her body. Kiera grabbed her hand, knowing that she still got nervous before she performed.

“Those of you who have been following us for the past several years remember that she used to sing with us. What do you all think about getting her up here?” The decibel level in the club sky-rocketed, most likely due to the intoxication of everyone in attendance.

Olivia walked through the crowd and climbed onstage, looking over the sea of people standing in the large, dark room that was illuminated only by the bright stage lights. The room was packed with hundreds of people, all standing shoulder to shoulder, enthusiastically cheering for her as she made her way to the center of the stage. Standing there, she wondered what had possessed her to agree to get on stage with Mo and the guys again.

Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and shut everything out, finding her calm. A tranquil feeling finally enveloping her, she slowly opened her eyes and smiled as she walked up to the microphone.

“How’s everyone doing tonight?!” she shouted to overwhelming cheers. “I think we’re going to take it back a little bit. For those of you who came to watch us when we gigged at a great little bar called Scotch, this will bring back some memories.” Looking back and meeting the eyes of their drummer, Dale, she said, “Hit it.”

The familiar sound of The Rolling Stones’ Honkey Tonk Woman filled the air. Scanning the crowd as she sang, she noticed Kiera, Melanie, and Bridget enjoying the performance. The entire bar rocked out to their rendition of the classic tune. Losing herself in the song, Olivia felt oddly at peace for the first time in years. Even if for just a small sliver of time, she could forget about her past and live in the moment of the music.

Growing up, her happiest memories revolved around music. She could barely remember her parents, but she did recall sitting with her mother at the piano in the great room, playing and singing together. Olivia’s mother tried to teach her to play piano before she could walk. Even at a young age, there was something about certain melodies that spoke to her. To this day, she still felt music’s calming effect. It almost felt as if she could be someone else for a short period of time.

The song came to an end and Olivia took a quick bow, thanking the audience for their enthusiasm. She was about to climb down from the stage when the crowd immediately started chanting her name… “Libby! Libby! Libby!” Stopping dead in her tracks, she looked toward Kiera, who was jumping up and down, clapping and chanting along with the crowd. Olivia was fairly certain she began it.

“I think they want an encore, Miss Olivia,” Mo said into the microphone.

An infectious grin creeping across her face, she walked back to her microphone and shouted into it, “Do you want to hear something else?!”

The crowd roared in approval.

“Okay. Who am I to disappoint my adoring fans?” The liquor she had consumed throughout the evening had made her brave and, maybe, a little cocky.

She conferred briefly with Mo about what to perform next. When he told her what he wanted to do, she laughed, glancing over at the enthusiastic crowd, knowing that they would thoroughly enjoy what he had planned.

“Here’s another one that we usually save until later in the night,” Mo said. “But since we have Olivia up here, I figured it would be nice to actually have a female singing the high part instead of making Marcus suffer through it.” He gestured to Marcus, the band’s piano and guitar player, who nodded in appreciation. “Let’s rock it.”

Dale counted off and the band went into Meatloaf’s Paradise by the Dashboard Light. The crowd danced and sang along, the men singing with Mo and the women singing with Olivia. The atmosphere was charged and she ended up finishing the set with the band

Afterwards, the bartender sent a round of tequila to the stage and they took their shots. “Here’s to Groove Delay finally being back together!” Willy, the bass player, shouted, raising his empty shot glass.

“It’s definitely good to be back singing with y’all.” Olivia looked around at the guys she practically lived with during her college years. Besides Kiera, they were the only family she thought she had left.

“Will you sing with us once in a while?” Mo asked, a hopeful look on his face. 

“You know I can’t tell you no,” she replied coyly, wrapping her arms around him. “Thank you,” she whispered into his ear so no one could overhear.

“You know that I love you, baby girl.” He squeezed her tight and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek.

“Well, I should probably get back to Kiera and the girls before they leave without saying good-bye.” She pulled away, breaking the intensity of the affection that she saw in Mo’s gaze. “Let me know about rehearsals.” She gave him her cell number and said her good-byes to the rest of the guys.

As she walked through the large dance floor area and searched for her friends, people kept stopping her, saying how much they loved the performance. A few even gave her a beer or shot and, while she was cognizant that taking drinks from anyone she didn’t know wasn’t the smartest idea, she felt invincible and on top of the world.

“You were amazing!” Melanie screamed as she wrapped her arms around Olivia once she finally found her friends milling about the downstairs bar. “I had no idea you could sing like that!”

“Me, either,” Bridget added, handing Olivia another shot.

“Thanks, girls.” The four friends raised their shot glasses and downed more tequila. At that point, they all had more than enough liquor in their systems.

“So, are you going to gig with them on a regular basis again?” Kiera raised her eyebrows.

“I think so. It felt good.”

“Good.”

Long after last call, the girls stumbled out of the bar.

“You’re not coming with us?” Kiera asked as they all climbed into the back seat of a cab.

“No. I need to go to the office really quick to grab my laptop.”

Kiera gave her a worried look.

“I’ll text you the second I get home. I promise!” Olivia assured her and turned down the street, waving to the cab as it pulled away.

Walking the few blocks from the bar to her office, she was in her own little world. She kept replaying the night in her mind, thinking how she was finally starting to feel happy for the first time in years. Maybe it was okay to start letting people back in again.

Olivia reached the building and recalled Jerry telling her that the front doors were locked at ten o’clock and to use the night entrance. Continuing past the front doors and turning the corner, she rummaged through her purse for the keycard that would grant her access.

Out of nowhere, someone grabbed her around the waist and pinned her body, face first, against the brick building opposite her own office building, slamming her head against the wall.

“We meet again, beautiful,” a familiar voice growled.

Fear rushed through Olivia’s body as her head began to ache and her vision became blurry. “Simon, please. Leave me alone,” she pleaded, her pulse quickening.

“Come on, Livvy. You weren’t very nice to me before, sweetheart,” he slurred.

“You’re drunk. You’ll regret this tomorrow.” She tried to fight against him but couldn’t move. Even drunk, he was stronger than she was. “Just let me go.” She felt blood begin to trickle down her face.

“You’re making it difficult for me to do my job!” he bellowed, pressing her even harder against the wall.

“What job is that, Simon?” Realizing that the only way she could possibly overpower him was by distracting him, she tried to keep him talking.

“I can’t tell you, bitch! Don’t you see?!” he demanded forcefully, his breath hot against her neck. “But they know, Olivia! They know who you are! And they want their stuff! All the proof!”

She paused, unable to formulate a response. Replaying his words, confusion washed over her. He was completely irrational. “What are you talking about, Simon? I don’t know anything about that.”

“Don’t mock me, bitch!” Keeping Olivia pressed against the building with his body, he reached into his pocket and grabbed a knife, pressing it against her throat.

Dread overwhelmed her when she felt the cold metal against her skin, tears streaming down her face. “Simon, please,” she quivered, her legs growing weak. “I think you’re mistaken. I don’t know what you’re talking about. I swear.”

It was silent and Olivia grew hopeful he was going to let her go. Before she had a second to react, he pushed her skirt up. Her hair stood on end as she shivered through a chill.

“Well, maybe one last fuck will help you remember. And, for once, it will be on my terms and not yours,” he growled.

“S-Simon. Please.” Tears started to flow more steadily from her eyes as she gasped for air. “Someone might see you,” she begged quietly, closing her eyes and hoping she would wake up and the entire evening would turn out to be a bad dream.

Simon grasped onto her panties and ripped them painfully from her body. She screamed from the shock of it.

“You know I like a screamer, but now’s not the time for that.” He pressed one hand over her mouth, holding the knife against her throat with the other.

Her breathing grew labored under Simon’s weight as she tried to squirm from his hold, her head throbbing and her stomach queasy. He easily outweighed her by a hundred pounds, but he was drunk. All she needed was a few seconds to get away from him and run. She couldn’t move her back or her arms, and her legs were useless. She opened her eyes, her vision slightly blurry, but all she could see was the brick of the wall he had her pressed against. Her face flashed red with anger, and she refused to give up so easily. She had every intention of fighting.

Parting her lips, she sunk her teeth into Simon’s skin, biting down hard on the hand covering her mouth. When she tasted metal, she knew she had drawn blood.

“Ouch! Fucking bitch!” Simon howled, releasing her.

She kneed him in the groin and he fell to the ground. She started to run away, but Simon was fast. He reached his hand out and grasped onto her ankle, pulling her to the ground, her cries becoming desperate and loud from their struggle. With her free leg, she kicked him repeatedly. Finally landing a hard blow to his head, he released his hold on her other leg. He moaned in pain, clutching his head as blood streamed down his face.

Olivia quickly raised herself off the ground, desperate to get away from him, and fled onto State Street. She frantically ran down the cobblestone sidewalk, crying out for someone to help her. The silence around her was deafening as fear consumed her body, her hands shaking. The normally busy street was barren, the last of the bar patrons long gone for the evening.

The clouds in the sky created an ominous feel. All of the buildings were eerily dark. Street lights dimly illuminated each corner, casting shadows on the vacant street. As she tried to find someone to help her, she heard a noise coming from the direction of the night entrance, and she started running again, adrenaline coursing through her entire body. She wasn’t sure where to go, but she knew that she didn’t want Simon ever touching her again.













CHAPTER THREE

PENANCE







IN THE EARLY MORNING hours of a Saturday in mid-August, Alexander Burnham found himself walking from his penthouse condo on the waterfront to his office building in the Financial District. He had trouble sleeping, which happened from time to time, so he decided to head into the office to check in on a few of his security operations. He had been awoken earlier by a dream, a dream that he hadn’t had in years. He saw those brown eyes that he hadn’t seen in ages…those brown eyes he never thought he would see again…those brown eyes he had let down. Why, after all these years, was she haunting his dreams again?

Needing to clear his head, he left the leggy redhead in his bed and walked the empty streets of Boston to his office.

As he neared his destination, the sound of a woman screaming in the general direction of his building startled him. His instincts kicking in, he sprinted toward the cries for help. Closing in on the building, he observed a tall woman with long, dark wavy hair bolt out of the alley where the night entrance was located, frantically running as if her life depended on it.

He slowed, not wanting to scare her even more than it appeared she already was. Then he observed someone chasing her. He doubled his efforts, his SEAL training kicking in. Spying the knife her attacker had clutched firmly in his hand, he shuddered at what the man had done to the woman already. Within seconds, he caught up to him a block away from his office building and quickly incapacitated him, knocking him to the ground.

Hearing a commotion behind her, Olivia glanced over her shoulder and saw a man in a gray suit attacking Simon, punching him repeatedly. She stopped abruptly, her heart racing and her breathing labored. She sank to the ground, shaking and relieved to have gotten away. Adrenaline still coursed through her veins, making her lightheaded, but she was exhausted and couldn’t take another step. Curious, she watched as the man in the suit restrained Simon with a pair of zip ties. She wondered why he would need to carry such an item with him.

Turning his attention away from the man, Alexander walked over to the frightened woman as she sat on the ground, trembling against a storefront. “Are you okay?” He stared into her big brown eyes, stilling momentarily. This must be a trick, he thought. He had just seen those eyes in his dreams and here he was, staring into what appeared to be the same eyes. He could recall only one girl ever having wide brown eyes like those, and she was long gone. He had given up hope years ago. “I think you might be in shock. I’m just going to place my jacket around your shoulders. You’re shaking.”

Olivia remained speechless as he removed his suit jacket and took a few steps toward her, gingerly placing it around her back. She felt his hands linger on her shoulders for a brief second and a tingling sensation permeated her body. Completely dumbstruck, she met his beautiful green eyes, a calm feeling overtaking her.

He stepped back again and Olivia was unable to take her eyes off his six foot, five inch frame. She knew her reaction was completely inappropriate, considering Simon had just attacked her, but she couldn’t control it. She couldn’t remember ever being so attracted to someone.

He smiled in a comforting manner, bringing attention to the boy-like quality of his face. She licked her lips, staring at his muscular torso, soft little tendrils of dark hair escaping from the top of his crisp white button-down shirt. Her eyes made their way lower, her breathing increasing as she ogled the dark gray pants that fell nicely from his hips.

Olivia all but forgot about Simon’s attack as her eyes returned to meet his. There was a smirk on his face, which fell into a different sort of look…maybe compassion and something else, like he was searching his brain for a piece of information that was missing at a crucial moment.

“I’m sorry. I’m usually so careful. I don’t know what happened.”

“Hey, hey,” he said, kneeling in front of her. “You don’t need to apologize.” His voice was soft but firm.

“I know, but I was stupid to not have my keycard out and ready to go.” She touched her head and felt blood.

 “Do you want to file a report? I can have a detective come and meet us up in my office.”

Hesitant, she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. She had just been attacked outside of her office building by someone she thought she knew, and now a total stranger asked her to go with him, alone, to his office.

“I’m one of the good guys. I promise,” he assured her, noticing her reluctance. “You can trust me,” he whispered. 

Her brain flashed back, recalling those words from a childhood memory. She didn’t know why, but she believed him. “What do we do about him?” she asked, gesturing toward where Simon lay on the sidewalk, unconscious and restrained.

“I’ll take care of him.” He fished his cell phone out of his pocket and punched a button on it.

“Martin. It’s Burnham. I need you to send someone down around the corner of the night entrance on State and detain the individual you see restrained. Please call Detective Wilder and escort her to my office the moment she arrives. There’s been an incident outside the building this evening.” He immediately hung up and turned to face Olivia. “My office is in that building,” he said, indicating the same building where her office was located. “I can take a better look at your head, too.”

She nodded. “Okay.”

“Let’s get you inside…” He raised his eyebrows, questioning.

Snapping out of her daze, she quickly realized that he was asking her name. “Olivia Adler. Libby.” She reached her hand toward him.

Alexander reeled back, trying to maintain his composure as that name hung in the air… Olivia. It couldn’t be her, he said to himself. The last name was completely different. Plus, she was taken from him over twenty years ago. If she was alive, he would have found her already. And why would his father lie to him and say that she didn’t make it?

He took her outreached hand, the feel of her soft skin against his sending electricity through his veins. “Alexander Burnham. Can I help you up, Miss Adler?”

Intrigued as to why he was acting so formal around her, she nodded. “Yes, please, Mr. Burnham.”

Still holding on to her hand, he placed an arm around her and helped her stand.

“I’ve never seen you here before,” she commented, cutting through the awkward silence as they walked down the block toward the office building. “I’ve been working at Downtown Wellness for the past few months.” The pair turned down the side street, heading toward the night entrance to the building. After swiping his keycard, he held the door for her.

“I tend to work all sorts of strange hours.” He led her toward the bank of elevators and swiped his card again before punching the button for the twenty-ninth floor. The penthouse.

She immediately turned to him, an inquisitive look on her face. “Who are you?” she asked, her curiosity getting the best of her. She had always heard stories about the man who occupied the twenty-ninth floor, mostly from Melanie who told Olivia time and time again how “absolutely breathtaking” the guy was. She had also said that he was some sort of “Billionaire Super Spy”. Olivia quickly brushed it off. Melanie clearly read too many romance novels.

He simply smirked at her with a sparkle in his eyes as the elevator continued to ascend to his office.

“Wait a minute. You’re Alexander Burnham? The Alexander Burnham?” Olivia exclaimed. “You run Burnham and Associates, don’t you?”

“No, I own it,” he replied, trying to hide his smile. “That…and this entire building, if we’re being honest. I feel partly responsible for what happened to you this evening,” he admitted, his playful expression being replaced with a look of empathy. “I’ll be changing some things around here next week.”

The elevator dinged and Alexander stepped back, allowing Olivia to exit before him. He led her through the foyer and into a small reception area. Immediately in front of her stood a large mirrored glass wall with ‘Burnham & Associates’ in giant block letters. Several modern black chairs surrounded a coffee table in the waiting area with large black-and-white art prints adorning the gray walls. It was understated and elegant at the same time.

Alexander made his way to a large black door just past the reception desk and punched several numbers into it before placing his thumbprint on a scanner. The door buzzed and he opened it for Olivia.

“What is it that your company does exactly?” she asked, fascinated by all the security protocols in place.

“Ironically, this is a private security company, among other ventures,” he responded, leading her down a long corridor and punching yet another code into another door.

 So he is a Super Spy, she thought.

The door buzzed and he held it open, allowing Olivia to enter. Lights sprang to life, illuminating the enormous and palatial room. Floor-to-ceiling windows covered three of the walls. She walked to a sitting area to her right, running her fingers against the leather of a black couch. Glancing at a wet bar, she wondered how much entertaining he did in his office. “Does your office take up the entire floor?” She turned her head to the opposite side of the room, looking at Alexander as he stood by a modest desk.

“Kind of. The main offices of the company are on the five lower floors. This office is not the entire floor. I have a few other private rooms up here, too. They’re operation specific so I can’t really discuss it. I’m sorry.”

As she continued taking in her surroundings, Alexander approached her. “Can I take a look at that injury of yours?” He grabbed her hand and pulled her into an en-suite bathroom before she even had a chance to respond.

Entering the room, she gawked at the opulence, thinking it was larger than her entire bedroom. The gorgeous white tile contrasted with the deep black of the dual vanity. Her eyes settling on the large tub with multiple shower heads, she thought how she would give anything to use his shower to clean Simon off her.

“I tend to spend a lot of time at the office, so I like to have somewhere comfortable to clean up when I need to,” he explained, answering the question that was clearly etched on her face. “Here. Have a seat.” He led her to a cushioned vanity chair, grabbing a first aid kit and a few towels out of a nearby linen closet. Running one of the towels underneath the faucet, he gently removed the now caked-on blood from her face.

“We were kind of seeing each other, I guess,” Olivia blurted out after a few awkward silent moments. “It wasn’t serious, but tonight I told him I was done with him. He said he was on a job and needed me to give him the ‘proof’, whatever that means.”

“You don’t have to tell me what happened.” He gazed deep into her eyes and a strange feeling of ease washed over her. With just one look, she was convinced he could peek into her tortured soul. Words escaped her as her eyes remained glued to his, thinking how he seemed so familiar, but she would have remembered captivating eyes like that. They were full of something she had never seen in another person before, but she could not put her finger on what.

“I know I don’t have to,” she said, finally finding her voice. “But maybe talking about it helps. That’s what my therapist tells me, at least.”

He laughed and the sparkle in his eyes returned. “Mine used to say the same thing.”

“It wasn’t a serious relationship,” Olivia continued rambling, her nerves causing her to tell Alexander about herself when normally she wouldn’t. Something about his kind green eyes and messy but sexy dark hair made her want to open up to him. She refused to make it appear like she was a helpless victim or a weak person. She was much stronger than that. “I’m not into the whole getting my heart broken thing that needlessly accompanies any relationship, but a girl has needs and I’ve always done the ‘no-strings-attached’ thing.”

He cocked his head and studied her with a coy look.

“Safely, though,” she interjected immediately. “I’m a stickler for protection.” She blushed. Why am I telling this total stranger about my sex life?

Wiping a washcloth over her face, he remained silent, the corner of his lips turning up slightly in amusement.

“I have no idea why I’m telling you all this,” she blurted out. “I’m sure the last thing you wanted to have to do on a Friday night was rescue some idiotic girl from her drunken ex outside of your building, then have to hear about her sex life.” She looked down, tying her hands in knots on her lap.

“It’s okay,” he assured her, turning back to the first aid kit, grabbing a bandage and some Neosporin. He tilted her chin up, forcing her to gaze into his green eyes again. Leaning down, his lips were only inches from hers. “This might sting a little,” he said quietly, sending shivers through Olivia’s body. Not only did his proximity have her on edge, but his husky voice forced a reaction from her that she had never experienced before.

Opening her mouth slightly, her breathing increased, her breath dancing on his lips. He rubbed a little cream over the cut on her forehead and Olivia felt her skin flush when his eyes roamed from her face to the rest of her body. All rationale leaving her, she leaned toward him so there was barely a whisper between them.

“This cut could have been a lot worse. You won’t need stitches,” he said and Olivia snapped her eyes open to see a smile on his face. His fingers gently brushed one of her curls behind her ear and placed a small bandage on the wound. His hand lingered on her face, gently caressing her cheek and chin as he closed the distance between them once more.

A buzzing sound echoed in the room, breaking the growing tension, and Alexander quickly removed his hand from her face, leaving to answer his phone in private.

Shaking off the exchange, Olivia reminded herself of the reason for keeping everyone away, the fear of getting close to someone and losing them resurfacing in her subconscious. She turned to look at her reflection in the mirror and examined her injury. Even with the bandage, it was clear there was a slight bump where Simon slammed her head into the wall. Other than that, there didn’t appear to be any permanent damage.

“You’ll probably have a bruise there,” Alexander said, startling her as he walked back into the bathroom.

She spun to face him.

“Detective Wilder is here. I’ll give you some privacy to speak with her in my office.” 

“Umm…I’d prefer if you stay with me, if that’s okay with you.” She stood up, their eyes meeting.

A smile spread across his face. “I’d like that.” He grabbed her hand and led her into his sitting area where a petite woman sat with her laptop open. She looked up and smiled, her face warm and her eyes the same blazing green color as Alexander’s. She appeared to be in her mid-forties and in good shape.

“Miss Adler, I’m Detective Wilder,” she said, standing and extending a hand to her. “I just want to talk to you about what happened tonight. We’ll have you sign your statement, then we’ll take Simon away for processing.”

Olivia told the detective about what happened. Alexander filled in the blanks as best he could. She told her about her relationship, as it were, with Simon, how they met when he was working construction, how he pestered her for nearly a month to go out with him, and his strange words that evening. Detective Wilder acted in a very professional manner throughout and did not make Olivia feel uncomfortable with anything.

When they were done, Olivia signed her statement and gave it back to Detective Wilder.

“S. Adler?” the detective asked, a quizzical look on her face.

“Yeah. Technically, my first name is Sarah, but I’ve always gone by my middle name, Olivia,” she explained, shrugging her shoulders.

“Well, Simon will most likely be arraigned on Monday for assault and attempted murder. Now, you’re certain that nothing of a sexual nature occurred?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.

Olivia nodded, deciding it was best to leave out a few details about Simon’s attack. She didn’t need her sex life brought up in court. “Yes.” 

“Okay. A ‘no contact protective order’ will be issued since this could be considered a domestic case. I’ll call you on Tuesday and let you know the result of the arraignment. It was nice to meet you, Miss Adler.” Detective Wilder stood up, gathering her belongings, and headed toward the doorway. “Mr. Burnham, can you walk me out, please?” she said gravely.

Sighing, he reluctantly followed her down the hallway. When they were out of Olivia’s earshot, Detective Wilder turned to him. “Alex, it’s not her, so stop trying to save every girl you find whose name is Olivia. She died. Dad said she died in the hospital from a head injury. That was over twenty years ago. This girl’s real name isn’t even Olivia, for crying out loud.”

Alexander looked at his older sister. “I know, Carol. I understand all of that. Call it penance. We failed her that day. I have to do this. For me and for the little girl we couldn’t help all those years ago. That’s all.” And did you see those eyes? he wanted to ask her. She didn’t have to look into those eyes as they closed for the last time in her dreams like he did.

“I know.” She hugged him. “We were all torn that day. Dad never got over it, but you have to start forgiving him…and yourself. Think about it.” She walked into the reception area, leaving Alexander alone with his thoughts for a moment.

Snapping back to reality, he quickly returned to his office, his heart skipping a beat when he saw Olivia sitting on his love seat, deep in thought. “Do you need a ride home?”

She looked up and hesitated. “No. I’ll be fine. I need to get my stuff from my office, then I’ll just call for a cab.”

He sat next to her. “You were just attacked outside of my building. I run a security company and I can’t even keep people who work in my building secure. The least I can do is make sure that you get home safe.”

She stared into his eyes that were beseeching her to agree, hoping she could see how horrible he felt for what had happened to her. “Fine,” she finally conceded. “But only because it’s after three in the morning and I don’t feel like waiting for a cab.”

Alexander smiled, happy to spend a little more time with her. “I’ll accompany you down to your office, then have Martin meet us out front with the car.” He held out his hand for her and she grabbed it, allowing him to lead her from the office and through the security door to wait for an elevator.

A tall, well-built man in his mid-fifties wearing a black suit sat in the reception area and immediately stood when he noticed his boss emerge. “Mr. Burnham, is there anything else I can do for you?”

“Martin, this is Miss Olivia Adler.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Miss Adler,” Martin said, extending his hand to Olivia.

“I will accompany Miss Adler to her office on the twentieth floor. Please bring the car around and meet us out front.”

“Yes, sir,” Martin answered as the elevator arrived. They all stepped into the car and Martin pressed the button for twenty and the basement garage.

As they turned to exit the elevator on Olivia’s floor, Alexander placed his hand on her lower back, leading her in the direction of the front door to the wellness center.

The placement of his hand sent a series of unexpected shivers up and down her spine. Olivia took a quick breath, wondering how a simple touch could affect her like it did. That innocent gesture felt much more satisfying than any act of intimacy she could remember. Turning her head in his direction, she noticed him exhale very slowly before their eyes met. She thought that maybe she had the same effect on him. Then she remembered they had just met. No one fell for someone after just an hour. That only happened in romance novels or in movies, not in real life.

“This is where I work,” she said as Alexander followed her through the center and down a corridor to her office. “Well, technically, this is where I deal with paperwork. When I’m instructing, I’m in one of the studio rooms. I’ll just grab my stuff and we can get out of here.”

She kept rambling while Alexander silently stared at her, loving the way her mouth caressed certain words. He couldn’t believe how breathtaking she was. There was something stirring within his depths, other than the obvious arousal. It was something more.

Walking around her office, he glanced at various motivational prints containing words of encouragement that were hung on her walls, but that wasn’t what he was interested in. He wanted to get a sense of who she was as a person. He stopped when he reached a medal rack containing close to fifty medals, clearly from a variety of marathons and half-marathons.

“Wow,” he said in astonishment. “Run much?”

Olivia laughed nervously. “You could say that.”

“I’m impressed.”

“So you must be important to have a police detective at your beck and call at three o’clock on a Saturday morning,” Olivia joked as she gathered her laptop and other items she needed for the weekend.

“Well, actually, she’s my older sister. She helps me out from time to time.”

“Ah, I see. Ready to go?”

He nodded and followed her back down the hall to the bay of elevators. Once a car arrived, it whisked them to the bottom floor where they exited through the night entrance.

Noticing her reluctance to return to the scene of her attack, Alexander grabbed her hand, trying to comfort her. Looking deep into her brown eyes, he whispered, “You’re safe with me. I promise. You can trust me.”

There was that phrase again. You can trust me. Olivia searched her brain. Why was it so familiar?

The pair walked onto the main road where a black Escalade waited. Alexander helped her into the back seat of the car before running around to the other side and climbing in beside her.

After Olivia gave Martin her address, he turned the car onto the empty Boston streets and drove toward the Back Bay.

Reaching his hand across the seat, Alexander grabbed Olivia’s and squeezed it, surprising her.

She turned to look at him and he gave her a small smile. She didn’t pull her hand away as she normally would have, savoring in the warmth of his flesh on hers during the short ride to her brownstone on Commonwealth Avenue.

When Martin pulled up outside her house, Alexander quickly exited the car and ran around to open her door for her. He grabbed her bags and led her up the front stairs, placing his hand on her lower back again.

Reaching her door, she turned and met his eyes once more. “If you hadn’t shown up…” She trailed off, the memory of Simon holding a knife to her throat returning after being blissfully absent for the past hour.

“I don’t want to think about what could have happened if I didn’t show up when I did. I guess my insomnia paid off tonight.” He reached for her face and caressed her head where her injury was.

He flashed back to a summer at the beach house and a young girl falling down on the rocks, cutting her head. She had to get stitches that day. His eyes wandered briefly to the other side of her forehead and noticed there was a very slight red scar underneath her hairline.

Coincidence, Alex. It’s just a coincidence.

“Well, thank you, Mr. Burnham,” Olivia said, grabbing her bags from him. She hated awkward situations like this. She wondered what the proper protocol was for saying good-bye to someone who just, literally, saved your ass.

After a brief pause, he placed a gentle kiss on her forehead where the old scar was. “People only have to call me Mr. Burnham in the bedroom,” he whispered in her ear.

She gasped, her eyes growing wide.

He smiled, rubbing his thumb over her bottom lip. “Call me Alexander…for now.” He winked as he pulled his hand away from her face.

Her stature visibly deflated from the loss of contact.

“And if you need anything, please call me. If you’re scared or worried or just need someone to talk to, don’t hesitate to call. I don’t sleep much as it is so I would welcome the distraction.” He reached into his pocket and handed her his business card.

“I’ll keep that in mind.” She turned to enter her house.

“Miss Adler…” Alexander said, causing her to spin around and stare back into his eyes again. He didn’t want her to walk out of his life just yet.

“Yes?”

He hesitated briefly. He contemplated asking her out but, like Olivia, he didn’t date. He fucked. That was it. “It was a pleasure meeting you. I do hope our paths cross again, but under better circumstances.”

Olivia simply nodded her head and turned to enter her house.

Alexander remained frozen in place as she closed the door, amazed at how different his evening had turned out from where it began. Earlier, he had gone out for a drink and ran into Chelsea, an old friend who he had hooked up with from time to time over the past decade. The tall redhead helped him forget everything for a few hours. He had been in total control of everything. That was what he needed. It was what he desired. Control made him happy. After that day all those years ago, he had decided to always be in control from then on. But now, after meeting Olivia, he was slowly starting to lose control over his own emotions. He wanted to get to know her, even if she didn’t turn out to be his Olivia.

Hearing the click of the lock on the front door, he retreated to the SUV, directing Martin to take him back to the office. The lights sprang to life when he entered the large room he had just left. Removing a large portrait, he unlocked the wall safe. For the first time since his father was killed over five years ago, he took out an envelope addressed to him, instantly recognizing his father’s handwriting. He debated opening it. He sat staring at the letter all night, scared of what his father’s last words to him would reveal.













CHAPTER FOUR

AN UNEXPECTED SURPRISE







“SWEETHEART, HURRY UP! WE need to get a move on!” a young Olivia’s mother shouted at her as she grabbed a few last things from her summer home. Olivia didn’t know why they had to leave so quickly. They usually didn’t leave their beach house until after Labor Day. Her mother said it was an emergency and that she had to be a brave girl. But she was only six years old. 

Olivia sat in the back seat of the car, playing with Mr. Bear, her favorite stuffed animal, as her father sped away. Her mama must have been tired from all the packing because she was asleep in the front seat.

The car merged onto the interstate and her father became more relaxed, although he checked the rear-view mirror more than he usually did. Out of nowhere, a dark SUV pulled up behind their car. He tried to accelerate but his sedan was no match for the SUV, which was steadily catching up. His face remained calm, a staple of his CIA training. He was no longer trying to save his family. He was protecting his assets.

“I love you,” he said to his wife. He turned around, his face neutral, trying not to scare Olivia in the back seat. “We love you very much, Livvy.”

Olivia didn’t look up from her bear. “I know.”

Suddenly, a car slammed into them from behind. Olivia’s head snapped hard against the seat in front of her and she slipped into unconsciousness.

“Hey, Olibia. We need to get out of here, okay?” A boy woke her up as he tried to unbuckle her seat belt. Gazing into his green eyes, she realized that she knew this boy somehow. He always called her Olibia.

“My mama and papa…” she cried, remembering that there was a crash and her head hurt. She hoped her parents’ heads didn’t hurt, too.

“I know, but this is an emergency and you have to be brave,” the boy pleaded with her.

“Okay. I’ll be a brave little girl.” She reached out her hand and he pulled her through the shattered car window.

Although he was not very strong, he picked her up, running as he carried her to safety.

As he did, Olivia noticed her uncle looking into the passenger side of the crashed car, a scared look across his face.

“I don’t feel so well,” she said to the boy. The world spun around her. She didn’t know what was going on.

“I know. We’re going to get you help. We’re going to protect you always, Olibia. Nothing bad will ever happen again. You can trust me.” And then nothing. Black. Emptiness.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA WOKE UP WITH a start, shaking and gasping for air. It had been so long since she’d had that dream. It was always the same. Her parents always died. She usually never saw who pulled her to safety, but she did that time. A boy with green eyes. She knew him, but couldn’t remember how. And those words… You can trust me. What did it all mean?

She tried to get her bearings, needing to feel grounded in some sort of reality. Glancing around, she knew she was in her bedroom. She was lying in her large king-sized bed, her cat, Nepenthe, curled up at her feet. The shades were drawn and it was pitch black. She heard a buzzing sound and realized that her cell phone was vibrating on the nightstand. She looked at the phone and saw Kiera’s name and photo flashing. Groggily, she answered.

“Libby! Oh, my god! You’re alive. Are you okay?!” Kiera screamed into the phone.

“I’m fine,” she mumbled.

“It’s almost five and you haven’t responded to any of your texts! I’ve been worried sick!” she chastised her friend.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t get to bed until after four in the morning last night. I’m exhausted.”

“Oh, yeah? Did you break down and invite Simon over for one last fling?”

“God, no!” she shouted into the phone. “But something happened last night that did involve Simon.” Her voice turned grave.

“What happened, Libs? I know he was drunk when he left the bar last night, but he left at, like, ten. I saw him get into a cab.”

“Well, apparently, he circled the block. When I went to get into my office building after I left the bar, he was waiting by the night entrance and…” She trailed off, at a loss about why he would leave the bar just to return later on. Something didn’t add up.

“What happened? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Just a little shaken up. He attacked me. It was so weird. I’m such an idiot. I’m just lucky I got away, and that a guy who works in my building saw me being chased and caught him.”

“So he kicked Simon’s ass for you?”

Olivia laughed, thankful that her friend had lightened the mood a little. “He definitely did. I didn’t get too close of a look at Simon, but he was unconscious so…”

“Who was this mystery man?” Kiera interrupted.

“Just someone who works in my building,” she said quickly, not wanting to get into any details about the gorgeous man she met the previous evening, a charged feeling enveloping her just thinking about him. “Listen, I’m starving. Want to come over for a girl’s night? I’ll order some Chinese. We’ll pig out.”

“Fine, but I swear to god, if you order anything with tofu, I’m no longer your friend.”

“Okay. Pick up some wine on your way over, please. I think I’m out. Give me a half-hour to take a bath.” She hung up and walked downstairs into the kitchen, grabbing her binder full of various take-out menus and finding their favorite Chinese bistro. Thankfully, they delivered.

Twenty minutes later, after a nice relaxing bath, Olivia was lounging on her couch on the first floor of her house, dressed in a pair of black yoga pants and a green tank top, when her doorbell rang. It couldn’t have been Kiera. She had a key and usually just let herself in. Glancing at the clock, she knew that the food wouldn’t be arriving for at least another half-hour.

Curious, she got off the couch and padded across the large, airy living room and into the hallway. Looking out the peephole, she wrinkled her eyebrows in bewilderment when she saw a man holding a bouquet of flowers. She opened the door and thanked him, searching for a clue as to who they could be from.

“Who sent you flowers, girly?!” Olivia heard Kiera shout from down the street as she turned to head back inside.

“I don’t know,” she replied, walking into her house, leaving the door open for Kiera. She placed the vase on the kitchen island and found the card accompanying the beautiful floral arrangement of calla lilies and yellow tulips. She opened the envelope and tried to hide her excitement.




Just wanted to send you something to brighten your day and help you forget about last night.

-Yours,

A.T.B.




A smile crept across Olivia’s face as she read the card, her heart racing as piercing green eyes flashed through her memory.

“Who is A.T.B?” Kiera asked, peering over Olivia’s shoulder.

“He’s the guy who kicked Simon’s ass last night,” she replied dismissively, grabbing the Willamette Valley pinot noir from her friend.

“I can tell there’s definitely more to this story than what you’ve been telling me. I mean, look at the type of flowers he sent you!” She toyed with the breathtaking and lavish arrangement.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. Why does it matter what type of flowers he sent?” Olivia found a corkscrew and quickly opened the bottle of wine.

“Libs, he sent you yellow tulips and calla lilies. Calla lilies mean beauty and yellow tulips symbolize hopeless love.” She fluttered her eyelids, a dreamy look on her face.

Olivia rolled her eyes and handed her a glass of wine. “Please don’t read too much into the flowers. He probably just had his secretary send them or something.” They made their way into the living room, which was separated from her kitchen by a simple archway. Olivia loved the open floor plan of her home. It was an old brownstone house, but she had updated it with her modern and simplistic style. “He helped me last night and just wanted to bring a smile to my face today. That’s all.” They sat down on the couch and Olivia turned on the television, hoping to distract her friend.

“So what was he like? Based on that stupid grin on your face, there’s definitely something you’re not telling me.”

Olivia glanced at her and couldn’t help it. “He’s the most beautiful man I have ever laid eyes on,” she blurted out.

 “Aw, Libby!” she exclaimed, hugging her and nearly spilling both of their glasses of wine. “You’re actually attracted to someone! I didn’t think this day would ever happen!”

“Hey! I’ve been attracted to guys before! I don’t just sleep with anyone. They’ve got to be good-looking.” She took a hearty sip of her wine, needing some liquid courage to get through this conversation.

“Yeah, but it’s easy to have sex without feeling any connection to someone. Hell, that’s all you’ve ever done. And there’s a difference between finding someone good-looking and finding them attractive. You can be good-looking and not be attractive. Being attracted to someone isn’t just digging them on a physical level. It’s something more. It’s opening your soul to someone, letting them in, telling them your hopes and dreams and fears, letting them know the real you. I know you have trouble with that, Libby, but don’t you want to have that connection with someone so you know you’re not all alone in this fucked-up world?”

Olivia considered her older and wiser friend’s words, knowing that she was right, but all she had ever known was her solitary life. “He sent shivers throughout my body every time he touched me,” she gushed. “I had no idea what was going on. Maybe it was because I was just attacked by Simon and he came to my rescue. Maybe I’ve got, like, Stockholm syndrome or something,” she joked.

“Libs, Stockholm syndrome is when you get kidnapped and want to bone your kidnapper. You definitely don’t have that. What you’ve got is a bona-fide crush on a man!” She oozed excitement over the thought. “So tell me…” She crossed her legs, turning to face her. “What happened after he kicked Simon’s ass?”

Olivia proceeded to tell Kiera all about Alexander taking her to his office, patching up her head, calling a detective to take her statement, and then driving her home. She left out all the details about him owning the building and having a posh penthouse office, as well as a personal driver…or badass bodyguard. She wasn’t sure which he was yet.

As she spoke, she grew even more interested with the mystery man she met on State Street the night before. She made a mental note to do some research on him later when she had some privacy. She was intrigued to know more about him and how he could have such a successful company when he appeared so young. He seemed relatively quiet last night, simply listening to her ramble on about whatever popped into her head. He was so gentle when he took care of her. But then she remembered his husky voice saying, “People only have to call me Mr. Burnham in the bedroom”. It almost seemed like there were two very different sides to Alexander.

Snapping out of her thoughts, she turned her attention back to Kiera. “He left his card with his cell phone number and told me to call if I ever wanted to talk.”

“You should call him!” She bounced up and down on the couch, an infectious smile on her face. “Come on. Do it right now so I can hear his voice, too.” She giggled.

“I think after my last failed ‘relationship’,” Olivia said, using air quotes around the word relationship, “I’m off men for a bit. Maybe the whole ‘no-strings-attached’ thing isn’t such a smart idea, anyway. When I don’t get to know the person, I am blind to whatever propensities they have, you know?” She paused for a moment, gauging her friend’s reaction.

Kiera didn’t have to say anything. Olivia knew precisely what she was thinking. Kiera was happy that she had finally realized her approach to relationships had been anything but healthy.

“Anyway, I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” Olivia said, breaking the growing tension in the room. “Let’s rent a cheesy movie and drink wine, okay?”

“Okay.” Kiera relaxed into the couch. Their food arrived a few minutes later. They watched a few chick flicks, drank a bottle of wine, and ate almost half of the Chinese feast Olivia ordered.

At midnight, Kiera left to go home. Olivia, however, was wide-awake, having slept most of the day away. So she did what she had wanted to do all night. She grabbed her MacBook out of her bag, powered it up, and typed “Alexander Burnham” into the search engine.

She was surprised at the magnitude of hits, her heart thumping in her chest as she started to get an overall picture of the beautiful man with green eyes.

Alexander Burnham dropped out of Harvard after a semester and joined the navy. He eventually passed SEAL training and had been deployed on a variety of special ops around the world. After his father died five years ago, he left the navy to take over his security company at the age of twenty-four. He was able to use his SEAL training in building his company into one of the foremost private security firms in the world.

His firm provided security and military services across the globe. Its contractors had trained local militaries in Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as Africa and South America. In addition, its contractors often provided protection services for key staff members traveling abroad and domestically, as well as protection of important natural resources, such as the oil fields in the Middle East.

Apparently, it also assisted various government and private entities in conducting certain classified operations, which Olivia deduced was a nice way of saying covert and clandestine services. Further, his company had recently expanded its services to include military aviation support, offering medical evacuations and armed air escort to any location.

In addition to its vast overseas presence, his company provided security for a wide variety of clients on domestic soil, from dignitaries to celebrities. What caught Olivia’s eye was the amount of pro bono work his firm did, offering their services…including new identities…to victims of a variety of crimes. He had offices all over the country and abroad, although he made the Boston office his home. All that and he hadn’t even hit his thirtieth birthday. Her research showed that he was successful and compassionate at the same time. It was a unique combination of qualities that most men she came across didn’t even come close to possessing.

Sighing, she got up from the couch and looked at the flowers he sent, reading the card again. She was about to put it back into the envelope when writing on the back caught her eye.




Please call me. Anytime.




Smiling at the thought that perhaps he did send the flowers himself, she glanced at the clock in the kitchen, observing that it was after one in the morning. She debated calling him, but what would her reason have been for doing so? Maybe to thank him for sending the flowers? That would sound ridiculous. Shrugging it off, she closed her laptop and went upstairs to settle into bed, her thoughts consumed with Alexander Burnham.

Closing her eyes, she imagined what it would be like to have a relationship with someone who genuinely cared about her. She recalled all of Alexander’s accomplishments and her subconscious instantly told her that he was so far out of her league. He was beautiful and successful. While Olivia was attractive enough, she was still trying to figure everything out. Her past haunted her. She had trouble just making it through the day sometimes. She didn’t have anything to offer a relationship. She wouldn’t even know how to act in a relationship.

With that thought, sleep enveloped her.




~~~~~~~~~~




IN THE SOUTH END of Boston, a man answered his cell phone, his deep voice reverberating through the room. “Donovan.”

“Mark, um…I mean, Donovan. It’s me. Simon,” he said nervously.

“I thought I made it rather clear that you were never to call this number. Not unless you had good news. Do you have good news?”

“Well, no. Not really. I tried to get the information you wanted and the bitch fought back, and, well… I’m in jail. I need a lawyer, man, and you’ve got to get me out of here.”

“Fuck.”













CHAPTER FIVE

A BEAUTIFUL SOUND







THE SUN SEEPED INTO Alexander’s bedroom, waking him up on Sunday morning. Opening his eyes, he was surprised to have gotten a full night of sleep. He picked his cell phone off the charger and saw that it was eight in the morning. His eyes fell on the envelope sitting on his nightstand and he grew uneasy. “Not yet,” he said. “Soon.”

Reluctantly getting out of bed, he prepared a cup of coffee and made his way into the study to get a few e-mails out of the way before heading out for his morning run. As he sat at his desk, his thoughts were consumed by one woman. Olivia. His feelings for her confused him. It was evident that he was attracted to her, but there was also something more to it than the obvious appeal. He wasn’t sure whether it was because he desperately wanted her to be her, the girl he failed to save all those years ago, or because they connected on a deeper level. Normally, he would ask her out, sleep with her, and possibly never see her again, but something about Olivia made him want more than that.

After throwing on some running clothes, he left his three-story penthouse condo and ran toward Boston Common Park. Olivia lived right around the corner from the famous landmark, and he secretly hoped that she was heading out for her morning run at the same location.

After braving the city streets teeming with tourists, he finally reached Boston Common, inwardly detesting the hot and humid weather that early in the morning, but he had run in tougher conditions in the past. Opening up his stride a bit through the large park, he couldn’t stop thinking about Olivia, her large brown eyes flashing through his memory. He smirked a little as he recalled the expression on her face during his attempts to hit on her.

He rounded a bend and the crystal clear lake came into view. The Swan Boats were out and tourists clambered for their turn to ride them. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a woman sprinting in his direction. He stilled, flashing back to Friday night. It all seemed so familiar, but there was something different this time. The woman was running for fun and not because her life depended on it. It looked like her, but what were the chances?

Alexander continued to run toward the woman, a grin crossing his face when that familiar silhouette came into focus. It was Olivia Adler. He couldn’t believe his luck. Beaming at her, he hoped she would stop for a quick chat, but she appeared to be so focused that she wasn’t paying attention to anything around her, including anyone running nearby.

“Whoa! Slow down, killer!” he shouted, getting her attention and causing her to stop abruptly.

Taking her ear buds out, she turned around and searched for the source of those words, surprised when her vision unexpectedly fell on those beautiful green eyes that she had been dreaming about the past few nights.

“Mr. Burnham…I mean, Alexander,” she said breathlessly, blushing when she recalled his words from the other night. People only have to call me Mr. Burnham in the bedroom. She bent down and put her hands on her knees, trying to slow down her breathing. “Sorry. I didn’t see you. I was in the zone.”

“What zone is that? The heart attack zone? You shouldn’t run with such intensity in this heat and humidity,” he said in a stern voice. “Something could happen to you.”

Olivia looked up and stared at the attractive man in front of her, taking in the beautifully sculpted biceps. Licking her lips, she could faintly make out his defined abs through his shirt, her temperature rising as she imagined how he would look bare-chested.

Alexander’s face softened with a hint of amusement, noticing her eyes traveling over his body. “You’re not from Kenya so stop trying to run like you are.”

She laughed fully in response to his banter, probably the result of the nerves she felt from being so close to him again. She couldn’t remember the last time someone made her laugh like that.

“That’s a beautiful sound,” Alexander said as Olivia straightened up, finally having caught her breath.

“What is? A girl out of breath from trying to break the four-minute mile?” She smiled as she took a sip from her water bottle.

“No. The sound of your laughter,” he said softly. “I think it’s quickly climbing on my list of favorite sounds.”

She blushed at his words, dropping her gaze from his.

He took a step forward, leaning down to her ear. “But I’m sure I’d enjoy the sound of you out of breath, as well, just as long as it was my doing.”

She gasped, blushing again. Something about Alexander and his words completely unhinged her. Normally, she was so confident and self-assured, but around him, her stomach seemed to be all knotted up, never knowing what words were about to fall out of his sensual mouth. She found herself considering all the ways that she wanted him to make her completely breathless. She felt the possibilities were endless as her eyes continued to roam his body.

“See something you like, Miss Adler?” he asked with a mischievous grin on his face, proud of himself for catching her off-guard. For someone who appeared so strong and assertive, he had an inclination that it was all a front to keep people away.

Avoiding his eyes and his last statement, Olivia turned, her vision settling on the lake. “This is one of my favorite spots in the city,” she said, surveying the Swan Boats as they floated through the park. She was trying to ignore the desire that had begun to flow through her body, particularly after his previous comments. “I couldn’t decide whether to run the Charles River today or come to the Commons.”

“Well, I’m glad you went with the latter.”

She glanced at him and was met with his dazzling smile, her mouth growing dry. After an awkward moment of silence, she felt that she needed to say something. “Thank you for the flowers.” She crossed her arms in front of her body. “I thought about calling you last night, but it was one in the morning and I didn’t want to disturb you,” she explained as she fidgeted with her tank top and stared into his observant eyes. His proximity was paralyzing.

“I told you to call me anytime and I meant it.” His voice was soft and endearing as he closed the distance between them, their bodies almost touching. Olivia could smell his aroma of sweat, body wash, and a unique scent that she assumed was just him. A slight breeze ruffled through the trees, causing a few wayward curls to fall in front of her face. Alexander gently tucked a curl behind her ear and she immediately became self-conscious, not wanting him to be turned off by her flushed complexion or her sweaty body.

She had no idea why he affected her like he did. She never found herself completely speechless in front of the opposite sex before, but something about him made all thoughts quickly disappear, prohibiting her from forming a coherent sentence. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but there was something about him that made her want to get to know him better…and there was part of her that felt as if she already did.

“Well, I should finish my run,” she said, breaking her gaze from his and taking a step back, trying to regain her composure. “I’m planning to head to Beer Works for the game later,” she explained.

“Oh? You’re going to the game today?” he piqued up.

“I hadn’t planned to. I just love the atmosphere by Fenway on game day. And I love the watermelon ale at Beer Works so it’s a win-win.” Olivia took another drink of water.

“I have Red Sox season tickets. If you want to watch the game, I can take you with me. I was going to take my brother, but he can go next time.”

“I don’t know. I wouldn’t want to interfere.”

Alexander reached for Olivia’s hand and that spark was back. That feeling of electricity between them that she had only read about in romance novels. That feeling she was convinced did not exist in real life.

“If I didn’t want you to join me, I would not have asked you,” he said in a husky voice that just oozed sex.

Part of her wanted to refuse Alexander’s invitation. Yes, he was sexy as sin, but going out together, alone, scared her. She secretly wanted to invite him over so she could fuck him and get him out of her system. Then she could go on with her perfectly ordered, albeit lonely, existence. But she had a feeling there was something about him that would make it impossible for her to ever forget about him.

“I promise I don’t bite,” he whispered. “Unless you want me to.”

Fuck. How could she say no to that?

“Okay. I’ll go with you,” she whimpered, dazed.

“Perfect,” he replied with a twinkle in his eye. “The game starts at four-fifteen. Why don’t I pick you up at two? That way, we can relax and have a few beers beforehand.”

“Okay,” she agreed, glancing down at her GPS watch. She had more than enough time to get in some serious running before he would pick her up.

“Please take it easy on the rest of your run.” Alexander looked down at her, the stern look back on his face. Olivia didn’t know whether to find it frightening or endearing that he seemed to care about her so much that he chastised her behavior. And there was something about that look and voice that made her want to obey him.

“I will.” She turned and headed off, briefly glancing back and waving at him. Throughout the remainder of her run, she couldn’t stop thinking about his hooded eyes and the way his mouth caressed certain words, her stomach tightening in excitement. No one had ever made her feel like that before and it scared her to death.

What was he doing to her? She had known him for less than forty-eight hours and he already had her rethinking her relationships. Before meeting him, she was too worried about losing someone close to her to allow anyone in, refusing to fall in love. But now, something had changed almost overnight…all because of a pair of pleasing, yet familiar, green eyes.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA RETURNED HOME AROUND noon and got ready for her afternoon with Alexander. After showering and going through the tedious process of straightening her thick, curly hair, she headed downstairs to the kitchen and prepared a quick spinach and quinoa salad. As she ate, she sat at the breakfast bar, staring at the flowers Alexander sent the day before.

The yellow tulips and white calla lilies were beginning to bloom, and Olivia thought the flowers could be a metaphor for her feelings for him. They were gradually growing stronger and stronger. But just like everything else in her life, the flowers would inevitably die and she would just be left alone. Again.

She played around with her salad, regretting that she had agreed to go to the game with Alexander. It seemed like a good idea at the time as his delicious body stood in front of her, his voice provocative when he told her he didn’t bite unless she wanted him to, but in the clarity of her home, she knew it would just end horribly for all involved. Nothing ever worked out for her, and it was only a matter of time before her emotional instability and insecurities scared off Alexander, too.

Losing her appetite, she needed to clear her head. She trekked up to the third floor of her house and entered the music room that took up the entire floor… Her pride and joy. A feeling of calm enveloped her from being enclosed in the four walls of her musical sanctuary. That room was her refuge when things got bad. Some weeks, it seemed she practically lived in there.

Olivia shuffled through her bookcase, searching for the sheet music to the song she had on her mind. The room was a little stuffy, given the late August heat, so she opened one of the large windows to let in some fresh air, looking down at the street below to make sure Alexander wasn’t there yet.

Making her way past a sitting area, she walked over to the piano and sat down, placing the music in front of her. The sound of the piano and her voice filled the large room, the acoustics perfect. She had one passion in life. Music. It was how she dealt with her past.

As she sang, she thought about everyone she had lost. She grieved for her parents, desperately hoping that she had made them proud. She grieved for the life she had before the accident, the life she could barely remember. She wasn’t sure if it was the loss of her parents that caused her so much pain, or whether it was the loss of her life before that day. She tried so hard to remember her friends and family. She must have had friends, but who were they? And where were they now? Would they remember her? Why couldn’t she remember them? The only clue she had about her life before the accident came to her in the form of her dream…the green-eyed boy.

Olivia finished the song, keeping her eyes closed for a few seconds, trying to deal with her emotions after singing the song that reminded her so much of her parents and all the loss she had suffered throughout her life.

She took a deep, steadying breath, becoming startled when she heard a clapping sound in the doorway behind her. Screaming, she jumped out of her chair and spun around, her hand on her chest to try to slow her racing heart. Following the sound of the clapping, her eyes fell on Alexander, a bright smile across his chiseled face as he leaned against the doorway.

God, he looks good, she said to herself, salivating over the man standing in front of her. No matter what, he definitely has good style. She eyed his crisp white polo shirt, plaid shorts, and flip flops.

“That was beautiful,” Alexander said, breaking Olivia’s stream of thought about how much she loved a man who could wear flip flops.

“How did you get in here?” She glared at him, crossing her arms defensively.

“I rang the doorbell and you didn’t answer. I was worried something had happened to you. Your door was unlocked so I let myself in. Then I heard you playing the piano and singing. I just had to listen.” Something about being in Olivia’s music room made him think back to his younger years…spending time with family friends, playing piano and singing along during the holidays, then having those friends taken from him. They weren’t the only victims that day. Part of Alexander died that day, too.

Shaking off his tragic memories, he took a step forward, brushing a wayward strand of hair behind Olivia’s ear. His hand lingered for a moment as he tried to keep his eyes trained on her face. Her legs looked amazing in the short navy and white striped sundress she wore, accented with coral jewelry. He thought about how it would feel to have those long legs wrapped around him. Snapping out of his racy thoughts, he smiled. “You’re very talented, you know.”

Trying to avoid his eyes, she stared at her feet. “Thank you.”

“Look at me, Olivia,” he demanded.

She snapped her head up, obeying his command.

“You are very talented.” He held her chin in place and stared deep into her big brown eyes, getting lost in the pain and heartache he could sense within.

“Sorry, I didn’t hear the doorbell,” she said, interrupting the building tension that she started to feel all over her body, including between her legs. “It’s hard to hear it up here.” She turned around and folded the cover over the piano keys, needing to distance herself from Alexander before she invited him straight into her bedroom.

“Are you ready to go?” He held his hand out to her.

“Yes,” she replied, grabbing it.

They walked out the front door and she turned to lock up. She felt Alexander approach her from behind, his body mere inches away. He whispered in her ear, “Please always remember to lock your front door, even when you’re home. You can’t trust anyone.”

“I thought you said I could trust you.” Olivia turned to face him, remembering his words from a few nights ago. She smirked while she placed her keys in her purse.

“You probably shouldn’t, but I’d like you to.” He sent her a sort of mischievous smile, caressing her forehead where her bruise was. She closed her eyes at the contact, enjoying the sensation of Alexander’s hands delicately brushing her face in a rather sensual manner. Why did a simple touch feel so invigorating? She didn’t want to think about what it would feel like if he was to touch other parts of her body. She thought she would probably explode.

Alexander continued to gaze at Olivia, both of their breathing becoming heavy. He couldn’t understand the pull she had on him, the magnetism unlike anything he had ever felt before.

“Do you feel it, too?” he asked, bringing his hand to cup her chin, tilting her head up.

“Yes,” she breathed, her voice husky as her legs grew weak.

“Good,” he said, turning and walking down her front steps, opening the back door of the waiting Escalade.

Taking a deep breath, she took a minute to steady herself so she didn’t trip over her feet. Once she was confident she could walk down the stairs without causing serious bodily harm, she joined Alexander on the sidewalk and climbed into the car.

Martin sat at the driver’s seat and greeted her as she entered the SUV. “Good afternoon, Miss Adler.”

“Hello, Martin.”

“Looking forward to the ball game this afternoon?”

“Yes, I am. Thank you.”

The door opposite her opened and Alexander sat down, preparing for the short drive. He reached out and grabbed her hand, his fingers brushing her soft skin. He marveled at how small it felt when enveloped in his.

“You look beautiful today, Miss Adler,” he said as he stared into her eyes, an endearing expression on his face.

“Thank you, Mr. Burnham.”

His eyes grew wide before settling into a heated lust-filled gaze, causing her to think how much she wanted to scream his name.

Bringing her hand to his mouth, he kissed it very gently.

A glow spread through her body from the contact as her eyes remained fixed on his. She realized she was falling for this complete stranger, as much as she didn’t want that to happen.

This was bad. Very, very bad.













CHAPTER SIX

PUZZLE PIECES







AFTER A LONGER THAN normal drive from Olivia’s house, they finally arrived at Beer Works. There was already a line outside but the doorman saw Alexander and permitted the pair to enter, nodding a greeting to him. As they made their way through the industrial-looking microbrewery, he was greeted by countless people, shaking hands with some, stopping to take pictures with others. All the while, he flashed his debonair smile, but kept his protective eyes trained on Olivia.

She didn’t know what to think of his apparent notoriety. Girls around her were giggling and whistling, asking how she got so lucky to be out with one of the country’s most eligible bachelors, according to Esquire magazine. She simply shrugged in response. She had distanced herself so much from the social scene that she didn’t realize she was in the company of a local celebrity.

Grabbing her hand after excusing himself from a rather drunk group of co-eds, Alexander led her to an empty high-top table toward the rear of the large bar and sat down. A server came to take their order, an awkward silence filling the atmosphere at the table despite the loud music and boisterous yells from the many Red Sox fans there.

As Olivia waited for her drink and tried to fight off the uneasy effect that Alexander’s penetrating green eyes had on her, her mind drifted back to the song she was singing before he had arrived at her house. She wondered if he was able to figure out the meaning behind it…how she lost the few parental figures she had in her life, first when she was six and again on the day of her college graduation.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Alexander said, observing Olivia’s thoughtful appearance as a server dropped off two watermelon ales, complete with watermelon slice.

“Sorry,” she said, snapping out of her unsettled memories and returning her eyes to him. “I was just thinking about my college graduation.”

“Oh, yeah? What about it?” He took a sip from his beer and Olivia did the same.

“Nothing really,” she replied evasively. “Just how it seems so long ago. Thanks for inviting me.”

“You’re welcome.” He smiled, staring at her perfect luscious lips as she dragged her tongue across them. He wondered how they would taste but, for once, he wasn’t going to rush this. Olivia was the first woman he had met who made him want more than just a one-night stand, but something about her demeanor and how closed off she was made him think that she had a past which forced her to put up walls. If he scared her off by moving too fast, he had a feeling he would regret it.

“So, Alexander, are you a big Red Sox fan?” she asked in an attempt to break the growing tension, noticing his heated gaze. Boys love their sports, right?

“I am.” His smile widened. “Growing up, I spent my summers on the Cape and I remember going to games with my dad.”

“I’ve never actually been to a game inside Fenway,” she said quietly.

“What?!” he exclaimed, dumbfounded. “How long have you been living here?”

Olivia shifted nervously in her seat, taking a sip of beer with her trembling hand, fearful that he would ask too many questions…questions she didn’t want to answer.

Meeting his eyes, a feeling of familiarity washed over her and, before she knew what she was doing, she began telling him about herself. “I went to Boston College for undergrad. I started there about ten years ago. After graduation, I left. I ended up coming back about a year ago.”

Noticing her rigid stature, he could tell there was more to the story and remained quiet, waiting for her to embellish.

“I missed it here. This was the only place that really felt like home.” She tapped her fingernails against the metal table.

“Where did you grow up? I know you’re not from around here, not with that accent.” He had been trying to place her accent all weekend. It had a soft twang to it, particularly when she pronounced certain words.

“Charleston, South Carolina,” she admitted, observing a perplexed look cross his face at her response. “I’m a southern beach bum at heart,” she added, trying to bring the smile back to his face that was there seconds before.

Alexander simply stared at her, dumbfounded “How about your parents?” he asked, finally snapping out of it. “Are they still in Charleston?” He needed to know the back story. Too many pieces were falling into place. There had been too many coincidences. The age. The name. Where she grew up. The music. Most of all, the music.

A chill enveloped her and she started breathing quick and fast. It felt like the room was closing in on her. She needed to get out of there.

“I’ll be right back.” She stumbled out of her chair and tried to act as calm as possible, despite the nerves overtaking her. “Nature calls.”

Safe in the ladies room, Olivia took a minute to calm her breathing and her heart rate, splashing some water on her face. She had never figured out why she panicked when people asked about her parents. Her therapist seemed to think she was repressing some memories about them, painful memories causing her to react that way.

As she looked at her face in the mirror, trying to overcome her momentary panic, she was unaware how much time had passed since she abruptly left Alexander at the table. Slowly opening the door to the bathroom, she was met with worried green eyes staring back at her.

Alexander grabbed her arm in a firm, yet compassionate manner and led her down the hallway. He surveyed her body, his face awash with concern. “Are you okay?”

“Oh no,” Olivia spat out, crossing her arms defensively in front of her chest. “You don’t get to go all Navy SEAL interrogation specialist on me.”

He gave her a questioning look.

“That’s right. I googled you.”

Alexander softened his fierce expression. “I bet you did.” He raised an eyebrow in a playful manner.

She couldn’t help but laugh a gut-splitting, all-consuming laugh in response to the jovial expression on his face. It was a completely different look for him yet, at the same time, it felt so familiar to her.

Pulling her into his embrace, Alexander stroked her hair and whispered, “Top ten favorite sounds.”

This feels good, she thought to herself as she nuzzled her face against his broad chest and listened to his heart race. Basking in the warmth that surrounded her, she couldn’t remember ever feeling so calm and at ease in the company of a man.

She turned her chin up and stared into his eyes, feeling so small in his embrace. He closed the distance between them and Olivia licked her lips in anticipation, the world around her disappearing. Closing her eyes, she waited, fully expecting to feel his lips on hers. All to soon, the warmth of his breath intermingling with hers vanished and she flung her eyes open. Exhaling loudly, he shook his head and released his hold on her, grabbing her hand to go back to the table.

Her heart dropped in disappointment and confusion. Maybe he wasn’t as attracted to her as she was to him. One second, he was so sweet and caring, and the next, she couldn’t read his behavior. He was almost cold and removed.

They sat back down at the table and Olivia tried to shake off her nerves, her subconscious screaming at her to just grab her purse and leave that instant.

“I ordered another round. I hope you don’t mind.” He glanced at Olivia, but didn’t hold her gaze.

“I’m sorry about that. I mean before, when I, well…”

“When you had a near panic attack?” He raised his eyebrow, taking a sip from his beer.

“I can’t hide anything from you, can I?”

Alexander remained silent, not prodding her, but Olivia could tell he was waiting for an explanation. “I don’t have as many panic attacks as I used to. Talking about my parents usually triggers them.”

“I’m sorry,” he responded, his voice tender. “I didn’t know. I would never have asked you about them if I knew it would upset you in any way. The last thing I want to do is hurt you, Olivia.” The soft look returned to his eyes. Mr. Warm, Caring, and Compassionate was back. Olivia wanted him to stay, and she wanted to be the reason he had that delicious twinkle in his eyes.

“They were killed when I was six. Car accident,” she continued, surprised at the words coming out of her mouth. It had taken her years to share her story with Kiera and Mo and yet, here she was, telling a man she had only known for a few days her darkest secrets. Something about Alexander made her feel as if he already knew what she had been through to cause her to be so cynical when it came to relationships.

“I think what hurts the most is that I can barely remember anything about my life before the accident. I’ve tried. Goddammit, I’ve tried so hard,” she trembled as she took a deep breath. “One of the few things that I do remember is they never called me Sarah. I have no memory of that ever being my name. But I do remember my dad calling me Livvy. I remember my mother more than anything. She taught me how to play piano. I remember spending time with her on the beach.” Tears threatened to spill down her face. “I was in the car when it happened, but I survived somehow.” She thought about telling him about the boy with green eyes that she had been seeing in her dreams the past few nights, but she couldn’t be sure he actually existed. None of it made any sense.

Alexander was torn about how to respond. She just admitted her parents were killed in a car accident and that her father called her Livvy. He remembered that all too well. More pieces were falling into place. He could brush off maybe one or two similarities between the woman sitting in front of him and the girl he knew all those years ago, but there were too many coincidences now.

Is it really her? he thought, smiling on the inside. But at the same time, if it wasn’t her, this was still a girl who lost her parents so young, which had shaped the woman she had become. And was probably the reason she seemed to keep everyone away. “That must be very hard for you, even after all these years, especially having survived the accident that took both of their lives. I couldn’t imagine…”

“It is difficult, even to this day.” Olivia felt a burden lift off her shoulders now that her story was out in the open. “Some people would probably say that I should just put my big girl panties on and get over it already, considering it’s been over twenty years, but I still feel their loss, and remember how empty and abandoned I felt afterwards. I just wish I could remember them, but they died when I was so young. I have a few good memories of my mom, but I wish I could remember my dad. I don’t even have that many photos of them. They say that photos can help trigger memories.” She finished her beer and Alexander signaled a server to bring another round.

“I remember spending summers with my uncle, begging him for photos of my parents. He’d get so angry with me. I never understood why. As the years went on, I could barely remember what they looked like. I’ll never forget my sixteenth birthday. My uncle sent me a card. In it was a photo of me and my parents when I was little. He said it was taken just a few months before…” She trailed off, her chin quivering.

Reaching across the table, Alexander grasped Olivia’s hand, caressing it. “I won’t pressure you to talk about anything you don’t want to. I understand that, even though it happened years ago, the pain is still with you. It will probably never leave you, and it shouldn’t. That way your parents will always be alive…in here.” He dropped her hand and placed his now free hand over his chest where his heart was.

Olivia imitated him, knowing that he was right. She could almost sense that he had been through a terrible loss, too. There was something in his eyes as he spoke to her about her own loss that made it all too clear he was still dealing with his own issues. “I saw a shrink for years and you’ve made more sense in a few minutes than she made in nearly ten years.” She laughed, the tense atmosphere at the table disquieting.

“I was sent to a boarding school after my parents died,” she continued her story as a server dropped off another round of beer. “My uncle kind of took care of me. He wasn’t really my uncle. He was just a close family friend, but the title just stuck. He was originally from Boston, I think, but had some property in Charleston and would come down from time to time, mostly when I was on school break. For whatever reason, he thought it was more important for me to stay in Charleston than to travel up north to him. The older I got, the more time I spent at my school during the breaks for various extracurricular activities, although he did keep a rather watchful eye on what I was allowed to be involved in. That infuriated me as time went on.” Olivia took a deep breath.

“When I was applying to colleges, he suggested giving Boston a try. That way, he would be nearby. I got into Boston College and he helped me find my own place. We weren’t that close. I think it was painful for him to be around me because I reminded him of my parents, especially my mom.” She paused, remembering him always keeping watch on her, even in college while she was bartending. She recalled leaving the bar many nights to see him sitting in his car. It really put a damper on her ability to take someone home with her for a quick fling.

Alexander grabbed her hand again and looked at her, letting her know with his eyes that she could stop talking whenever she wanted to, but he hoped she wouldn’t. There were more pieces falling into place…or maybe he just wanted them to fall into place.

“The day of my college graduation, I got a phone call telling me that my uncle had passed away. He was in the wrong place at the wrong time and was shot by a stray bullet, according to the person on the other end of the phone.” Olivia closed her eyes, remembering how she felt when she received that phone call.

Alexander did the math in his head, rubbing his temples with his free hand.

“The only family I had left was gone.” She opened her eyes and met Alexander’s peaceful gaze.

Squeezing her hand, a wave of hope washed over him for the first time in twenty years. If it was her, where had she been all these years? His father had obviously tried to protect her identity, telling him she died in that accident. Now that his father was dead, who was protecting her? He immediately feared for her safety. He hoped he was wrong and it was just a matter of coincidence…a lot of coincidences.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have told you that whole sob story. We barely know each other and I’m like a freaking Lifetime movie over here.” Olivia tried to lighten the mood.

He smiled slightly. “Lifetime movie?”

“Yeah,” she replied, laughing. “You know, poor pathetic broken girl with a troubled past that she just can’t get over so she refuses to form relationships with anyone to avoid getting hurt. It’s such a tragic cliché, but I can’t control what just so happens to be my life.”

“You have nothing to be ashamed of, Olivia. Your past made you the woman you are today. If one thing was different about your life, you may be on an entirely different trajectory.” He looked into her eyes, bringing her hand to his mouth. Kissing it ever so gently, he murmured, “And then we never would have met, and that is a mother fucking tragedy.”

The twinkle in his green eyes sent Olivia’s heart soaring.

Alexander didn’t care if she was the girl from all those years ago…the one who stole his heart when he was a little boy and he never really got back. Because the girl sitting in front of him now was mending the pieces of his torn heart. And she was worth getting to know.




~~~~~~~~~~




ACROSS TOWN, A MIDDLE-AGED man sat in a stark room with all metal furniture.

“Simon MacKenzie, my name is Paul Flinnigan. I’ve been hired by Donovan to represent you.” The tall, lanky man motioned to the intimidating person sitting next to him at the table in a private room at the local jail.

“All right, listen up, fucker,” Donovan said, leaning toward Simon. “I’m doing this to help you out, but here are the rules. This does not go to trial. You do not mention my name at all. My real name is dead to you. You will take a plea deal. Flinnigan will do what he can, but I don’t give a shit that you may be facing possible prison time.”

The towering, muscular man sitting across from Simon was rather frightening. He had only spoken to Donovan on the phone. Simon made a mental note to never cross him again. He got drunk and stupid. He should have been more patient, but he was so eager to get his hands on the rest of the pay-out money he was promised.

“Mark…I mean, Donovan,” Flinnigan said, winking, “don’t worry. I can most likely get a plea with little prison time. Simon has no priors so his chances are extremely good. He’s never even received so much as a parking ticket. I’ve talked to the D.A. and it’s looking like it will be just an assault and attempted murder charge. It doesn’t look like this girl said anything about the attempted sexual assault that Simon mentioned to me earlier, so that’s a good thing. I’ve gotten guys to walk on worse than this.” Flinnigan continued pouring over the case file as Simon sat silently across the table.

“There may be a slight hiccup of which you should probably be aware.”

Simon looked up, noticing that Flinnigan was speaking to Donovan and not to him.

“The arresting officer… It was Wilder.”

“What the fuck, Simon?!” Donovan shouted, standing up and pacing the short length of the room in frustration and exasperation. “Unbelievable.” He ran his hands through where his hair once was before he shaved it off.

“What’s the big deal?” Simon asked, confused. He was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. Just his luck lately.

“Yes. And the swearing witness? None other than Alexander Burnham. Apparently, he was walking down the street and saw your boy chasing one Sarah Olivia Adler as he was waving a knife after last call on fucking State Street.” Flinnigan emphasized Olivia’s name, giving Donovan a questioning look. “He was able to subdue and restrain Mr. MacKenzie here before calling in his sister to make the proper arrest.”

“Okay. Okay. We’ll deal with it.” Donovan continued pacing back and forth. Then he stopped abruptly, clearly remembering something. “Actually, this could work. Are we done here?”

“Yes,” Flinnigan responded as he gathered his belongings. “Simon, I will see you tomorrow.”

Flinnigan and Donovan turned to walk out of the jail together, leaving Simon behind.

When they were out of earshot, Flinnigan finally spoke in hushed tones. “Mark, are you still on that Olivia DeLuca thing? I thought that was dead and buried, no pun intended.”

“It was…until I got a phone call a few years ago. The guy who hired my dad to fix this whole mess over twenty years ago found out that she was still alive and being protected by Burnham, senior. We tried to get her location, but nothing worked. We ended up killing the old man, hoping it would bring her out but apparently, she fled the city.”

“So it’s really her? Does she know where the infamous box is?”

“It’s hard to say, but if anyone would, she would.”

“What’s the plan?”

“We bail Simon out tomorrow. Let him stew for another day. He owes us big so we let him do our dirty work. Then we bide our time. We don’t rush into this. If what Simon said is true and she has no memory of her past, we need someone to help her remember. From what I know of this girl, she is desperate for memories of her parents and her past. Once she has that memory, she will lead us where we want. I’m sure of it.”

He winked, leaving Flinnigan completely speechless. He thought back to his law school days, wishing he had chosen a different path and hadn’t been mesmerized by money. “Wait. Mark!” he shouted, running to catch up with Donovan in the parking lot. “How do you know all this about the girl?”

“I never reveal my sources, but let’s just say that Dad’s client, the one who hired him to deal with the DeLucas all those years ago, has remained in touch since then. He’s the one who actually found her a few months ago. Lucky for us, she was in Boston.”

Donovan climbed into his car and picked up his cell phone. “Cheryl, it’s Mark… Yes, it has been a while. I’m hoping you can help me out here. Target is Sarah Olivia Adler. I’ll also be looking into her, but see what you can do to get close to her.”













CHAPTER SEVEN

SENSELESS







AFTER ANOTHER ROUND OF beer, Olivia and Alexander made their way to Fenway Park to watch the game. During their walk down Yawkey Way and underneath the grandstand, Alexander kept Olivia’s hand firmly grasped in his, gently caressing her knuckles in a delicate yet sensual manner, her skin hypersensitive to each drawn out touch.

“This is us,” he said, gesturing to two seats on the aisle just three rows behind home plate. 

“Holy crap!” she exclaimed, unable to hide her enthusiasm at the incredible view. As they sat watching batting practice before the game began, she couldn’t believe she had such amazing seats for her first game. It was getting late in the baseball season and Sox fans were starting to get nervous, hoping to either place first in their division or win a wild card spot. It didn’t look like either was going to happen, but you wouldn’t know that looking at the excitement of all the fans inside Fenway.

The first three innings passed quickly, and Olivia’s nerves began to settle as she tried to take in each little thing about being in the historic ball park, from the vendors walking up and down the aisles to hearing the crowd cheer for “Big Papi” every time David Ortiz stepped up to bat.

“Do you want a beer or anything?” he asked Olivia between innings.

“A beer would be great.” She smiled as a gentle breeze blew her hair in front of her face. The temperature had cooled down, making it a bit more enjoyable to sit outside and watch the game.

“How about a hot dog?” he asked, standing up. “You need the full baseball experience and part of that is having your very first Fenway Frank.”

She glanced down at her hands. “Umm…thanks, but I don’t eat meat.”

“What?” he gasped.

“I’m not vegan or anything. Don’t worry. I just don’t eat meat. I’ll eat seafood, but that’s it.”

“Well, I can deal with that. If you said you didn’t want to go out for oysters with me, say, Tuesday night, I’d be heartbroken.” He turned and left before Olivia could even answer him.

Speechless, she stared at his rather attractive backside as he walked toward the grandstand, reeling from the thought of seeing him again. She felt her cell phone buzzing in the purse on her lap, bringing her back to the present. She grabbed it to see who was texting her.




Kiera: Oh, my god! I’m at a bar watching the Sox game and you’re on TV! PS – who’s the hottie you’re with? Dish, baby, dish!




Olivia hastily texted a response to get her friend off her back.




Olivia: He’s the guy from the other night. We’ll talk later. I promise!




 Only a few seconds went by before she received another response.




Kiera: K. I didn’t get a good look at him. All the bartenders keep saying that there’s a hottie there (him). When I look up, you’re there. WTF?!




A few seconds later, Olivia received yet another text.




Kiera: Holy crap! That’s Alexander Burnham! He’s, like, Boston’s most eligible bachelor. They totally did an instant replay of him smiling at you, and the announcers asked who the mystery woman is. You’re gonna be famous! I can’t believe you didn’t tell me that Alexander freaking Burnham saved you, you damsel in distress, you! Ask him if he has any friends for me! LOL. Text me later. Love you!




Olivia: Will do! PS – he asked me to go out with him again on Tuesday! EEK!




Within seconds, Kiera responded.




Kiera: I bet he has a big cock. You’ll have to tell me all about it tomorrow!




Olivia laughed at her friend as she dropped her phone into her bag. Alexander returned with their beers and they continued to watch the game. At the seventh inning stretch, the Sox were up by five. Olivia would be thrilled if they won. Her first time at Fenway and a home team win? What could be better than that?

The game ended with the Red Sox winning and the crowd went wild, knowing that the team was that much closer to the top spot in the division. Tessie blared as Alexander and Olivia made their escape from the park, all the fans singing along with one of the Red Sox’s anthems.

“Do you want to grab dinner or something?” Alexander asked. “It’s not even eight and, well…I’m not ready for this day to end just yet.” He looked into Olivia’s eyes, willing her to agree.

“Okay. I’d like that,” she replied.

He beamed at her, grabbing her hand and leading her down Yawkey Way. They walked around the corner and Martin pulled up almost immediately. Alexander opened the back passenger side door and helped Olivia in before he ran around to the other side to get in beside her.

He clutched her hand and instructed Martin to drive to the North End. Traffic was a little chaotic getting out of the Fenway area, but he was in no rush for the night to end.

“Thank you for taking me to the game today,” Olivia said, glancing at him briefly. “I really enjoyed it.”

“I enjoyed it, as well, particularly the company.” He grinned at her, making her heart melt with his dazzling smile.

“You’re a big baseball fan, aren’t you?” she inquired, needing to focus on something other than her growing desire for him.

“I am. I love it. I love Fenway,” he answered with an infectious enthusiasm. “Growing up, I went to games all the time with my dad. If we couldn’t watch it live, then we would watch it on television together.” He glanced out his window, taking one last look at the Green Monster as he recalled that fateful summer all those years ago when his father stopped watching games with him. That summer marked the end of his relationship with his father. He had become distant, deciding to spend his summers away from his mother and the rest of the family.

Alexander felt a gentle squeeze on his hand, bringing him back from his memories. Turning and smiling at Olivia, he continued, “When I was overseas working for the navy, one of the few things I missed, besides my family, was watching games at Fenway.”

“That must have been difficult, being so far away from your family and your home. How long were you gone?”

“What? You didn’t find that on the internet?” He raised his eyebrows at her in a flirtatious manner.

“No. I just wanted an overview,” she responded coyly.

“Well, I was gone for about six years. My first few years, I was able to come home on occasion to see my family, but once I went for SEAL training and started to work special ops, I really didn’t get to come home all that much. Maybe once or twice.”

“Wow. That’s admirable. I mean, sacrificing your home time to do something worthwhile. I just couldn’t imagine.”

Alexander stared at her lips as she spoke. Her voice was soft and sweet, like a song.

“Most people are too selfish and self-absorbed these days to even think about putting something ahead of themselves.” She looked over at him, surprised to see his ears turning red.

“It kind of runs in the family, I guess. Growing up, my dad wasn’t around a lot. He was always away on different protection detail assignments. You’d think that running the company would give him the ability to pick and choose his assignments or to manage from behind a desk, but that wasn’t my dad. Now I look at a lot of the guys I have working for me in the field or who are training over at our center. They’re willing to go overseas for who knows how long to work various protection details or even train foreign armies. It’s mind-boggling.”

“We’re here, sir.” Martin interrupted as he pulled up outside a brick building on Hanover Street.

“Wonderful.” Alexander leapt out of the car and ran around to Olivia’s side, opening the door for her. Helping her out, he led her into the small Italian restaurant typical of those in the North End of Boston.

Olivia surveyed the quaint restaurant, the creamy yellow walls with deep mahogany trim reminding her of her trip to Tuscany just a few years before. There were only about thirty tables in the entire place, along with a small bar showcasing quite a few wines.

“Buonasera, Signori Alex!” Antonio, the Maître D’, exclaimed in a thick Italian accent, running up to him and shaking his hand. “And who is this beautiful young lady?” He turned to Olivia, wide-eyed and looking rather excited that Alexander was accompanied by such a beautiful young woman.

“Antonio, this is Miss Olivia Adler,” Alexander said, placing his hand on the small of her back.

“Olivia, what a pleasure to meet you!” Antonio kissed both of her cheeks. “Please, follow me. I have the perfect table for you both.” He led them past the bar and into a small dining room to a table in a rather intimate and private window alcove.

Alexander held Olivia’s chair out for her before taking his own seat.

“Would you like a bottle of wine, Signori? The usual?” Antonio asked as he placed menus in front of them.

“That would be wonderful, Antonio. Thank you.”

He nodded and retreated to get their bottle of wine.

“The wine list here is fantastic,” Alexander explained. “I ordered a super Tuscan. It’s amazing. I hope you like red.”

“I do. Particularly chiantis.” She glanced around the restaurant to see what the food looked like before turning her attention to the menu. Everything smelled amazing.

Antonio returned with the wine almost instantly. “Bella Olivia, you will love this wine! Oh, I’m so happy Signori Alex is accompanied by such a beautiful young woman!” He poured the wine and left, giving them some privacy.

After tasting the delicious wine, Olivia eyed Alexander, her interest piqued. “Antonio seems excited that you’re here with me. Any reason for that?”

Alexander placed his wine glass on the table and grabbed her hand. “To be honest, Miss Adler, it seems we have a little something in common. I don’t really do the relationship thing, either. I prefer to leave all these emotional attachments out of it. I’ve certainly never taken a woman out like this before, apart from the obligatory charity functions I am expected to attend.”

Olivia looked down, not wanting to hear what he was going to say next. She actually enjoyed spending time with him and, for once, wanted more than just an occasional hook-up, but it sounded as though that was all Alexander was interested in. But why the Red Sox game? Why the wine and dine? And why didn’t he make his move at Beer Works when she made it rather clear that she wanted him to kiss her?

“But there’s just something about you, Olivia,” he continued, breaking her away from her growing unsettled emotions. “You make me want to break all my rules. I can’t quite put my finger on why, but I’m beginning not to care.”

Butterflies erupted in Olivia’s stomach at his words. She felt the same way. Looking up, she smiled as she met his eyes.

“However, that doesn’t mean I still don’t want to fuck you senseless, Miss Adler.” He winked as the waiter arrived to take their order, leaving her completely speechless.

“So I have to ask,” Alexander said abruptly after the waiter left. “Your house… Do you own that?”

“I do,” she replied, still reeling from his admission. “My parents left me a rather large inheritance when they died. Mom came from money. My uncle took care of all my expenses when I was growing up. Once I turned eighteen, I was handed more money than I could imagine spending in a lifetime. My uncle helped me get in touch with a money manager, who is helping oversee some of my investments. I really don’t have to work if I don’t want to, but I’d be bored out of my mind. That’s why I work part-time at the wellness center.”

“What do you do there?”

“I teach a couple of classes…circuit training, yoga, and Pilates. Stuff like that. I actually helped start the center. My partner, Linda, had a really great idea. We not only have a regular fitness center, but we also offer nutritional counseling, one-on-one gym sessions, and menu planning, among other things. I loved the idea so much that I provided a good chunk of the startup capital so I’m a partner.”

She took another sip of her wine before continuing, “Linda always hated to workout at the gym or see a personal trainer when she was trying to lose weight because she felt out of place. So we offer private personal training in small studio gyms. We teach our clients different workouts to do and help them feel more at ease with all the gym equipment and exercises so that they don’t feel overwhelmed when they actually go to the gym. Our goal is to help people get on the right track to living a healthier lifestyle. She’s the brains behind the operation, and I’m the bank.”

“Do you work a lot? I just find it odd that I’ve never seen you in the building before…” His voice dropped.

She reached for his hands across the table and their fingers intertwined. “It’s okay. I’m okay, Alexander. I promise.” She gave him a reassuring smile before dropping her hands in her lap. “I don’t work a whole lot, just when I’m teaching a class or I feel like going into the office. I have enough outside commitments to keep me fairly busy during the week.”

There was a brief silence as Alexander gazed at Olivia with a look that was a combination of yearning and admiration.

“So tell me about your family,” she said, breaking the tension. “What are they like? I have none so I need to live vicariously through you.” She knew she shouldn’t joke about the fact that the only family she had ever known was gone, but it was her way of dealing with it.

“Well, not much to tell. Mom is great. She does a lot of volunteer work these days, mostly with victims of domestic violence. Dad died a little over five years ago.” He looked down, trying to figure out what to say next.

“I’m sorry. It sucks to lose a parent, doesn’t it?”

He nodded in agreement. “It was difficult, particularly because I was overseas for so long and I didn’t exactly leave on the best of terms with him. He was running the security company at the time and died protecting the identity of a client. I think he knew it was going to happen because, a few days before he was killed, he got in touch with me and almost seemed like he was trying to warn me about it. When I heard what happened, I was able to secure an honorable discharge and I came home to run the company.”

“That must be difficult, knowing that your dad died for someone else. I’d be pissed if that was me. But you don’t seem like the selfish type.”

Alexander gazed out the windows, contemplating her words. He never understood why his father abandoned the family in order to protect other people. Why weren’t they good enough for him? But if his suspicions were right and his dad died protecting her, then maybe he could understand it. He would have done the same thing.

Before he could respond, their food arrived.

“How is it?” he asked after Olivia had taken a few bites of her seafood risotto.

“It’s amazing. Thank you.” She took another bite, trying not to stuff too much food into her mouth.

“I had hoped you’d like Italian,” Alexander said as he brought a piece of pasta Bolognese up to his lips. “I didn’t mean to be presumptuous, but who doesn’t like Italian?”

“You’re right. I do. Actually, Dad was Italian.” Her voice caught and a contemplative look crossed her face. “Is it strange that it feels weird to refer to him as ‘Dad’? I mean, I would usually refer to him as my father. Never really Dad. I guess Dad would make him a person and I just don’t remember him as a person.”

“Hey.” Alexander grabbed her hand. “It’s okay. You don’t have to talk about this. What helped me get over my dad’s death was to think about all the good memories I had. The moments we shared together. Even if all you can remember is one small sliver of time, hang on to that. It’s better to have known your parents and to have loved them than to have never known them at all, don’t you think?”

Olivia looked at him, wondering how he always knew exactly what to say to her. Why was she so intent on dwelling on the past, holding on to her anger of losing them? Was it anger, though, or was it something else entirely?




~~~~~~~~~~




“I THINK I AM the selfish type,” Alexander said out of nowhere on the car ride home after dinner.

“What do you mean?” Olivia asked, glancing across the darkened SUV at him.

“Well, when we were talking about my dad before… Growing up, I was so pissed at him. He was never around. He always put his work before his family. Before me. It drove me crazy. I left Harvard to spite him. He wanted me to go there because that’s where he went. So after one semester, I joined the navy just to piss him off. Then I decided I wanted to go for SEAL training and I was one of the few that made it through. I was good at special ops like my dad, I guess.” He smiled at Olivia as she reached for his hand, squeezing it.

“Like I mentioned before, the last several years of his life, he was working on a protection detail. No one in the office knew what he was working on. When he was killed, none of us got any closure. A few months after I returned home and took over the company, a letter arrived that he had sent to me overseas. It was probably written a few days before he died. I still haven’t opened it. I am not ready for his apologies just yet.” He looked out his window, deep in thought, hoping the only contents of the letter was an apology and not information. He never considered that it could be anything but an apology. Now he wasn’t so sure. All he knew was that he wasn’t ready to face that letter. He didn’t know if he ever would be.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s worse…growing up without parents or growing up knowing that your dad is too busy to spend time with you.” Olivia seriously considered who had it worse. At least she had a few good memories of her mother. Wonderful memories. Learning to play the piano and sing with her. All the fun they used to have at the beach house. After all these years, it still upset her that her parents were taken from her so early in her life.

The car pulled up to Olivia’s house and Alexander ran around to open the door for her, then walked her up the steps.

Another awkward moment, she thought as she unlocked the front door. “Would you like to come in?” she asked, her eyes brimming with hope.

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

His response was like a knife to her heart. She had never been rejected before.

Noticing the disappointed expression on her face, Alexander grabbed her chin, forcing her to look him in the eyes. “If you invite me in, I’m not so sure I can be held entirely responsible for what happens afterward.” His eyes became hooded and he looked as though he was ready to devour her.

Her nerves stood on end from the intense look in his eyes, causing a strange sensation deep down in her stomach. Her lips parted, her chest beginning to rise and fall in a faster rhythm.

“I had a lovely time today, Olivia.” He grabbed her hand and, ever so softly, placed a chaste kiss on her knuckles. “Oysters. Tuesday. I’ll pick you up at seven.” It wasn’t a question. It was more of a demand.

Before she had time to respond, he turned, leaving her totally unsatisfied and wanting him as she stood on her front stoop. She watched his car pull away and noticed him blow her a kiss. Grinning, she caught the kiss. It would have to do for the time being.













CHAPTER EIGHT

FALLING IN LIKE







OLIVIA WOKE UP THE following morning after having the same dream again. She saw the boy with green eyes. Why was she having these dreams again? Why was it suddenly different now? Knowing that she could no longer avoid it, she decided to get back in touch with her therapist to get her take on it.

Shortly after nine, she left her house, making her way to catch the subway out to the local animal shelter where she volunteered every Monday. As she waited for the T beneath the busy Boston streets, the screeching sound of metal wheels on the train tracks echoing throughout the dark tunnels, she checked her phone for the first time since the previous afternoon. Mo had called and left a voicemail telling her that the band would be rehearsing on Wednesday and he wanted her to be there. She became excited during her short ride on the subway as she thought about singing with the band again.

“Olivia!” Bethany exclaimed when she walked in the front door of the brick building. She had been single-handedly running that shelter for as long as anyone could remember. “Great to see you!”

“Of course. I wouldn’t miss spending time with my critters! Do we have anyone new?” She dropped her bags and followed Bethany toward the kennels, the sound of dogs barking and yipping filling the room. It brought a smile to her face.

“Yeah. We picked up two dogs over the weekend as well as five baby kittens, all in the same litter. We’re running out of room. We need to get some adoptions this week or…”

“Don’t worry, Bethany,” she interrupted. “If I need to, I can take a few home with me to make some space. Nepenthe won’t mind.”

“That would be a huge help. We need to get some more foster parents trained and ready to take some of these guys.”

“I know,” Olivia agreed. “Especially with winter approaching. It’s always the worst time of year, isn’t it?”

“It sure is.”

“Well, I’m going to take some of these guys for a walk.” She motioned to the kennel, crouching down to a few of the dogs and letting them sniff her.

The morning passed by relatively quickly as she made sure all the dogs in the shelter got some exercise. After a quick lunch break, she got ready to take out the last dog… Runner. He was an older pointer/terrier mix and her favorite. He certainly lived up to his name. He loved to run. She always tried to take him out last so they could run a few miles together and then head to the dog park, where she would tire him out with a round of fetch.

Olivia quickly changed into a pair of running shorts and a tank top before grabbing a few tennis balls. She threw them into her pack and headed toward Boston Common, Runner taking the lead.

As they ran through the busy Boston streets, Runner was giving Olivia a good workout. Her legs were still sore from her long run the day before, but she kept up with the dog as best she could.

She couldn’t help but smile in amusement at his heightened level of excitement when they reached the off-leash dog park in the Common. Leaning down, she unclipped his leash and the spirited dog ran free, sprinting up and down the gated area. There weren’t that many other dogs there, so the pair had fun playing fetch, just the two of them.

After about a half-hour, Runner was beat and Olivia was even more so. She pulled out his portable doggie bowl and filled it up at the fountain. After lapping up some water, Runner rolled on the ground. She joined him, lying down on her back next to her favorite dog. He snuggled against her and they enjoyed their moment together, savoring the feel of the cool grass beneath them.

After a few minutes of rest, Olivia leashed him back up. She would never forgive herself if Runner missed an opportunity to be adopted, although the thought of never seeing him again broke her heart.

“Come on, buddy. Time to go back home.”




~~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER COULDN’T BELIEVE HIS luck. He had been going over field reports, unable to focus, when he decided he needed to clear his brain. That envelope still hung heavy on his mind. He left his office building and wandered the streets of Boston. Before he knew it, he found himself walking through Boston Common, stopping when he reached the Swan Boats. Sitting on a park bench looking over the lake as the previous day replayed in his head, he saw a familiar silhouette come into view.

He watched with admiration as Olivia leashed up a great looking dog that she had been playing with. She leaned down and gave the dog a quick scratch on the head before starting in his direction, a natural and airy smile on her face. All her attention seemed to be devoted to the white and brown spotted dog walking proudly in front of her, its tongue hanging out. He wondered if she would even see him sitting just a few feet away. Suddenly, she looked up from the dog and their eyes met.

She stopped abruptly before shaking her head and walking toward the bench he was sitting on, the dog eagerly wagging his tail.

“Miss Adler. Why do we keep running into each other here?” he asked, standing up to greet Olivia, his smile widening.

“Alexander… I’m starting to think that you’re stalking me,” she joked, taking in his nice navy blue suit that he made casual, foregoing the tie. He looked amazing, as always. “You are a professional stalker so my point is valid.”

“I prefer the term ‘security consultant’,” he replied smoothly.

“I’ve heard it both ways.” She smirked playfully.

“Touché, Miss Adler. You have quite a smart mouth on you.” He leaned in, closing the distance between them. “I can’t wait to have that mouth on me,” he whispered, his warm breath sending shivers up her spine, making her gasp.

“Well, who do we have here?” he continued as if he didn’t just tell her that he wanted her mouth on his body. How did he expect her to react to that? She could barely form a sentence in response, all her thoughts going to places that were probably not appropriate to be thinking about in a public park with people walking by.

Alexander bent down and let Runner smell his hand. The dog obviously approved so he let him scratch his head.

Olivia was floored. He had on a rather expensive looking suit, but he seemed to have no problem petting Runner, getting dog fur all over him. Alexander Burnham was a conundrum.

“This is Runner,” she said, finally finding her voice. “I was just tiring him out before taking him back to the shelter.” She gestured to the dog that was leaning into Alexander’s hand, obviously enjoying the attention he was getting.

“To the shelter?” he asked, straightening up and admiring Olivia’s obvious affection for the dog.

“Yeah,” she replied as Runner rolled over, hoping to get a belly rub. “He’s been at the animal shelter for the last few months. No one has adopted him yet. Everyone always wants a puppy. No one wants a four-year-old hound. It’s really sad.”

“So you work at the animal shelter, too?” He took a step closer, surprised at the many different layers of Olivia.

Her breath caught, his proximity causing her to lose all brain function. For a minute, she forgot all about the dog rolling around in front of her. “I started volunteering there when I was in college,” she finally replied, returning to the present. “I take the dogs on walks, play with the cats, stuff like that. I just love spending time with all the animals.” She checked her watch, surprised to see that she had been gone for nearly two hours. “Speaking of which, I really should be getting on. It was wonderful to see you again, Mr. Burnham.”

Alexander grabbed her soft hand and kissed it as he always did. “The pleasure was all mine. I look forward to tomorrow evening, Miss Adler.”

Olivia started to walk away.

“And I do hope you can find a good home for Runner.” He winked.

“So do I.”

His eyes remained hooded as he watched Olivia walk away from him, her hips swaying in a way that made him flame with lust. When she disappeared from his view, he grabbed his cell phone, needing to make an important call.




~~~~~~~~~~




“THANK GOODNESS YOU’RE BACK!” Bethany said frantically when Olivia walked through the door with Runner. They took their time returning to the shelter, mainly because her head was in the clouds after her chance encounter with Alexander.

“Sorry it took so long. I ran into a friend at the dog park. What’s up? Is something wrong?” The look on Bethany’s face gave her pause and she immediately grew concerned that they had gotten an order to destroy some of the animals due to lack of space.

“Nothing’s wrong. Someone called a little while ago. They saw Runner on the website and asked to see if he was still available for adoption. They’ll be here within the half-hour to fill out the paperwork.”

“Oh,” Olivia replied, her lack of enthusiasm showing. Her shoulders visibly dropping, she grabbed his leash and started to pull him along behind her down a long corridor toward the kennels. “I’ll go get him cleaned up then. He should have a nice bath so he looks good for his new family.”

“Libby,” Bethany said, placing her hand on her arm. “This is a good thing for Runner.”

“I know. I’m just going to miss him,” she replied, her sadness about never being able to see Runner again evident. He had been in the shelter the longest out of all their dogs. They had formed such a strong bond.

Ten minutes later, she was putting the finishing touches on Runner’s bath, tying a cute doggie bandana around his neck, when Bethany peeked her head in.

“He’s here, Libby. And, wow, is he handsome.” She fanned herself.

Olivia couldn’t help but laugh. Bethany was pushing seventy, but she had no problem flirting with any good-looking man who came in.

“I’ll bring him out in a minute,” she replied. After giving Runner one last hug, she took a deep breath and walked down the hallway toward the large doggie playroom. As she approached, she could see Bethany speaking to Runner’s potential new owner. The man was tall and dressed in a pair of jeans and yellow polo shirt. His silhouette looked rather familiar. Surely, it couldn’t be…

“Here’s Runner,” Bethany announced when Olivia entered the playroom, nearly tripping over a squeaky football.

The man turned around, causing Olivia to stop dead in her tracks, a look of surprise across her face. Her stomach fluttered as she took in his beautiful body and devilish smile yet again. She didn’t think she would ever tire of looking at him, even with his clothes on.

“Libby, this is Mr. Alexander Burnham. He’s looking to adopt our Runner here.”

Olivia simply stared at him, unable to form a single coherent thought. Suddenly, Runner darted for Alexander, pulling her with him.

“I see that you two will get along famously!” Bethany exclaimed, clapping her hands. “Well, I’ll leave you to do the paperwork with our Olivia here.” She winked at her before walking out of the room.

When she heard the click of the door, Olivia turned to Alexander. “What are you doing?!”

“I’m adopting Runner. I’ve been wanting to get a dog for a while and there’s something about this little fellow that I love.” He bent down to give him a quick scratch on the head.

Olivia unclipped Runner’s leash and he immediately rolled over, giving both of them an open invitation to rub his belly. “Silly hound,” she said, stroking him. Alexander bent down to rub the dog, meeting her eyes. That spark was back. She didn’t know what to make of it. He wasn’t even touching her, but just being in the same room as him gave her an overwhelming feeling of fulfillment.

“Well, normally I like to make sure that you’d be a good match before approving an adoption,” Olivia said, remembering she had a job to do. “But I think we’re all set here. Plus, I know where you work so I know where to find and hurt you if you ever mistreat Runner.”

“Good point.” Alexander grabbed a tennis ball and threw it across the room. Runner immediately ran to catch it, bringing it back but refusing to drop it on the ground.

“Runner doesn’t understand fetch with just one ball. You’ll need more than one if you expect that hound to drop the one in his mouth,” Olivia explained.

“I think that can be arranged.”

After they were finished with the paperwork, Olivia walked Alexander and Runner outside. “Now,” she said, facing him. “Runner needs lots of exercise, so take him with you on your runs. He loves the dog park and…”

“I know, Olivia,” he interrupted, brushing an errant curl behind her ear. “He’ll be fine.” He gave her a reassuring look. “I’m going to take great care of our boy here.” He winked.

I can’t believe he referred to Runner as our boy! Olivia thought. Those two words were full of so much hope.

“And you have an open invitation to come and visit him anytime you want.”

“Good. I’m going to hold you to that.” She bent down and gave Runner one last kiss good-bye.

“You better,” he replied before walking down the street, leaving her standing outside the front door of the animal shelter.

“I’m falling in serious like with that man,” Olivia whispered to herself.













CHAPTER NINE

TOO MANY COINCIDENCES







“I DON’T KNOW,” ALEXANDER heard Carol say into the phone as he sat in his home office that evening. “There’s something about this guy that seems off. I don’t want you to read too much into what I’m saying. It’s not her. She’s gone.”

“I know that, sis, but I’ve been spending time with her this weekend and there are just so many coincidences.” His voice dropped as he stared at the dark walls. “Too many.”

“I understand that. The name. The age. Her background. Losing her parents. I understand everything you’ve told me. But tell me this… Why would Dad say she died at the hospital? And why would he change her name?”

Alexander knew all too well why his father would do such a thing. He was unaware of it at the time, as he had just turned nine, but it made sense now. In fact, he had helped people fake their own deaths too many times to count in order to protect them. He also knew that if it was true and her identity was ever uncovered, he could lose her again. He vowed to make sure that did not happen.

Just then, a text from Olivia came through over his cell phone. A smile crept across his face when he saw it, eager to get off the phone with his sister so he could respond.

“Alex, are you listening to what I’m saying?” Carol brought him back from his thoughts about the beautiful woman who had been occupying his mind lately.

“Sorry, Carol. What was that?”

“All I’m saying is that something’s not right about this Simon guy. His financials came back and he has no money. Nothing. He qualified for a public defender, for crying out loud. But he’s got an attorney? An expensive one, at that. And someone posted his bail, which was set at a quarter of a million dollars. I’m going to do some more snooping around, get in touch with the bail officer, and see who posted it. It’s just unusual, is all.”

“What do you want me to do?” What if Simon came back after Olivia? He was surprised to realize he had such strong feelings for her, even though he had only met her a few days ago. It was such a foreign idea to him. He never wanted to protect someone as fiercely as he wanted to protect her.

“I don’t know. He doesn’t have any criminal record. None at all. He has a clean work history, strong family ties in the area. No one had anything but exemplary things to say about him. So why did he attack the girl? And what did he mean about the ‘job’ he had to do?”

“It is a bit worrisome,” Alexander admitted as he glazed over the family photos adorning the walls, wondering if the little girl smiling next to him in most of them was the girl he met just a few days ago.

“Just keep an eye on her, Alex. That’s all you can do. I called her office earlier, but she wasn’t in. I’ll alert her when I speak with her about what she should do.”

“Thanks, sis. I gotta go. Love you.” Alexander hung up his office phone and turned to his cell, eager to reply to the beautiful Olivia. Snapping a photo of Runner curled up in a ball on his doggie bed surrounded by all of his new toys, he sent the picture to her. He grinned when he received her response.




Olivia: He looks so happy.




Alexander: He is. But he misses you. So do I.




Olivia: I miss you, too. And Runner. Give him a big hug and kiss from me.




Alexander: I will. Do you have a big hug and kiss for me? ;-)




Olivia: Maybe. You’ll find out tomorrow.




Alexander: I’ll wait with bated breath. Have a wonderful evening, Miss Adler.




Olivia: You, as well, Mr. Burnham.




Alexander enjoyed their text flirting, so he sent one last message before heading to the gym for his evening workout.




Alexander: I’ll see you in my dreams.




He left his penthouse, wondering if Olivia could even know how true that statement actually was. If she really was the girl from his past, he had been seeing her in his dreams.

He returned from the gym late that evening and spent several hours in his very own music room, thinking that Olivia would drool over his set-up. He made a mental note to invite her over in the near future, grinning at the thought of her giving him his very own private performance. He picked up one of the guitars off its stand and stepped over to his Steinway baby grand. After checking the tuning of the guitar and tweaking the strings a bit, he sat down to play Damien Rice’s The Blower’s Daughter.

He played through the song, relishing the last verse, thinking of Olivia. Ever since they met, he couldn’t stop thinking about her. He wasn’t sure he wanted to stop thinking about her, either.




~~~~~~~~~~




THE SUN WOKE OLIVIA the following morning as it filtered through the bedroom windows. She began to stir and Nepenthe swatted her face, his majesty’s indication that he needed more food. Olivia checked the time and saw that it was a little after seven. Getting up and rubbing her eyes, she descended the steps to feed her needy cat.

Throughout the day, as time dragged mercilessly, she kept thinking about Alexander and their date that evening. She had nothing on her schedule, but she tried to keep herself occupied to forget about the nerves running through her. Finally, she decided it was useless to sit at home all day waiting for the clock to strike seven. Grabbing her bag, she headed to the wellness center to get in a workout and review some paperwork.

“Libby! How was your weekend?” Jerry asked when he saw her enter the building.

“Great, thanks. Relatively uneventful, but that’s how I like my weekends,” she lied as she pushed the call button for the elevator.

“Olivia, this is Richard.” He gestured to a man sitting next to him who she had never seen before. “He’s training to be the new night security guard. And I’ve got a few more guys I’m training later this week who will be taking the weekend shifts. We’ll now have security here twenty-four/seven. Apparently, there was an incident over the weekend and the big boss man figured full-time security would be better.” Jerry sat at his desk surrounded by closed-circuit TVs, apparently going over an employee manual with Richard.

“Hi, Richard. Nice to meet you.” Olivia shook his hand, smiling to herself, knowing that she was the reason for the added security.

“I saw you on TV Sunday,” Jerry said, making small talk. “I was watching the Sox game. You had great seats.”

Olivia blushed. Did everyone see her on TV? If she was going to be seen across the nation, she needed to rethink ever going to another game with Alexander.

“It’s nice to see Mr. Burnham out with someone as sweet as you.”

Her eyes grew wide in shock, not knowing how to respond to his statement. Alexander was obviously Jerry’s boss. He owned the building, after all. Thankfully, the elevator arrived and she was spared having to talk to Jerry about her non-relationship with one Mr. Alexander Burnham. Or about his sexy bedroom voice telling her how he wanted her mouth all over him. Or about the way he constantly caught her checking out his body, making her entire being alive with electricity.

The elevator dinged, announcing its arrival on her floor, and she snapped out of her thoughts about the man who had been on her mind since she met him so unexpectedly just a few days ago. Walking through the front doors of the wellness center, she was greeted by a smiling, chipper Melanie. “Libby! How are you?” she asked, running from behind the registration desk and giving her an enthusiastic hug.

“I’m good, Mel,” she responded, weakly returning the hug.

“Here. Let me give you your messages. You have a few.” She returned to her desk, handing Olivia a stack of missed calls. “You know, you really should set up your voicemail so that I don’t have to track you down all the time.”

“I know. I’ll work on it. Thanks, Mel.” She turned down the hall to her office, popping her head into Linda’s office on the way. “Hey, Linda. How’s everything going?”

She looked up from her computer and took her reading glasses off her face, motioning for Olivia to come in. “Great!” She threw her blonde hair back into a ponytail. “It looks like we’re going to post some big numbers this quarter. Enrollment is up two hundred percent. We may have to hire some new staff to keep up with all the people who have signed up for coaching.”

“That’s fantastic. Just keep it up!”

“Will do.”

Olivia left Linda’s office and went down the hall to her own office where she sorted through her messages. Most of them were relatively mundane and nothing she had to deal with right away. The last message caught her eye. It was Detective Wilder, probably calling to tell her the result of Simon’s arraignment. She had almost forgotten about what happened Friday night, having been living in a bit of an Alexander-induced daze.

Taking a deep breath, she grabbed her phone and dialed Detective Wilder’s number. She picked up after the second ring.

“Hi, Detective Wilder. It’s Libby Adler. Olivia. I’m just returning your call from yesterday evening.”

“Miss Adler. How are you doing? Is everything okay?”

“Surprisingly, yes. I had actually forgotten about Friday night until now, if you can believe that.” She laughed nervously.

“Well, I’m sorry to have to be the one to reopen that wound, but Simon had his arraignment yesterday. The first thing I need to tell you is that he was issued a no-contact protective order. That means he cannot contact you in any way. If you are both at the same restaurant or bar or whatever, he is under a court order to leave immediately. You do not have to leave. You can if you want, but he is the one required to leave. He cannot approach you under any circumstances. He must stay at least fifty feet away from you at all times. If you initiate contact with him for any reason, he must walk away from you. But if I were you, I would stay far away from him. Do not call him. Do not engage him at all.”

“Don’t worry. I have no intention of ever speaking to him again,” she replied, trying to hide her unease.

“If, for any reason, he violates this protective order, he can be charged with an additional felony on top of the other charges of criminal assault and attempted murder. If he violates it by trying to contact you, you must call me or the police immediately. Do you understand?”

“Yes. I do. Thank you. So what’s the next step?”

“Well, as I mentioned, Simon was arraigned on assault and attempted murder charges. The judge set his bail at a quarter of a million dollars. He had an attorney with him and someone posted his bail, other than a bondsman. I’m still looking into this. According to his financials, he was eligible for a public defender so I have no idea how he was able to afford an attorney or post bail.”

Olivia thought that news was a little disconcerting. Simon did not make a lot of money and his friends didn’t have any money that she knew of. Then again, she didn’t really know him that well.

“In the meantime, this case will be assigned to a district attorney who will be in touch with you. If, for some reason, Simon does not accept a plea deal, this will have to go to trial and you will probably have to testify. Do you understand this?”

“Yes, I do. I’m fine with that.” Olivia sounded braver than she felt. She was edgy just thinking about having to tell a courtroom full of people about Simon and their relationship.

“Just one last word of caution. There’s something about Simon that rubs me the wrong way. He seems like a nice guy at first, but I don’t know. There’s something off about him, Miss Adler. That protective order won’t prevent him from harming you if he really wants to. It will only enhance any sentence he’s given on the assault and attempted murder charges. I guess what I’m trying to tell you is to be very careful, at least until this is all settled.”

“I will be. Thank you for the update, Detective.” Olivia’s voice was audibly shaking now.

“It’s my pleasure. And if you need anything, please contact me.”

With that, Olivia hung up, concerned about Detective Wilder’s warning. Why did she feel the need to go out of her way to tell her that something about Simon seemed odd? Olivia had thought the same thing before brushing it off as nothing. But now, maybe she should be worried about him roaming the streets and out on bail.

Her cell phone buzzed, bringing her back from her thoughts. She giggled when she saw the picture of Runner in the dog park with two tennis balls in his mouth. She immediately began to look forward to her date that evening and nothing was going to take away the excitement of that…not even a nerve-wracking warning about a potential dangerous ex-whatever loose on the streets of Boston. Olivia didn’t know what scared her more…her excitement about seeing Alexander or the warning Detective Wilder gave her about Simon. Both scared her to death.




~~~~~~~~~~




“DONOVAN, IT’S CHERYL.”

“CHERYL, darling, please tell me you have some good news.”

“Well, I do. Burnham is dating this Sarah Olivia Adler. Apparently, she goes by Olivia, though. I don’t know how serious it is yet. They just met over the weekend, but you already knew that.”

“Don’t remind me.”

“Martin dropped them off at the Sox game Sunday. Then he took them to the North End for dinner. Later this evening, he will be taking him over to Miss Adler’s house.”

“Can you get her address for me?”

“I can do that. No problem. Martin is very diligent about his travel logs.”

“Wonderful.”

“Is there anything else I can do for you, sir?”

Donovan thought for a moment and came up with a new plan. “Yes. I’m going to try to spook Miss Adler. If what you’re saying is true, if Burnham is interested in her, he will insist on her having a protection detail, not wanting to take any chances. And when that happens, I want you to try to get that assignment.”

“Yes, sir.”

Donovan hung up the phone before dialing again.

“Grant. It’s Donovan. I may have a job for you.”













CHAPTER TEN

NEPENTHE







AFTER RETURNING HOME FROM the gym, Olivia looked at the time, wondering how it was suddenly only a few hours away from her date. She started to panic as she began to get ready, trying on practically every outfit in her closet. She almost texted Alexander to cancel no less than six times, her nerves getting the best of her. She even broke down and called Kiera to ask for advice.

“I’m going to cancel. I’m not going for oysters.” Olivia plopped down on her bed, which was covered in the vast majority of the contents of her closet.

“I’m going to start charging you for all this shit you put me through.”

“I know. But I have no one else to turn to.” She laughed anxiously.

“Okay, so why don’t you want to go today? It’s just oysters, right?”

“Well, yeah. It’s just oysters. But oysters lead to dinner. And dinner leads to kissing. And kissing leads to mind-blowing sex. And mind-blowing sex leads to marriage. And that will just end in disappointment for all involved.” She started breathing heavy. Inhale. Exhale.

“Okay, crazy lady. You know I love you. You got over all your issues with me, so why can’t you just let someone else in? Stop being selfish. This is good for you. And, I swear, if I find out you cancel, I’m calling Dr. Greenstein!”

Kiera’s threat to call her therapist was all Olivia needed. She really didn’t want her doctor to think she was any more messed up than she already knew, even though she hadn’t seen her in over five years. “Fine. I’ll go. But I have nothing to wear.”

“Bullshit. I’ll be right over.”

Kiera arrived within the half-hour and picked a gorgeous green Grecian-style dress that fell right above Olivia’s knees. She paired it with gold sandals, gold bangle bracelets, and large gold hoop earrings. It was casual enough, but added a touch of dressy.

Alexander arrived promptly at seven that evening. When she opened the door, it felt as if all the oxygen was ripped from her lungs. The sight of him made her temperature rise, her mouth going dry. She openly gawked at how good he looked in his dark jeans and light green shirt that made his eyes pop.

“These are for you,” he said, holding flowers for her, stunned at the sight of her beauty. She looked like a goddess, her figure illuminated from behind by the setting sun streaking through her house.

“Thank you. Let me put them in some water. Would you like to come in for a moment?” she asked, stepping into her foyer and allowing him to enter.

Nepenthe came up to greet Alexander, staring at him with a questioning look on his furry face. “Alexander, this is my cat, Nepenthe,” Olivia explained before walking over to the kitchen island and grabbing a vase for the flowers.

He looked down at the orange long-haired cat walking in and out of his legs. He bent down and scratched him near his tail. Nepenthe immediately started to purr. “Nepenthe. That’s an interesting name.”

“Yeah. Well, when I brought him home with me from the shelter, it was the first night I didn’t have any nightmares for as long as I could remember. I wasn’t even going to keep him. I just brought him to my place after volunteering one day because he wasn’t feeling well and I wanted to keep an eye on him overnight. And, well…I had to keep him, especially if he kept the nightmares away.”

“How did you come up with the name, Nepenthe?” he asked, staring at Olivia as she carefully placed the flowers in a vase, making sure it looked perfect.

“After I graduated college, I lived out in Big Sur for a while and bartended at a great restaurant right on the coast with amazing views. It was called Nepenthe. In Greek mythology, ‘nepenthe’ is a medicine or elixir for sorrow. I guess it was the first anti-depressant pill there was. So after not having nightmares that night when he was here, he became my own elixir for sorrow. My own personal Nepenthe.” She smiled affectionately down at her cat.

Alexander stood in complete amazement of the woman in front of him. She had so many different layers. He desperately wanted to get to know each and every one of them…and to slowly become another one of her own personal nepenthes.

As Olivia sat in the car holding Alexander’s hand a few minutes later, she was glad Kiera pushed her into going that evening. Her heart was beating so loud that she thought it was going to bust through and walk out of the car.

She kept hearing Dr. Greenstein’s voice in her head from all those years ago, urging her to forge real relationships with people. She was engaged in a delicate balancing act of self-preservation and selflessness. It was unclear which would win when it came to Alexander. Should she keep him at arm’s length to avoid the emptiness she would feel when he left her? Or should she just jump, feet first, into a new relationship because maybe it’s something he needs or wants, and to hell with her selfish thoughts of being abandoned? She was starting to walk the tightrope and it was only a matter of time until she saw if she could make it across, or if she would fall to the depths yet again.

“You look beautiful tonight, Olivia,” Alexander said after they sat down at their table. He chose to take her to Atlantic Fish, a restaurant that wasn’t too far from her house. It was one of his favorite spots in the city to grab oysters and a great bottle of wine.

“Thank you.”

As the waiter took Alexander’s order of a bottle of Far Niente chardonnay and a dozen Blue Point oysters, she glanced around the large restaurant at the mahogany walls adorned with various nautical-themed prints.

“I hope I’m not being presumptuous ordering for you.”

Olivia snapped her head back to the table, her eyes meeting Alexander’s. She could tell he was a man who liked control.

“I don’t mind. White wine and oysters go hand-in-hand, don’t they?” She smiled before looking away.

Alexander recalled one evening from his childhood at the DeLuca’s beach house with his father. They sat on their back deck, overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. He was eight years old and the DeLuca’s daughter was six. They were all eating oysters, throwing their shells over the balcony and onto the sand below. When the DeLuca’s little daughter saw what they were doing, she snapped her crispy green bean snack in two, ate half, and threw the other half over the edge. Everyone roared with laughter and she continued to do that the rest of the evening. The memory caused Alexander to smile, wondering if the woman across the table from him would remember that…if it was even her.

The waiter returned with their wine, bringing Alexander back from his thoughts. “I hope you like it,” he said, raising his glass to Olivia.

She followed suit before taking a sip of her wine, the liquid dancing in her mouth. It was a perfect choice. Light and crisp, but not too sweet. The perfect chardonnay.

“I heard from Detective Wilder today,” she said, breaking a somewhat awkward silence.

“I thought you might. I spoke with her last evening. I want to make sure nothing bad happens to you…” he said, his voice trailing off, remembering his sister’s warning and the promise he had made to a little girl all those years ago.

“Are you okay?” Olivia glanced at him, noticing a perplexed look on his face as though he was searching his brain for something.

“Sorry. I’m just having a déjà vu moment, I guess.”

“I get those all the time.” She nodded in understanding. “Mostly, I just run into people I apparently knew years ago when I went to B.C., but I can’t remember who they are for the life of me.”

Alexander reached across the crisp white tablecloth and grabbed Olivia’s delicate hand, caressing her knuckles. It was such a simple, chaste gesture, but it ignited sparks deep within both their bodies.

The oysters arrived, interrupting their moment. Olivia looked at Alexander, her brown eyes alive with enthusiasm. “How are you with spicy cocktail sauce?” The corners of her mouth turned up in a mischievous smirk.

“Ah, a woman after my own heart. Do it up, love.”

Olivia smiled to herself as her heart raced. He called me love! She grabbed the cocktail sauce and added quite a bit of horseradish to it, as well as some hot sauce. She gingerly squeezed a lemon over the oysters and, once she was satisfied they were ready, she put a small amount of cocktail sauce on one of the large oysters in front of her. Clinking shells with Alexander, she slid one down her throat.

“Mmmm. I love oysters,” she said, savoring the salty taste in her mouth. “I remember watching my parents eat oysters all the time when I was younger. We would spend our summers at this huge beach house.”

Olivia grabbed another oyster and Alexander stared with longing as she prepared it and slid it down her throat again. The way she ate her oyster was strangely erotic.

“That beach house is one of the strongest memories I have of my life before the accident. My parents always had friends over in the summer. I was so jealous of them because they would eat oysters on the deck, but it wasn’t because they were eating oysters that I was jealous. It was because they would toss the shells over the side of the deck and I wanted to do that. I couldn’t wait until I got older and could toss my oyster shells over the deck, too.”

Alexander couldn’t believe his ears. He kept telling himself that it was just a story. I’m sure lots of people would throw their oyster shells over the side of the deck.




~~~~~~~~~~




“DO YOU WANT TO take a walk?” Olivia turned to Alexander as they left the restaurant. She didn’t live far and the temperature had cooled down dramatically.

Nodding, Alexander grabbed her hand and they made their way down Boylston Street in relative silence, a light breeze in the air. “Sorry to bring this up again, but I want you to promise me something,” he said as they crossed over to Commonwealth Avenue and were just a few blocks from Olivia’s house.

“What is it?”

“I want you to always let me know that you’re okay. I mean, with Simon out on bail, I just want to make sure he’s not doing anything he’s not supposed to.” He felt as if he had no control over her safety and he hated that. Still, he didn’t want to scare her off by setting up ‘round-the-clock protection for her…not yet, anyway.

“I’ll be fine.” Olivia stopped walking and turned to face him, grabbing his other hand in hers. “But I’ll let you know if I ever need anything. I promise.” She smiled at him and a look of relief washed over his face. He pulled her close and his warmth surrounded her. It felt as if she had known those arms her entire life. His embrace felt like home.

“Can you do me one more favor?” He stroked her hair, not wanting to release her.

Olivia caressed his back and felt the muscles rippling underneath his shirt. “What’s that?” She tilted her head and met his concerned eyes.

“Can I have a security system installed in your house? You live in Boston. You should have one anyway.” His voice was stern.

“I have a security system and his name is Nepenthe.” Olivia laughed.

He simply remained silent, a harsh look on his face as he waited for her to agree to his request.

“Okay,” she conceded, realizing that it was nearly impossible to say no to those vivid green eyes. “That’s fine.”

“Can I have my team come over on Thursday? I have to head out of town later that evening and I’d feel better leaving you knowing that your house was secure and that no harm could come to you while I’m gone.”

“Thursday will be fine,” she said just as they reached her house. She wondered why this man she just met seemed so concerned and invested in her safety. His comforting aura was unlike anything she had ever felt before.

Alexander followed her up the steps to the front door and she turned to face him, dreading another awkward moment.

“Olivia,” he said breathlessly, pulling her into his strong arms. She could get used to the feeling of his body next to hers, warming her in the cool Boston night air. She leaned her head back and got lost in his eyes, licking her lips, hoping he would get the hint and finally kiss her.

“Oh, Olivia.” He pulled her face into his chest, resting his chin on her head as he sensuously caressed her back. “You have no idea how badly I want to put my lips on you.” He exhaled loudly. “God, it’s taking all of my resolve to not taste you right now.”

“Then why don’t you?” She inhaled his delicious scent.

“I don’t think I’ll be able to stop at just kissing you, and I couldn’t live with myself. I mean, after the attack on Friday…” He floundered through his bullshit reason. He was more concerned with her being his long lost Olivia. Before he took things to the next level, he needed to know for sure whether it was.

“But what if I want to kiss you?” She tilted her head toward him, a pout on her face.

“You will, love. I promise.”

She felt butterflies at his term of endearment. She wanted to hear it again.

“But only when the time is right,” he continued, wanting more answers first. “And it will be amazing.”

“A little confident of your skills, aren’t you?” Olivia joked, pushing him away and taking a step back.

“Maybe. I mean…” He looked slightly exasperated as he ran his hand through his hair. It made his already disheveled hair look even sexier. “Don’t you feel this thing between us?” he asked, closing the gap between them once more. “The one thing I learned in my time overseas and after my father died was that life is precious.” His tone was full of passion and his fierce green eyes were intense. “I’ve never felt this way about someone after only knowing them for a few short days. I can’t focus at work. I can’t do anything without thinking about you. All these feelings are so foreign to me, Olivia. I don’t know what to make of it. I normally couldn’t give two shits about actually taking someone out, but with you… I don’t know. I’m not only interested in getting you into my bed. I just want to see you smile.”

Olivia felt her heart drop into her stomach. She felt the same way. All thoughts were of Alexander. She had forgotten about Simon altogether, until Detective Wilder brought him back to the foreground earlier that day.

“God, Olivia,” he breathed, pulling her back into his arms, desperately needing to feel her small body against him again. “What are you doing to me? There’s something about you that keeps me coming back. I can’t explain it and I’m not sure I want to.” He took a step back, holding on to her forearms. “Let’s just enjoy this thing because I sure as hell am.”

“I am, too.” She giggled, making Alexander’s heart soar. He loved that sound.

“When can I see you again? Like I said, I have to leave town Thursday, but maybe tomorrow?” He looked at her, a hopeful expression on his face.

“Umm…” She hesitated as she avoided his gaze.

“What is it? Are you seeing someone?” He noticed her apprehension. “I mean, that’s fine if you are,” he rambled nervously.

“No. It’s just, well… I kind of used to sing in a band when I was in college. My friend, Kiera, tricked me into going to a bar last Friday where they were playing. I got guilted into singing a bunch of songs with them. Now I’m kind of part of the band again. We have a gig on Friday, but I have to go to rehearsal tomorrow.” Olivia let out a huge breath, gauging his reaction.

“Can I come and watch? I mean, one of these Friday nights? Do you mind?”

A smile crawled across her face. “I’d love for you to come. You can meet Kiera. When do you get back into town? Will you be back Friday?”

“I don’t think so. How about Sunday? Are you available? I’m hoping to get back late morning. I’d like to see you.”

“I can do Sunday.” She gazed at him, seeing the heat that was building behind his emerald eyes, and started to breathe heavier.

“Oh, screw it,” he said, pushing her against the door to her house and tilting her chin up.

Before she knew what was happening, she felt his soft, full lips on her mouth. She opened her lips in response, giving him permission to enter with his tongue, his movements gentle but, at the same time, forceful, as if staking his claim. Olivia felt his growing arousal against her abdomen and deepened the kiss, moaning into his mouth as he traced his fingers up and down the side of her stomach.

All too soon, he pulled away and they both stood on her front stoop, panting.

“Holy crap,” she exhaled, trying to catch her breath. In all her twenty-seven years, she couldn’t remember ever feeling so lightheaded after a kiss.

“You’ve got that right.” He stared down at her, his eyes full of longing. “You should go inside before I pin you against that door again.”

“I don’t mind,” she retorted, playfully batting her eyes.

“Get inside…please,” Alexander begged her, bringing his lips back to hers, kissing her softly.

“Okay,” she replied, his lips still poised on her mouth. “I have to get my keys.”

“You can’t do that from this position?”

“It might be hard not being able to look down.”

“I really like the taste of your lips.”

Olivia moaned at his words and he pulled away. She frowned from the loss of contact as she fished her keys out of her purse and turned to unlock the door. She felt Alexander approach from behind, his arm wrapping around her as he caressed her stomach. Olivia backed into him, angling her head to the side. He brushed her hair away and kissed her neck, inhaling her scent. She wiggled against him, feeling his growing erection.

He quickly spun her around, his eyes demanding. “You need to play fair, Miss Adler,” he whispered in her ear, his harsh tone making her body tighten. “Or you’ll regret it.” He gave her one more chaste kiss on her neck.

“Are you sure you don’t want to come inside, Mr. Burnham?” Olivia turned back toward him after opening the door, giving him her most innocent smile. She was brimming with sexual tension and badly needed some release.

“Oh, you have no idea how badly I want to come inside,” he replied, smirking at the double entendre, leaning toward her and kissing her cheek. “But not tonight. For once, I want to do this right and not rush into anything,” he murmured in her ear. “By the time I’m through sweeping you off your feet, you will be bursting at the seams, begging me to fuck you, never wanting another man inside you again.”

Her breath catching, she straightened her spine and gawked at him with wide eyes. 

He placed another gentle kiss on her lips. “I’ll be thinking of you.” He turned to walk down the front steps to the waiting SUV that had arrived.

Once he was on his way back to his condo, he retrieved his cell phone. “Simpson, it’s Burnham,” he barked. “I need everything you can find on one Sarah Olivia Adler. I’m not really interested in anything recent. I’m more interested in the first ten years of her life. Get it to my sister as soon as possible. This is a top priority.”

He hung up and texted Carol, asking her to do an age enhancement on a photo of Olivia as a child, something he had avoided doing for the past twenty-one years. Rubbing his temples, he hoped he was doing the right thing. He just had to know one way or the other.













CHAPTER ELEVEN

HIGH AND DRY







OLIVIA FELT SLUGGISH THE following morning as she made her way to teach her six o’clock circuit training class. She was happy once her morning classes were finished so she could relax in her office and deal with some neglected paperwork. Grabbing her cell phone, she checked to see if she had any missed calls, which was doubtful at eight o’clock in the morning.

Her heart skipped a beat when she saw a text from Alexander.




Alexander: Good morning, love. I hope you slept well.




She quickly typed a reply.




Olivia: I slept well enough, although it was difficult to get to sleep at first.




Almost instantly, she received a response.




Alexander: And why is that?




Olivia: I had a throbbing sensation between my legs from being left high and dry last night. Well, maybe not too dry. :-)




Several minutes went by and she hadn’t heard back from him. She assumed he was in a meeting or on his way to work so she returned to sorting through the various financial statements she needed to review from the current quarter.

Suddenly out of the corner of her eye, she sensed a tall figure appear in her doorway. Snapping her head up, her heart dropped to the pit of her stomach and she had no idea what to say. Never in a million years did she expect that Alexander would show up at her office.

“May I come in, Olivia?” he asked politely.

She simply nodded, unable to find her voice as she took in his tan suit, white button-down shirt, and green tie.

He stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. A feeling of enticing anticipation coursed through her when she heard the door lock.

Not saying a word, he walked over to the windows and drew the shades closed, shrouding the room in relative darkness. The only light came from the small lamp on her desk.

“Now, what were you saying, Olivia? I left you high and… What was it?” His tone was amused as he turned to face her desk.

“Dry,” she croaked out, unable to move or take her eyes off the man in front of her.

Walking over to the love seat, he sat down and crossed his legs. “No. That wasn’t it.” He draped his arm across the back of the couch, his eyes remaining glued on Olivia. “It was something else entirely, Miss Adler.”

His deviant smile made her body ignite as moisture pooled between her legs. “Wet,” she replied softly. “High and wet, Mr. Burnham.”

With everything he had, Alexander tried to remain composed and collected as he listened to her hunger-filled voice. “Come here, Olivia,” he ordered, uncrossing his legs and holding his hand out to her.

Her legs were on autopilot as she rose from her desk and walked over to him, reaching for his hand. He pulled her down, forcing her to straddle him. She swallowed hard when she felt his erection against her body.

“Olivia, do you feel the effect you have on me?”

Staring into his heated eyes, all she could do was nod her head.

“I want to know what kind of effect I have on you. It’s only fair.” He raised his eyebrows at her as if asking for permission.

“Yes,” she breathed out, finally finding her voice. “It is only fair.”

“It’s only fair, what?” He raised his eyebrows again.

“Mr. Burnham.” Her breathing was becoming more and more erratic. “It’s only fair, Mr. Burnham.”

“Good girl.” Alexander ran his hands up her thighs, his motions slow and deliberate, slipping one hand underneath the little gym shorts she wore. “Mmmm… No panties.” Closing his eyes, he let out a little moan as he teased her. “I could get used to that.” He opened his eyes and they were full of lust.

He slid his fingers further into her shorts, finding her most sensitive spot. “Oh, Olivia.”

A delicious feeling of fulfillment began to pool deep in her stomach. She couldn’t remember ever wanting anyone as bad as she wanted Alexander Burnham.

He whispered in a guttural voice, “I do affect you, don’t I?”

Olivia simply nodded and closed her eyes, reveling in the pleasure of his fingers on her, her core aching from his touch.

“Open your eyes, Olivia,” Alexander demanded forcefully.

She obeyed him, glancing down at his stomach and avoiding his eyes as he slowly entered her with his fingers. She whimpered and her lips parted as she tried to maintain her composure.

“Look at me, Olivia. I want to see your eyes when I make you come.”

She straightened her head, her gaze meeting his as he continued to push in and out of her, the pleasure making her light-headed.

“You’re so tight, Olivia,” he whispered, licking his lips. “I’m going to have to stretch you out a little before I can fuck you,” he commented, his voice husky and deep as he kept his insatiable eyes glued on Olivia’s. “But I will fuck you.”

His words sent her over the edge, causing her to explode around his expert fingers as waves of bliss flowed through her body. She growled and leaned in, biting his neck softly. “Holy fuck,” she breathed, her body tingling with the aftershocks.

Alexander placed both hands on her hips and flipped her onto her back. He loomed over her, his eyes burning into hers as he watched her pant. Leaning on his forearms, he nuzzled her neck. “I hope you enjoyed that as much as I did.” He nibbled on her earlobe before raising himself off the couch. “I’ll be in touch, love.” Smiling, he walked over to her door, opened it, then closed it behind him.

Speechless and in shock about what just happened, Olivia slowly got off her couch, her body still trembling. She couldn’t remember anyone ever making her feel so amazing from a simple touch. She didn’t know whether she should feel satisfied or scared.

Glancing at the clock on the wall, she saw that it was close to nine. After quickly changing into another pair of gym shorts, she ran down the hall and into the studio. As she got her things together for the Pilates class she was leading that morning, Kiera sauntered into the room.

“Hey, Libs! So how was the date?”

Olivia immediately started to blush. She was smiling, but not about the date. She was smiling from just having a mind-blowing orgasm.

Kiera noticed. “Oh, my god, Libby! Tell me! Tell me! Tell me!” Her excitement was infectious.

“Kiera, I like him. I really, really like him.” And I really, really like what he can do with just a few fingers. “I’ve had a perma-grin on my face since he left me last night.” And my body is still shaking from him making me come. “I just don’t know what to do!”

“What is there to even think about?” she exclaimed, grabbing Olivia’s hands, jumping up and down. “Don’t think too much into it. Don’t let your fears ruin this for you, Libs.” She sat down on the teaching platform, pulling her down with her. She draped her arm around her. “Don’t let your fears ruin this for me!”

“I know. I’ve already scheduled an appointment with Dr. Greenstein. I don’t want to scare this guy away so soon. It’s about time I finally make an effort to get over these fears of abandonment I have.”

“Good. Maybe she’ll finally talk some sense into you. When do you see her?”

“Tuesdays and Thursdays. I start back tomorrow. God, Kiera,” she gushed. “I can’t stop thinking about Alexander! This is not me. What is going on?”

“Olivia and Alex sitting in a tree!” Kiera sang.

“No! Stop it. Act your age!” Olivia shouted, pushing her.

Kiera just continued, “F-U-C-K-I-N-G!”

“Oh, my god! Shut up.” People had started to file into the studio. “Get away from me. I have to get ready for this class.” Olivia stood up, walking over to the sound system to set up the music she needed.

“Fine, but drinks tonight.”

“I can’t. I’m rehearsing with Mo’s band at around six.”

“Then after.”

Olivia paused for a moment. Maybe going out with Kiera would be more healthy and productive than staying home obsessing about Alexander.

“Okay,” she finally agreed.

“Good. Meet me at 28 Degrees. Nine sharp.” She winked and went to take her place among the class.

As Olivia instructed her students, she cleared her mind of everything for a moment…everything except Alexander Burnham. She couldn’t stop smiling as she thought about him and how, in just a short time, he had already helped her overcome some of her fears. Fears he didn’t even know she had. Olivia had started to change and she could only think that it was for the better.




~~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER STOOD AGAINST HIS large floor-to-ceiling windows after leaving Olivia, admiring the city buzzing below and impatiently waiting on the report from Simpson.

“Alex!” his sister exclaimed as she barreled through the door, waking him from his daydream about how good Olivia felt as she clenched around his fingers in absolute ecstasy.

“Carol.” He spun around. “What is it?” There was a file in her hands and her face had a look that he had never seen before.

She handed the folder to him. He saw that it contained the background check he had asked Simpson to run. On the top was a photo of Olivia when she was a young child. It was the age enhancement he had asked Carol to do. He looked up at his sister, desperately needing an explanation for the strong resemblance between the computer enhancement and the woman for whom he was falling.

“Alex… It’s her.”

His heart fell as he dropped his coffee mug, the brown liquid splattering all over the hardwood floor.













CHAPTER TWELVE

28 MARTINIS







OLIVIA FINISHED TEACHING HER mid-morning classes and returned to her office, hoping to get a little more paperwork done than she had gotten through earlier, although she thoroughly enjoyed the interruption. She checked her cell, smiling when she saw that Alexander had sent her a text not even five minutes after he had left her. It had only been two hours since she had seen him, but she still ached for him.




Alexander: I can smell you on my fingers. You have no idea what a turn on that is.




Fuck. This guy loved to talk dirty and it was doing things to her.




Olivia: Just wait till you get a taste, darling. You’ll be begging me.




She smiled, thinking two could play his game.




Alexander: Oh really, Miss Adler? Is that a threat?




Olivia: No. Not a threat. My money’s on you cracking before me.




Alexander: Only time will tell, love.




Olivia got butterflies in her stomach thinking about his voice caressing the word love. She could hear it leaving his mouth in his seductive tone. How could she possibly be expected to concentrate for the rest of the day?




~~~~~~~~~~




“LIVVY!” MO SHOUTED WHEN Olivia opened the door to his house in Arlington later that evening, letting herself in and walking into his large living room. She had never knocked at Mo’s when she used to sing with the guys and it felt like no time had passed at all since she left the band.

“Hey, Mo!” She hugged him.

“So, who’s the guy you were with at the Sox game on Sunday?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Oh, my god! Did everyone see that?” She punched his arm playfully as she followed him through the living room and into the kitchen, grabbing a bottle of water from his refrigerator.

“Hell, you were three rows behind home plate,” he said, sitting down at the breakfast bar. “So spill it. Do I have to kick some guy’s ass?”

“No. It’s all good, Mo.” She sighed. “He’s a guy who works in my building. Anyway, I think he could probably kill you and leave no physical evidence. He’s an ex-SEAL and now runs a private security firm.” She left the kitchen and headed up the stairs into her friend’s spacious music room to wait for the rest of the band members to arrive.

“Shit! I knew he looked familiar!” he exclaimed, following close on her heels. “That’s Alexander Burnham, isn’t it?” He stared at her, wide-mouthed.

“Yeah,” she answered sheepishly as she checked the tuning on her guitar.

“What’s the deal with you guys?” He started to sound concerned.

“We’ve gone out a few times.”

“Do you like him? I mean, you don’t date people, Livvy. I’m not trying to sound mean, but that’s never been your thing.”

“I know. I usually don’t. But there’s something about him, Mo. I can’t put my finger on it. I even called my shrink to schedule an appointment to start therapy again. All over a guy!” Olivia had always felt comfortable telling him everything. Sometimes his perspective was exactly what she needed. He never had a problem telling her what he thought about anything. Sometimes, it was the cause of a few fights, but they would eventually get over it.

“I’m happy for you, Livvy.” He pulled her in, wrapping his arms around her. “But, remember, if he hurts you, I’ve got some moves of my own.” He winked after he released her.

“Yeah, yeah. Sure. What are you going to do? Sing him to death?” Olivia laughed and Mo joined in, sitting behind a set of congas and grooving along to the song she had begun to sing.




~~~~~~~~~~




JUST BEFORE NINE, OLIVIA pulled up in front of 28 Degrees, tossing the valet the keys to her Audi. She walked in to see Kiera already sitting at the bar, sipping a martini. Joining her, she ordered a martini, as well.

“To breaking down those fucking walls once and for all,” Kiera said, raising her glass.

“I’m working on it.” Taking a sip of her drink, Olivia glanced around the dark bar. She noticed a tall man with dark hair and sinister eyes, looking out of place dressed all in black, walk into the trendy nightspot.

“How’s Mo doing?” Kiera asked. “Is he still as handsome as ever?”

“Wait a minute! You think Mo is cute? What?” Olivia nearly shouted. “I thought you were just flirting with him for fun! I had no idea!”

“We started to get close when you left. We were the Olivia Adler Survivors Club.” Kiera winked.

Olivia punched her playfully in the arm. “Stop it. You know I feel bad about that.”

“You should. Bitch.” Kiera took a sip of her drink, finishing it, and stopped to get the bartender’s attention.

Suddenly, Olivia felt chills. Turning around, she watched a tall, muscular man with a shaved head walk into the bar, smiling at her as he passed. He walked over to the other side of the bar and joined his friend with the mean eyes. Why are they both wearing black? Did they coordinate their outfits? Olivia giggled at the thought.

“What are you laughing at?” Kiera interrupted her thoughts.

Olivia took a sip from her martini. “The idea of you and Mo in the sack.”

“Stop it, Libby. And I call him Jack, anyway.”

“That’s right. I forget that’s his real name.”

“Why do you call him Mo?”

“Well, the night I first met him at Scotch, that bar we used to work at, he introduced himself and I didn’t hear the first part of his name. All I heard was the Mo, and I guess it just kind of stuck. And, plus, my Dad’s name was Giacomo and people called him Jack. I just couldn’t bring myself to call Mo Jack, too.”

“Oh. I didn’t know that.” Kiera rubbed Olivia’s back, willing her to not freak out. Surprisingly, she remained relatively calm. “Wow, Libs. You willingly spoke about your dad and didn’t go storming off. Whatever Alexander is doing, he better keep at it.”

Olivia blushed, wanting Alexander to keep doing the things he did to her earlier that morning. She glanced across the bar and noticed the two guys staring at her. They weren’t even trying to hide it.

“That reminds me. Open Mic mañana, chica?” Kiera asked, bringing Olivia’s attention back to her.

“Absolutely! I’m going to get you up on the stage one of these days. I know it!” She laughed at the look of horror on her friend’s face.

“Oh, absolutely not. You can have the spotlight, but when you get discovered, just remember the little people, okay? I’m talking backstage passes, and you better make sure I get interviewed when you’re on Behind the Music. Got it?”

Olivia smiled at her and finished her drink, the hours passing with ease while the girls caught up with each other.

“Those two guys have been staring at us all night,” Kiera slurred into Olivia’s ear several hours later, gesturing with her eyes to the opposite side of the bar where the two guys in black sat, drinking their beverages of choice.

“Care Bear, they’re creepy looking, not to mention probably about twenty years older than you.” Olivia was more than a little drunk, having consumed about five martinis. “Take those beer goggles off already. Plus, I thought you wanted Mo.”

“Number one, they’re martini goggles. Number two, I do. I’m still working on that. You already have Mr. Hottie. I need one, too. I’m going over there.” She got off her barstool, almost toppling over.

“You’re drunk,” Olivia said, poking her arm.

“So are you,” she replied, poking her back and heading across the bar.

Olivia kept her eyes on Kiera, making sure she didn’t slip off into a dark corner with either one or, god forbid, both. Taking a moment to check her cell phone, she noticed a few missed text messages from Alexander. Instead of texting him back, she decided to call him, desperate to hear his deep voice.

“Olivia,” he answered. The way her name rolled off his tongue sent shivers throughout her body. “Are you okay?”

“Of course I’m okay,” she slurred into the phone, giggling. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Well, it’s past midnight,” he responded.

“Fuck! Is it really? Whoops.”

“Olivia, are you drunk?”

She giggled again, then hiccupped.

“Well, I think I have my answer.”

“Oh, you think you have all the answers, don’t you, Alexander? And why Alexander? Why not Alex?” The booze had made her rather bold.

“We’ll save that for when you’re screaming my name. I guarantee you won’t be able to pronounce my full name when I’m making you come, Olivia.”

She was silent for a minute, having no idea how to respond to his words.

“Are you still there, Olivia?”

She found her voice and squeaked, “Yes. I’m here.”

“Who are you out with? Do I have competition for my affections, love?” 

There it was again. That word. Love. So full of hope.

“No. I’m with my friend, Kiera. She’s over talking to two creepy guys sitting at the other end of the bar.”

“Oh, really? What makes you think they’re creepy?” She could hear the humor in his voice.

“Well, they’re wearing all black, which…I mean, who does that? Plus, they got to the bar almost immediately after I did and sat across the way from us. They’ve been staring at me this whole time. Kiera’s over there talking to them and they’re still looking at me. So, yeah…creepy.”

“Olivia, I need you to do something for me.” She could hear the panic in his voice. “I need you to collect your things and, very casually, walk into the ladies room.”

“Why?” He was starting to scare her. She guessed that he saw everyone as a potential bad guy after all his years in the security business.

“Please, don’t argue with me right now, love.”

There was that word again. All he needed to do was say that and Olivia was putty in his hands. Or his mouth.

“Can you do that for me? I’m five minutes away. I will call you when I’m there. Okay, Olivia?”

She gulped. “Yes. I can do that.”

“Okay. Five minutes.”

She got off the phone and stood up from her barstool, walking to the ladies room as if nothing was wrong. She wondered how he even knew what bar she was at.

A few seconds later, Kiera came barreling through the bathroom door.

“Libby! There you are!” She dragged one of the creepy guys in with her. “This is Donovan. He really wanted to get to know you.” She winked at her.

Olivia looked at the man at Kiera’s side, his head shaved. He was well-built with a stoic expression on his face and appeared rather intimidating. “Kiera!” she shouted in shock. “This is the ladies room! Get him out of here!”

Kiera looked around, finally realizing that she had dragged a man into the ladies room, and giggled. “Whoops! What was I thinking?” She turned to Donovan and, placing both hands on his chest, started to push him out the door. “Out!”

Then he spoke, making Olivia’s skin crawl. “Okay, but we’ll be waiting.” He glared at her and left. Her cell phone began to ring and she quickly answered it with shaky hands.

“Olivia, are you safe?” Alexander asked.

“Yes, I’m safe. I’m in the ladies room like you asked.” She looked at Kiera who mouthed, What is going on? Olivia held up one finger, signaling that she would tell her in a minute.

“There are two men dressed in black standing in the corridor,” he continued. “I have taken care of your bar tab. I will be in the hallway in one minute. Count to sixty and come out. Do you follow?”

“Yes.” She hung up before turning to Kiera and, whispering, told her that Alexander was there because he was worried for her safety.

Kiera squealed. “Oh! That’s so sweet. You’re like a damsel in distress!”

“No.” Olivia smacked her friend. “I just think he sees trouble in everything. It’s almost like he has this hero complex.” Would he still want to be with her if he no longer thought she needed to be saved? The thought consumed her.

Looking at her watch, she realized enough time had elapsed. “Okay. We’re meeting Alexander just outside. Are you ready?”

“Should I start humming the James Bond theme? Because I totally will!”

“Shut up, Kiera.” Olivia pushed open the door to the restroom, running into Alexander’s arms. She steadied herself, deeply inhaling his scent, her eyes heavy.

“Smell something you like?” he asked with humor in his voice.

She gazed at him. “Oh, yes.”




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA GAVE THE VALET her ticket and he quickly retrieved her car. Alexander opened both passenger side doors when the car was brought around, allowing Kiera to collapse in the back seat before helping Olivia into the front. Running around, he tipped the valet and got in the driver’s seat before taking off down the quiet Boston streets.

After dropping Kiera off at her house, Alexander picked up his phone. “Burnham here. I want an overnight protection detail for a Ms. Kiera…” He looked at Olivia, wanting her last name.

“Murphy.”

“Kiera Murphy.” He listed off her address and Olivia gazed into the distance. Those two men at the bar really did concern him. Why?

After he hung up the phone, Olivia glared at him. “What the fuck is going on?” she blurted out.

He reached across the console of her car and placed his hand on her leg. Taking a deep breath, he considered telling her everything. But how would she react? She was clearly intoxicated. Could she be rational? Would the information set her back? Would she ever speak to him again? He wasn’t ready for that to happen just yet.

“I’m not sure, Olivia, but I have a feeling and my gut is usually right,” he responded.

His voice was soft and sensual, causing her to warm her icy glare. “Well, what is it that you’re feeling?” she slurred, trying to sound sexy.

He laughed. “What am I feeling? Well, if you really want to know, I am feeling a whirlwind of emotions right now, love. I’m feeling that you’re not just some girl I want to fuck and never see again. I care about you…deeply. I feel the need to protect you. To keep you safe. To make you happy.” He smiled at her. And to tell you that I finally found you after all these years.

“You can’t always keep me safe. No one could shoulder that burden.” She hiccupped, breaking the tension that was building in the car.

Alexander pulled up outside of Olivia’s house and parked the car on the side of the road. He walked her to the front door just as two black SUVs pulled up in front.

“Martin is here to take me home. Carter will be keeping an eye on your place tonight. It didn’t look like anyone followed us here, but I need to be sure.”

Olivia looked up at him, not ready to say good-bye just yet. “Stay with me. Please.” She didn’t know what had possessed her to say that, wondering why, after years of never wanting any man to spend the night, she wanted this one to stay.

Exhaling, he pulled her against him. “I want to, but…”

“But what? I just want to fall asleep in your arms,” Olivia said sleepily. “If you really want to make me happy, you’ll stay.”

“Ouch, Miss Adler. Using my words against me,” he said in mock shock.

“I know. How very unfair of me, isn’t it? I should be punished.” She laughed and looked into his eyes, her jovial expression turning heated.

Alexander hesitated and felt his resolve crack. “Okay. I’ll spend the night.”

His heart warmed when he saw her smile.

“I’d do anything to keep that smile on your face.”

She turned to unlock the door. “Just knowing you’re in the world makes me smile.”

Pulling her into his embrace, he sang a line from Elton John’s Your Song in her ear.

Her eyes glossed over, his voice and those lyrics stirring a memory that lay deep within her subconscious. Scrambling away from him to clear her foggy head, she stumbled across the doorframe, tripping on her own feet and falling to the ground.

“Are you okay, Olivia?” Closing and locking the door, he rushed to her as she sat on the hardwood floor.

“I’m drunk,” she responded, the memory now gone.

“We need to get you in bed before you do any more damage to that beautiful body of yours.” He bent down and picked her up in his arms. “Where is your bedroom?”

Olivia leaned into his chest, enjoying the closeness of him. “Up the stairs. First door on the left.”

He carried her up the stairs into her bedroom and gently placed her on the bed.

“Where are your pajamas?”

“Top drawer,” she mumbled, raising her arm to point in the direction of the dresser. She was so tired that she didn’t think she could even muster the strength to find something to sleep in.

“Now, this is hot.” He winked as he held up a little black sleep slip. “But if you wear this, I don’t know how much sleeping you’ll do.” 

A lazy grin crossed her face in response.

He continued rummaging through her pajama drawer and found a black tank top with pink boy shorts. Walking toward her, he helped her stand, steadying her as she lifted her shirt over her head to change into her pajamas.

“Like what you see, Mr. Burnham?” she asked, raising an eyebrow as he gawked at the pink lace bra she had on underneath her shirt. She slowly removed it, letting it drop to the ground.

“Fuck…” he exhaled, staring at her perfect breasts, his breathing becoming erratic.

Olivia grabbed his hand, pulling him closer to her, and pressed it against her chest. She threw her head back as he began to knead, tugging gently on her nipple.

Burying his head in her neck, he groaned loudly before reaching on the bed behind him and grabbing the tank top he had found for her to sleep in.

“Please, Olivia, you need to put this on,” he begged softly, handing her the top. “I want you so fucking bad right now, but you’re drunk and I don’t want our first time to be like this.” Leaning down, he trailed soft kisses across her collarbone. “I want you to remember every single moment that I’m inside you, filling you,” he whispered, his breath warm against her skin. “Okay?”

Olivia remained speechless at his words. She loved how sensual and sweet he could be. Swallowing hard, she simply nodded as he lowered the tank top over her head. After helping her out of her jeans, he laid her down in her bed before stepping back to take off his clothes.

He slowly unbuttoned his blue button-down shirt, keeping his eyes connected with hers. She couldn’t help glancing down at his body when he slipped off his shirt. Since the night they met, she had been wanting to see what he looked like with no shirt on and she was not disappointed. His wide shoulders led down to a well-defined chest and perfect washboard abs. She wondered how much he worked out to maintain that physique. Then she noticed a faint trail of dark hair leading from his belly button down into his pants. Alexander’s hands followed her eyes as he unbuttoned his pants, quickly removing them and his socks. He stood in front of her, wearing only a pair of boxer briefs. Olivia couldn’t believe how lucky she was to share a bed with a man as beautiful as Alexander. She wanted to see where that trail of hair led to, but knew it would have to wait. She was exhausted.

After turning off the lights, Alexander crawled into bed next to her. He pulled her to him, her back to his front. She could feel how turned on he was.

“Sleep well, beautiful. I’ll see you in my dreams,” he said, his closeness causing her hair follicles to stand on end.

Olivia drifted off to sleep, content to have a man sleeping next to her for the first time in her life.













CHAPTER THIRTEEN

NOT YET







OLIVIA SAT IN THE back of her parents’ car, clutching Mr. Bear in her little arms. She knew what was going to happen. Her dad would tell her that he loved her and then a car would slam into them from behind, forcing them through a guardrail and into a tree.

The green-eyed boy came to save her, just like he had been doing in her dreams all week. He placed her in a different car, telling her nothing bad would happen to her again. Then she saw a man dressed all in black come up behind the boy and smash his head with the handle of a gun. The green-eyed boy stared at her and then fell to the ground.




“NOOOOOOO!” Olivia woke up screaming, covered in sweat.

The lights snapped on immediately and Alexander came rushing back to the bed, cradling her in his arms, soothing her sobs. “Olivia, love. What is it?”

She trembled as he held her close, comforting her. “I’m sorry. It was just a stupid dream.” She didn’t understand why that dream was becoming more and more vivid every day.

“Would you like a water?” he asked quietly.

“Yes, please.”

He planted a delicate kiss on her forehead before leaving the bedroom.

Taking a deep breath, she tried to calm her nerves. She was angry with herself for asking Alexander to stay over. She hated that he had seen her upset and on edge from the nightmare.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Alexander asked when he returned with a bottle of water. Sitting next to her on the bed, he pulled her body into his.

“It’s nothing.” With an unsteady hand, she took a drink.

“Olivia, it is clearly not nothing. You’re shaking.” He looked at her, concern covering his face.

“It’s just a dream I’ve been having ever since I can remember. It’s about my parents’ death. I still can’t believe it will be twenty-one years this Friday…”

Alexander’s face went pale. She had been dreaming about the crash? If she was able to dream about the accident, maybe she was able to remember more than she had let on.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. “Are you okay?”

“I just, well… I’m sorry you lost your parents.” He couldn’t bring himself to tell her. Not yet. It was still too soon. “What happens in the dream?” He needed to know if she had dreamt about him.

“I was at our beach house and my mama was rushing me, wanting to leave quickly for some reason. I don’t think she felt well because she was asleep in the car. We sped through town before getting on the interstate. Finally, my father calmed down a bit. I was in the back seat of the car holding Mr. Bear.” She smiled. “Mr. Bear was my favorite stuffed animal growing up. That much I can remember about my childhood.”

Alexander returned her smile, recalling the look on her face when she first saw that bear.

“My father looked back at me and told me how much he loved me, how much they both did. Out of nowhere, another car crashed into us from behind, pushing our car through a guardrail and into a tree. Usually that was where my dream would end, but recently, it’s been different.”

“How so?” he asked, swallowing hard.

“Last week, a little boy was in the dream and he’s been there every night since. And I’ve also been seeing my uncle, too. He was trying to help my mama from the car and had a frightened look on his face.”

“What was your uncle’s name?” Alexander asked in a low voice, almost as if he didn’t want to know the answer.

“Charles. Charles Wright.”

“What was the boy doing in the dream?” he pushed, trying to find out more. He now had confirmation that his father had used one of his alternate identities in order to protect this girl. He had found the paperwork on that alias when he was going through some of his father’s things after his death. “Are you okay talking about it?” He rubbed her back in a soothing manner.

“Yes. I’m fine.” She took a deep breath before continuing. “He pulled me out of the car. He ran me over to another car and told me that he would always protect me from then on. Out of nowhere, a man dressed in black knocked him out with the butt of his gun. That’s when I woke up.”

Alexander got up and turned off the light, recalling that moment like it was yesterday. He remembered the darkness, the helplessness, the utter loss of control.

Climbing back into bed, he pulled her close. “Go to sleep, angel, and forget about that dream. It was just a dream, like you said.” He didn’t sound too convinced. He knew it wasn’t a dream, but he didn’t want Olivia to know that until he had all of the answers. He had a suspicion that he already had the answers in his possession, but he had just been too stubborn to look.




~~~~~~~~~~




THE EARLY MORNING SUN woke Olivia as it began to seep into her bedroom. Glimpsing at the clock on her nightstand, she saw it was not yet six in the morning. It had only been a few hours since she woke up screaming from her nightmare. She rolled over, wanting to snuggle with Alexander. An emptiness washed over her when she saw he wasn’t there. Getting out of bed, she trekked downstairs, wondering if he left because he saw how unstable she clearly was.

To her surprise, upon entering her living room, she saw Alexander sitting on the couch in his boxer briefs, a perplexed expression on his face as he held an envelope in his hands.

“What’s that?” she asked.

He looked up quickly, a hard look on his face that immediately softened when he took in Olivia’s frame standing in the doorway. “I hope I didn’t wake you.” He smiled.

“No. You didn’t,” she responded sleepily, yawning. “The sun woke me up. I rolled over and you weren’t there.”

Her face had a disappointed look on it. Alexander made a mental note of how beautiful she looked first thing in the morning, her hair slightly disheveled, rubbing her eyes.

Olivia walked over to the couch where Alexander sat with his elbows on his legs, holding the envelope with both hands. Sitting down next to him, she noticed a brown leather messenger bag had somehow arrived during the night. He had files spread over the coffee table, along with a nice journal with the year embossed on it in gold.

“Is that the letter?”

“Yes, it is.” He scratched his neck, a pensive expression covering him.

“What is it that you’re afraid of?” she asked, her curiosity getting the best of her.

Pausing, he let out a long breath. “I suppose I’m afraid of what it says. I have a feeling I know what’s in the letter, but I don’t know if I want my suspicions confirmed. That would mean I’ve been letting my father down since he died.” Running his hands through his hair, he added, “I guess I’m hoping to remain blissfully ignorant.”

“You need to do what you think is best,” Olivia responded, placing her hand on his leg in a show of support. “If you need more time, take it. If reading this letter will re-open old wounds, you’re better off being prepared to deal with that.” She met his eyes, giving him an encouraging smile.

He wanted to scream, It could mean that I’ve been letting you down! It could mean that I would have found you years ago! I could have saved you from your pain! But he didn’t. He simply stared ahead, relishing in the closeness of her.

“Come back to bed.” She stood up and extended her hand to him.

He placed the letter on the coffee table before taking her small hand in his, allowing her to lead him up the stairs and into her bedroom.

They crawled back into the bed, a nice glow in the room from the sunlight creeping in. Alexander wrapped his arms around her, enjoying the feel of her soft skin. She turned toward him, noticing that he had a distant expression on his face, clearly still thinking about that letter. She made it her mission that morning to help him take his mind off of it.

Smiling, she pushed him onto his back, pinning him down with her legs.

His eyes flung wide for a moment before narrowing, his expression full of lust. He placed his hands just below her hip bones, feeling her toned legs as she sat on top of him, unable to hide his erection.

Leaning down, she brushed her lips softly along his jaw line. He moaned and a smile spread across her face. She slowly moved her hips in a circular motion, causing his erection to get even harder. “Happy to see me this morning, Mr. Burnham?” she breathed into his ear.

“Why, Miss Adler, I’m always happy to see you. Haven’t I made that quite clear?” He let out a small breath as she continued torturing him with her body. He found it hard to keep his head. He wanted to be intimate with her, but he wanted to be truthful with her first. He didn’t know which one of his heads would win out. He had a feeling it would be the wrong one. “God, love. I can feel how wet you are through our clothes.”

“Well, let’s get rid of them, shall we?” She trailed kisses down his chest and torso, taking her time to savor the taste of his skin. Glancing up at the heated expression on his face, she could tell he was barely holding it together.

She slid his boxer briefs down his muscular legs and he sprung free. Gasping, her eyes grew wide as she took him in, surprised at his size.

A coy and playful smile crossed his lips as he stroked his erection.

Shaking her head, Olivia pried his hand off, her hand taking its place. She lowered her lips to him while staring into his green eyes, taking him in her mouth. He moaned with obvious pleasure as she continued moving her mouth over his length, slow, then fast, and then slow again.

“Fuck, Olivia,” Alexander growled. He couldn’t believe that his Olivia was there and that she was doing that to him. It was so much more spectacular than anything he had ever felt before with any other woman.

Picking up the pace, she felt him become rigid in her mouth, tasting the bit of pre-cum that escaped his tip.

He wrapped her hair around his hand, helping to guide her as she continued torturing him. Before long, he felt that familiar sensation, surprised at how quickly he reached that point. Something about Olivia’s mouth and tongue on his most sensitive part made him feel things he never thought possible. “I’m going to come,” he breathed, warning her.

She looked up at him, continuing her relentless motion, her eyes sparkling with eagerness as she bared her teeth.

He released in her mouth, the sensation of complete and utter bliss felt from his head to the tips of his toes. He shuddered as he spiraled down from his orgasm, trying to remember the last time anyone had made him feel that good.

“Damn,” he exhaled, giving one last jerk.

Olivia crawled back up to him when he grabbed her, throwing her onto her back and kissing her deeply, their tongues engaged in a passionate dance. He was so incredibly turned on. He could taste them both. It was an intoxicating combination.

He released her and Olivia tried to catch her breath. Alexander collapsed next to her and they both lay on their backs, attempting to slow down their breathing after such an intense moment.

“Fuck,” he breathed again.

“You’ve got that right, Mr. Burnham.” She turned and smiled at him. She didn’t know what had come over her. She would normally never do that for anyone, but there was something about Alexander that made her want to please him. She felt amazingly satisfied.

“Oh, Olivia. What am I going to do with you?” he asked, running his hand up and down her stomach.

“You keep saying that. What are you going to do with me?” She raised an eyebrow and leaned in, kissing him softly on his mouth. He pulled her in toward him, wrapping his arms around her small frame. She nuzzled against his chest and fell back asleep, listening to the rhythm of his breathing.




~~~~~~~~~~




“I’LL MISS YOU THIS weekend,” Olivia said several hours later as she said good-bye to Alexander at her front door. She embraced him, taking in his scent.

He gazed at her and gave her a deep kiss. “I’ll be thinking of you every day,” he said sweetly. He pulled out of her arms and looked out front where two black SUVs were parked just like the night before. When his eyes returned to her, his expression was severe. “Carter is out front keeping an eye on things. I have two of my best men coming over this afternoon to install your security system. If you need to run any errands, Carter will escort you. This is just for today. Do you understand, Olivia?”

“Yes. I understand. I just have an appointment at eleven and then I was planning on going to the gym to work out.”

“All that’s fine. You can do whatever you need to do, just do not go anywhere without Carter. I cannot emphasize that enough.”

“I got it, you overbearing ogre.” She winked.

He stared down at her, a menacing look on his face. “Oh, you have no idea how overbearing I can be.” He embraced her again and planted an affectionate kiss on her forehead. Leaning down, he whispered, “I’m always going to protect you, Olivia.” He turned to leave, closing the front door behind him.

Olivia’s heart started racing, remembering her dream, that boy’s voice, and those green eyes.













CHAPTER FOURTEEN

NUMBER ONE PRIORITY







“MISS ADLER, MA’AM. WHERE can I escort you?” Carter asked as Olivia locked her front door later that morning before heading to her appointment with Dr. Greenstein.

She was taken aback by the man waiting to drive her, wondering whether Alexander had anyone working for him who couldn’t bench-press five hundred pounds. “Um, hi. You can call me Olivia. Libby. Whatever.” It wasn’t the first time she had an escort. Her uncle had usually insisted on her having a chauffeur when she was growing up. Of course, that had become a point of contention between them as she got older and wanted more independence.

“I have an appointment at the Prudential Center. I was just going to walk. It’s not that far and I actually like walking. There’s no reason for you to have to drive me.”

“Ma’am, I have very strict orders from Mr. Burnham to drive you wherever you need to go. It’s just a precaution.”

Olivia realized that she wasn’t going to win that battle and she didn’t want to disappoint Alexander so early on in their relationship…if it was a relationship. “Okay,” she relented, walking down her front steps toward the idling SUV, allowing her big, black, and very no-nonsense escort to help her into the car.

In a matter of minutes, they arrived at the Prudential Center. Carter intercepted Olivia as she left the car to go into the center and up to her appointment. “Ma’am, I need to accompany you into the building. Again, it’s just a precaution. This should all be over by the end of today.”

“Fine,” she huffed, biting her tongue to refrain from complaining. “But, just so you know, I have an appointment with my shrink. That’s where I’m going.”

His face remained fixed with no reaction. He was probably trained to be rather discreet.

“I guess that’s better than having to accompany me to the gyno, huh?” She nudged him in the elbow, trying to get a laugh out of him as they walked into a waiting elevator.

“Yes, ma’am. It definitely is better.” He chuckled, his stoic expression softening momentarily.

The doors opened after a silent elevator ride and they both stepped out. “This is her office.” Olivia nodded toward the door immediately in front of them.

“I’ll wait out here,” Carter said after assessing the arrangement. The doors to the doctor’s office were all glass so he would be able to keep her in his sights while she waited for her appointment to begin, giving her some semblance of privacy.

“Thank you.” She walked through the door and received a warm greeting from a middle-aged woman with short blonde hair and tall frame.

“Olivia. It’s wonderful to see you again,” Dr. Greenstein said, a comforting aura about her. “Come on in.”

She followed the doctor into her office. It didn’t look like a typical shrink’s office. It was large with floor-to-ceiling windows, black tile floor, and several comfortable white couches with green, orange, and yellow accent pillows.

Sitting in an oversized white chair, Dr. Greenstein motioned for Olivia to have a seat on the couch facing her. “So, what brings you back to me?”

“Well, I figured it was time,” she responded sheepishly.

Dr. Greenstein picked up a notepad and a pen, looked at her, and said, “Do you think? What was the reason for you calling me? It’s been quite a while.”

“Yeah. Several years. I know.”

“So, tell me. What’s going on?”

“Well, I met this guy.” Olivia smiled as she proceeded to give Dr. Greenstein a general overview of what had been going on in her life recently. About how she would refuse to get into a relationship with anyone, but would hook up on occasion. She talked about Simon and how she met Alexander. She mentioned that she asked him to stay over the previous night.

“And how do you feel about that?”

“I don’t know how I feel about it.” Olivia glared. She hated that question and her doctor knew it.

“Okay, okay. Sorry. But we need to discuss your feelings, Olivia. What was going through your mind when you asked him to stay over?”

“Hormones,” she muttered under her breath.

Shaking her head in mild amusement, her doctor continued, “You’ve said that you never let guys stay over your place. If they were invited over, you would kick them out after sex. So why Alexander?”

“Hold on. We haven’t had sex.”

“Okay. So you haven’t been intimate yet.”

“I didn’t say that,” she interrupted. “I mean, we’ve done some things, but just haven’t had sex yet.”

“Hmmm… And do you think that’s why you don’t have a problem with him staying over?”

“No. I mean, I want to have sex with him but…I don’t know. We seem to be taking our time and I’m actually enjoying it. It’s weird. Normally I just want to jump straight to sex so I can kick the guy out of my bed and possibly my life.” Olivia looked down as she fidgeted with her skirt. She hated talking about her sexual habits with her doctor. Unfortunately, it was necessary for her to do so.

“Well, the act of sex is an intimate one, but you haven’t made it so. When you rush into things, you skip over the process of forming a bond with another individual. You tend to use sex as a coping mechanism while, at the same time, keeping your subjects at arm’s length so you don’t get attached. What is it about Alexander?”

Olivia met the doctor’s eyes. “I don’t know. Before me, he would kind of do the same thing I did, but I think his reasons are vastly different from mine. He doesn’t have these attachment issues like I know I do. But now…I don’t know. He said he wants more with me. He’s sweet. He cares about me. He’s always trying to protect me. He’s incredibly sensual.” Olivia’s face flamed just thinking about some of the things he had murmured into her ear. “He’s very gifted with words.”

“So, he’s prolonging the seduction and you’re enjoying it.” A smile crept across Dr. Greenstein’s face.

“Yes. Definitely.” She was absolutely enjoying every fantastic minute.

“Olivia,” the doctor said, removing her reading glasses. “You, unfortunately, had your parents taken from you at a young age. You never had the means to learn how to form a relationship with someone. You were so traumatized by that event, you pushed everyone away. When you were older and discovered sex, you wanted that without the emotional attachment. Now, you’re experiencing a slow seduction for the first time. Most of us have experienced that early on in our development. Granted, early on, it’s not necessarily about sex. But later in life, our bodies crave that release so it becomes a slow seduction, which can sometimes last years before the actual act of intercourse.

“You need to embrace this. Enjoy it. Go for the ride and face your fears. Don’t worry about whether Alexander will ever leave you or be taken from you. We can’t control those things. But you can control your actions. If you want to have a meaningful relationship with this man, and it sounds like you do, don’t push him away. Let him in. You’re a beautiful, intelligent young woman. Let him fall in love with you. And keep yourself open to fall in love with him in return.”

Olivia looked down, considering her words.

“Oh, I’m sorry, dear,” Dr. Greenstein said, glancing at her watch. “We’re out of time for today. We’ll pick up again on Tuesday.” She led Olivia toward her office door before giving her a gentle hug. “It’s wonderful to see you again.”

Nodding, she turned to leave the office and really put some thought into what the doctor said.

I’ll tell her about my dreams next time.




~~~~~~~~~~




SHORTLY AFTER SHE FINISHED eating lunch that afternoon, Olivia heard a gentle knock on her door. Looking out the peephole, her heart fluttered when she saw Alexander standing there, a sexy smirk on his face. She quickly opened the door and he swept her into his embrace.

“Miss me, love?”

“You have no idea,” she replied into his chest.

He pulled back, giving her a chaste kiss. “My security team is here to install your system.”

“And I’m such a high profile client that the big boss man had to come supervise?” She batted her eyelashes at him.

He curved toward her, softly saying, “You are Burnham and Associates’ number one priority, Miss Adler.” Stepping aside, he allowed two gentlemen to enter the house to install the state-of-the-art security system he had selected.

“Olivia, this is Arnold and Chase. They’ll be rewiring your house for this system. It may take a few hours. Just let them know if you have any concerns. When they’re done, they’ll walk you through how to program and use it. They’re also going to change your front door so that it’s a punch-pad lock instead of a key. It’s more secure.” Mr. Businessman was back. The dichotomy of his sweet side and his business side intrigued her.

Once he was certain his installation team was all set, he grabbed Olivia’s hand and placed an affectionate kiss on her knuckles, lingering for several seconds. “I have to return to the office. Carter is still out front should you need anything. What are you doing tonight? Any plans?”

“Actually, yes, and I promise I’ll take Carter with me. It’s Thursday. Kiera usually drags me to Open Mic night at a bar in Davis Square called Johnny D’s. It’s a pretty good time.”

“Ah, I’ve been there. Good bar. Great blues brunch on Sundays.” His phone started buzzing. “Excuse me for a minute.” He pushed the button on his phone, answering it. “Burnham here… Tyler. What’s up?” He looked at Olivia and mouthed Brother. She nodded.

“Yeah… I’m heading down after my meeting tonight… Okay… Hey listen, Ty. I have to go. I’m at my girlfriend’s… Yes, you heard me… We’ll talk about it later.”

Holy crap! He called me his girlfriend! Olivia thought. Normally that would cause her to break out in hives, but the way the word rolled off his tongue made her burn for him even more than she thought possible.

Alexander hung up with his brother and dragged Olivia back into his arms, planting a kiss on her forehead. “I hope you don’t mind that I called you my girlfriend.”

She gazed up into his eyes. “No. Actually, it made me a little wet when you said it.”

He groaned and gave her a quick kiss. “On that note, sadly, I must leave you. I’ll see you soon, angel.” He walked out the front door, leaving her with a wonderful feeling.

She collapsed on the couch, squealing. One of the installation men looked at her. “I have a boyfriend!” she explained excitedly. He shook his head and laughed.

“Oh, my god! I need to call Kiera!” She jumped off the couch and ran upstairs to her study.

“Ohmigod! Ohmigod! Ohmigod!” Kiera shouted into the phone when Olivia told her the good news. For being in her thirties, Kiera sometimes failed to act a day over fifteen, especially when it came to the opposite sex.

“I know! And I let him stay over last night! I actually asked him to!”

“Holy crap. What have you done with my friend Olivia?”

“I know. I feel like I’m thirteen. Is this the honeymoon phase everyone always talks about?”

“Yes!” Kiera replied. “It is. Isn’t it great?”

“I feel like I’m on cloud nine. I’m happy. I’m smiling. He’s all I can think about. For once, I’m not thinking about my past. All I’m thinking about is my future and how he could be a part of it.”

“Aww, Libs! I’m so happy for you!”

“But what happens when the honeymoon is over? What happens when I don’t feel like this anymore or when these emotions become stale?”

“Libby, when you’re with the right person, the feeling will never go away. You will always have that person on your mind. You’ll always miss them when they’re not around. You’ll always have this extraordinary excitement when you’re together. That’s how you know it’s meant to be. And any relationship where you don’t have that is not worth your time.”

Olivia took Kiera’s words to heart as she went through the rest of her day. The security system installation was finished by five that evening. Chase quickly walked her through everything, helping her set a code. They also set up the keyless entry. She was thrilled to not have to lug her keys around anymore.

After getting back from the gym, she took a quick shower before Kiera was expected at her house to head to Open Mic.

“What the fuck is this?” Kiera asked when Olivia answered the door.

“Alexander put in a new system. He wanted me to feel safer. And Carter has to drive us to the bar tonight. Don’t worry about the door and the alarm. I’ll give you the code but, so help me god, if you set off the alarm and I have to deal with a panicky Alexander, I will murder you in your sleep and I’ll tell Mo that you have crabs,” Olivia joked, grabbing her guitar case.

“You do that and I’ll cut a bitch.”

The two girls laughed.

“Bye, Nepenthe,” Kiera said to the cat as he stalked the front door. “Your cat hates me,” she remarked while Olivia armed the security system.

“Nepenthe doesn’t hate anyone. He just has murder in his heart.”













CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CONSTANT BUTTERFLIES







“I’LL BE HERE KEEPING an eye on things, ma’am,” Carter said as he escorted Olivia and Kiera inside Johnny D’s. He motioned to a table against the wall in the bar area where he would have a view of the entire club.

“Okay. Thanks, Carter.” Olivia walked past the darkened bar, climbing down a few steps and into the dining room area. Making her way up to the small front table, she added her name to the list. Open Mic night was getting started and there were already about ten people on the list. Returning to her and Kiera’s usual table, she figured it would be about an hour or so before she would go on.

“Hey, Livvy!”

“Hey, Mo!” she said, standing up and giving him and Marcus a hug as they approached their table. “I didn’t know you were coming tonight.”

Mo met Kiera’s eyes and they shared a look as if he finally realized that Kiera was attractive.

“Oh, I get it.” Olivia smirked, elbowing him.

The guys pulled up two chairs and joined them.

“So what are you going to do tonight?” Kiera asked as a server approached, dropping off their drink order.

“Well, actually, now that Mo’s here, I think I may want to switch it up, if you’re willing to back me up on percussion. Remember the song we were fooling around with last night?”

Mo nodded, his smile wide.

“That’s the one, then.”

“Sweet,” Kiera said, taking a sip of her cocktail.




~~~~~~~~~~




ACROSS TOWN, ALEXANDER FINALLY finished his meeting with his training strategist. Looking at his watch, he saw that it was half-past eight. He rushed out the front door of his office building and climbed into the waiting SUV.

“Good evening, sir. Off to home then?”

“Actually, Martin. Let’s make a quick detour. How fast can you get me to Johnny D’s in Davis Square?”

“I can be there in fifteen minutes, tops.”

“I’ll give you five thousand if you can get me there in ten.”

“Yes, sir.” He peeled into traffic, heading toward Davis Square.

Less than ten minutes later, he pulled in front of Johnny D’s and Alexander ran inside.

Carter saw him almost immediately and stood up from his chair. “Sir, is everything alright?”

“Carter, pretend I’m not even here, please. Just go on with what you were doing and I’ll be over at the bar. If either Miss Adler or Miss Murphy get up from their table, please intercept them and get their drinks.”

“Yes, sir. Oh, and just so you know, she hasn’t performed yet.”

A smile crawled across Alexander’s face. “Thank you, Carter.” He walked over to the bar and sat at a stool that hid him from most of the crowd sitting in the lower dining area that housed the stage. He still had a great view of the actual stage and that was all he cared about.

“Let’s all give it up for the lovely Laura!” the M.C. shouted into the microphone. The crowd’s response was mediocre at best.

“Next up. Well, looky here. Miss Olivia Adler has graced us with her presence! Libby, get your cute butt up here!”

Alexander shot daggers at the M.C., a decent looking guy in his mid-thirties with a shaved head and a short beard. That cute butt belonged to Alexander. The thought of anyone else commenting on it made him wild with rage. He had never felt so possessive before.

Olivia walked up to the stage, carrying her guitar and waving to the crowd as she made her way through the room. Alexander licked his lips as he took in her appearance, unable to take his eyes off her. She kept her long dark hair straight and chose to wear a tight yellow halter tank with a pair of dark jeans and giraffe print heels. A guy followed her on stage and sat behind a set of congas. He was about the same height as Olivia and had very similar features. If Alexander didn’t know any better, he would have thought they were related.

She sat down at a chair positioned center stage and adjusted her microphone as she checked the tuning on her acoustic guitar.

“How’s everyone doing?”

The crowd cheered.

“Awesome. Well, I’ve brought some backup with me today. My good friend, Mo…oops, I mean, Jack Distanzio, is going to help me out. Incidentally, his band, Groove Delay, is performing tomorrow night at MacFadden’s in the Financial District so come on by. I’ll be doing a few songs with them, as well.” The audience clapped. “This is Sleeping to Dream by Jason Mraz.”

Alexander was transfixed on the woman holding the guitar and interacting with relative ease with the audience. It brought back so many memories of all those years ago.

Then she started playing, plucking at the guitar strings, a sweet melody amplified through the bar. As she sang, Alexander looked over the large audience sitting captivated by the woman on the stage. Her normally strong voice sounded sweet and light, matching the mood of the song.

He listened to the lyrics as she sang about dreaming of falling asleep next to a special someone. It was a song he had heard many times, but had never paid much attention to before. He absently wondered whether Olivia had realized that the boy she saw in her dreams was him. Whether she knew he pulled her out of that car. Whether she knew he swore he would always protect her. And whether she knew he had let her down.

Olivia and Mo complemented each other perfectly. It was clear they had been playing together for a while. When they reached the bridge, the back and forth between their two vocal parts was mesmerizing. Belting out the words leading to the final chorus, the audience cheered wildly for Olivia’s strong voice as she hit a high note. The sound filling the bar sent shivers through Alexander’s body.

He thought back to all those years ago, spending time with Olivia and her family learning how to play piano and guitar from her mother, who would always sit in the great room at their beach house and play for the kids. Olivia loved having the spotlight back then, singing and dancing to a pretend audience that consisted of mostly stuffed animals. Now, all these years later, here she was, performing to a real audience. Alexander’s heart swelled with pride.

The song ended and the crowd cheered. Alexander sat at the bar, clapping loudly for the girl on stage. The girl he knew all those years ago. The girl he loved all those years ago. And the girl he was falling back in love with all over again.

“Thank you!” Olivia jumped off the stage and headed back to her table, the thunderous applause still going strong throughout the entire bar.

“Miss Olivia Adler everyone!” the M.C. shouted. “Hey, Libs. How about one more? Have anything else ready?”

Olivia stared at the M.C., thinking about what she could possibly pull out of her hat. She conferred briefly with Mo before they both walked back to the stage. The crowd erupted in cheers again.

She sat down in the same chair, still holding her guitar. Pulling up a seat next to her, Mo took his guitar out of its case and checked the tuning. He nodded to her when he was all set.

“Okay. Here’s one we’ll be doing tomorrow night so make sure you come and see it when it’s the full band. It’s a new one,” she said into the microphone, trying to hide her smile. “There’s this guy who’s kind of captured my heart these past few days and this song says it for me right now. This is Brighter than the Sun by Colbie Calait.” Olivia glanced at Mo and he counted them off, both of them strumming their guitars in near perfect unison. The crowd was getting into their performance, many people standing up from their tables and dancing along to the upbeat song. The energy of the crowd was infectious as she sang the lyrics and she couldn’t help but think of Alexander.

She had never expected to meet someone like him. She thought she would go through life having one short-term pseudo-relationship after another, never wanting to get close to anyone. But now, she wanted to get close. When she was a little girl, she remembered her mama telling her that she would know when she was with the right person by the constant butterflies. Now, all these years later, Olivia had those butterflies.

The final note of the song rang through the bar and Olivia stood up, smiling at the audience who was cheering enthusiastically.

“Thanks everyone. See you all next week! And, please, come see us tomorrow night at MacFaddens!” She ran off the stage to her friend, who gave her a massive hug.

“Oh, Libs. You were fantastic! And you are so falling in love with Alexander. I can tell.”

She began to blush even though she knew Kiera was right. She was torn about her feelings for Alexander. On one hand, she had only known him a few short days so how could she possibly be falling for him so soon? On the other hand, there was something so familiar about him, as if she knew him in a past life. 

“Do we want to sail again?” Kiera asked, gesturing to their empty drink glasses after Mo and Marcus had said their good-byes.

Olivia looked at her watch. “Probably not. I really should get some sleep. I have an early day tomorrow.”

“And a long one, huh? You’re playing with the guys, aren’t you?”

Olivia laughed. “Kiera, that sounds so dirty.” She grabbed her purse and stood up from the table, heading in the direction of the door.

“Oh, my god. Stop it!” Kiera pushed her friend playfully.

Carter saw the two girls and met them by the door. “Are we all set ladies?”

“Yes, we are. Thank you, Carter.”

“You were quite good, Miss Adler,” he said.

“Thank you.” Olivia blushed, turning her head to look outside. A downpour was cloaking the streets of Boston.

Carter did a quick sweep of the bar, looking for anything suspicious. “Why don’t you ladies wait inside for a few minutes while I run to grab the car?”

“Okay. Thank you, Carter.”

He left, running into the rain.

“Well, I’m going to go use the bathroom before we leave. Will you be okay out here?” Kiera asked.

“Yes. Go ahead.” Olivia stood in the bar area, keeping an eye out the door, staring at the rain. As she pondered what Alexander was doing at that very moment, she felt someone approach behind her, sending chills down her spine.

“Livvy, were you singing those songs for me?”

She turned around quickly, knowing that voice all too well.

“Simon.” Her heart started to race. “You can’t be here. You know that. Walk away and I won’t call the police.” She took a step back, trying to keep her distance.

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to do anything.” He glanced to the bar. “I saw your new little boyfriend here earlier. Thankfully, he was too self-absorbed to even notice that I was sitting just down the bar from him.”

She looked at him, puzzled. “What are you talking about, Simon?”

“You know. Your latest victim,” he sneered. “Alexander Burnham. He came in a few minutes before you went on, sat at the bar, and left right after you finished.”

Her eyes grew wide in panic as the realization washed over her that not only had he heard her sing, but he had heard her say that the last song was for him.

“Well, I’ll be off, Livvy. You enjoy your panic attack.”

She remained locked in place, fighting for air, as she watched Simon leave the bar.

“Olivia, are you okay? What’s wrong?” Kiera ran up to her, noticing her pale face. 

“He was here, Kiera,” she responded, her voice almost a whisper. “He saw me. He heard the songs I sang.”

“Who was here?” Kiera pulled back, confused.

“Alexander.”

“Wait. Shut the front door,” she interjected with a shocked look on her face. “How do you know that?”

“Ummm, well, Simon just came up to me and told me.” She cringed in anticipation of her friend’s response.

“Olivia!” Kiera screeched. “He cannot just come up and talk to you.”

“I know that,” she admitted. “But he gets one. If it happens again, I’ll report him. But Kiera,” she implored. “Alexander saw me. He heard those songs!” She looked out at the rain pouring down, nervous about what he would think.

“What are you so worried about? You sang a few songs. So what? If he has half a brain, he’ll fall even more in love with you now that he knows you were singing to him. Relax. Stop worrying about it. I saw the way he looked at you last night as he led us out of the bar. It was as if you’re the most precious treasure on the face of the planet. As if he had been looking for you his entire life.” Kiera winked as she spotted Carter standing in the doorway, holding an umbrella. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Okay,” Olivia exhaled, thankful to have someone like Kiera in her life to talk her down from the ledge.













CHAPTER SIXTEEN

ICE CREAM GRINS







“MR. BURNHAM, IT’S WONDERFUL to see you,” a middle-aged woman said, greeting Alexander when he entered his family’s house on the Mystic River.

“Good evening, Mrs. Carlson,” he replied, walking in through the large living room decorated in a nautical theme.

“How was your ride down? I had expected you earlier.”

“I’m sorry. I was detained in the city longer than I originally planned.” He dropped his bags by the mahogany staircase before striding into the formal dining room. Alexander couldn’t remember the last time that room had actually been used. The entire house seemed empty and cold.

“Can I get you anything to eat?” she asked as he stopped in front of a large family portrait hanging on the expansive dining room wall. 

“No. I’ll raid the kitchen myself. You don’t have to wait on me.” His voice was void of emotion as he kept his eyes glued to the portrait and the little girl standing next to a younger version of him.

“Well, then, I’ll be right next door.”

“Is my mother around?” he asked, snapping his attention back to Mrs. Carlson.

“No, she’s still in Colorado. Let me know if I can do anything else for you.”

“I will. Good night. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Good night.” She turned and walked out the front door, heading to the guesthouse adjacent to the waterfront property.

Finally alone, Alexander gradually strode through the house and took in his surroundings. Being in his childhood home once again, thousands of memories from his younger days came rushing back. He loved growing up there…until his best friend was taken from him. Then the house stood as a painful reminder of all the happy memories they had shared. Memories he would no longer be able to re-create.

He returned to that house once a year. This year, however, he was hesitant about continuing his ritual knowing that Olivia was, in fact, alive. After much debate, he realized that part of her did die that day and he felt the need to continue to honor the memory of that little girl.

He made his way into the large, airy kitchen to make a quick spring salad. It was a nice, breezy August evening so he took his snack to the front porch of his family’s house and sat down, looking at the darkness of the Mystic River.

He recalled spending hours on end playing on the porch swing with his best friend. The estate was built in the early nineteenth century and used to be owned by an old ship captain. Olivia grew up right down the street from him and, since her birth, they had become almost inseparable. She spent practically every weekend at his house while her mother was in Newport, Rhode Island, where her family came from, attending one charity event or another. Her father, Jack, worked as a CIA analyst out of the Providence office and was never around much, his work consuming most of his time. Alexander’s father, Thomas, also worked for the CIA but, in order to start his own private security company, had left before Jack worked for the agency.

When Olivia’s parents moved in down the street from his family, Jack and Thomas became fast friends. Thomas was relentless in trying to recruit Jack to work for his company but Jack refused, preferring the work at the agency. The two families shared everything, including celebrating holidays together.

Alexander recalled walking down to Mystic River Park with Olivia and his dad nearly every weekend, the downtown area usually teeming with tourists taking in the historic maritime town. They would always stop in one of the local shops for ice cream. Olivia would always get a scoop of rocky road and a scoop of strawberry, finished off with sliced pineapples. It was such a strange combination but the look on her face when she ate that first bite was something he would never forget.

Brushing off his memories, Alexander finished his salad and went upstairs to his childhood bedroom, which his mother had redecorated years ago. Although it was his family home, no one really lived there, his mother choosing to spend her time between her Denver and South Beach properties instead. His father had hired Mrs. Carlson quite a few years ago to maintain and care for the house when he decided to relocate the main office of his security company from Providence to Boston. At that time, the house became somewhere they would go on the weekends. After his father died, Alexander thought his mother would live in the house again, but it was too painful for her to spend too much time there, the reminders of her husband and everything their family had lost throughout the years overwhelming.

He crawled into his antique four-poster bed and glanced at a photo on the nightstand of him and Olivia when they were children. They were at Mystic River Park and were both covered in ice cream. They stood hand-in-hand with big ice cream grins on their faces. A smile spread across Alexander’s face as he fell asleep.




~~~~~~~~~~




“SHIT!” A YOUNG ALEXANDER heard his father shout into a pay phone as he stood inside a hospital room on his ninth birthday. Relatives and well-wishers were crowding the little baby boy that his mother just gave birth to the previous day. He was happy to have a little brother, but was upset that he was missing time at the beach with his friend, Olibia.

Alexander was surprised when his father walked briskly into the hospital room, meeting his wife’s gaze. He bent down and whispered something in her ear. Her eyes went wide with concern. Whatever had upset his father also worried her. He kissed her on the forehead before leaning down to do the same to the infant that lay in her arms.

“Alex, come with me,” he said sternly as he left the hospital room.

“What is it, Dad?” He followed his father down the long corridor, nearly having to run to keep up with his long strides.

“I need to get back to the Cape and I’m going to have to take you with me. I can’t leave you with your mother. I’ll tell you what’s going on once we’re on the road.” They practically ran out to the car and were on the freeway within moments, heading away from New London, Connecticut, toward Chatham, Massachusetts.

Alexander turned to his father, looking into the same green eyes that he had. “What’s going on, Dad? You look worried.”

His father sighed. “It’s Olivia and her parents. I have a bad feeling. Olivia’s dad found out some things about some very, very bad people. They want to harm him and his family.” He looked down at the speedometer and pushed in the accelerator, urgently trying to cut down his time.

“Olivia’s mother called earlier this morning and left a message on our machine at the house.” Taking a deep breath, he continued, “When I tried to call their house, no one answered. So we need to go check on them.”

Alexander’s heart began to race. What if something bad happens to his Olibia? She was his best friend. He remained silent the duration of the excruciatingly long car ride to Cape Cod. Two hours later, they pulled up to the driveway at the DeLuca’s extravagant beach estate.

“Do not get out of the car, Alex,” his father growled as he leapt out of the car, running toward the garage and the house. Within a few brief moments, he ran back to the large SUV Alexander sat in.

“Did you find them, Dad?”

“No. And it looks like they left in a hurry just a few minutes ago so something obviously spooked them.” He put the car in reverse and accelerated toward the freeway. He let out a relieved sigh when the DeLuca’s sedan came into view, his taut stature momentarily relaxing. Then, a dark SUV pulled out of a turnabout, speeding toward their car.

“Shit, no!” his father shouted when the SUV plowed into the DeLuca’s car, forcing it through a guardrail and into a tree. Slamming on the brakes, he pulled off along the side of the road.

“Olibia! No!” Alexander swung the door open when the car came to a stop.

“Alexander, get back here! It’s too dangerous for you!” his father shouted, trying to catch up to him.

“I don’t care about that, Dad! I need to help her!” Alexander ran down the short hill and stopped at the car. He looked in the back seat and his heart sank. Olivia’s eyes were closed and there was blood everywhere. Then she stirred a little bit.

“Hey, Olibia. We need to get out of here, okay?” Alexander said, unbuckling her seat belt, thinking it probably saved her life. He smelled something and knew there was probably a gas leak. He rushed, desperately needing to get her out of the car as his father attempted to help her parents.

“My mama and papa…”

“I know. But this is an emergency and you have to be brave.”

Pulling Olivia out of the car, he quickly ran her to the SUV, gingerly placing her in the back seat.

“I don’t feel so well,” she moaned.

“I know. We’re going to get you help. We’re going to protect you always, Olibia. Nothing bad will ever happen again. You can trust me.” Alexander felt someone approach behind him. Then he slipped into unconsciousness.













CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

HIDDEN







ALEXANDER AWOKE WITH A start the following morning. He hated reliving that day in his dreams. If they had been just a little quicker, would the accident have happened?

Getting out of bed, Olivia consumed his thoughts. His Olivia. He thought about the girl he knew all those years ago and the girl he had met the previous week. It felt like two different Olivias, but they weren’t. They were the same Olivia, separated by twenty-one years of secrecy.

August twenty-fourth… He hated that day more than anything. He thought it would feel different, knowing that Olivia was alive and well, and in his life. But it didn’t. It felt the same.

While he no longer mourned the loss of his best friend all those years ago, he still mourned not knowing Olivia during that time. He mourned not growing up with her. He mourned not being at her side through all her ups and downs.

After preparing a cup of coffee, he went out to the front porch to enjoy a calm minute before the day got away from him. Sitting at a small table, he looked out over the same river that was dark the previous night. With the rising of the sun, there was much more activity in the maritime community. His eyes wandered to the cemetery across the other side of the riverbank where, if he looked close enough, he could make out his best friend’s grave.

“Alexander?! Oh, it is you!” an elderly woman shouted as she walked her dog down the street.

“Mrs. Cunningham!” he shouted back, getting up to greet her on the sidewalk. “It’s wonderful to see you.” He bent down to hug her and she kissed his cheek.

“I had a feeling you’d be here this weekend.”

“I’m a creature of habit, what can I say?” Alexander replied sheepishly, the normally confident man nowhere in sight.

“I think it’s sweet that you still come and pay your respects all these years later. I know it must be difficult for you. I mean, you and that little Olivia… God, the two of you were inseparable.” She smiled at the memory. “I remember being over at your mother’s for tea years ago when she would look after little Olivia for her mama. She couldn’t even walk yet, and you would jump into her crib and just lie down next to her and watch her sleep, waiting for her to get up.” A tear started to trickle down her cheek. “It was such a tragedy. I didn’t know her parents well, but Olivia… She was too young.” She glanced at Alexander, remorse etched across his face. “Well, dear me. I always bring her up. I’m sorry, dear. I’ll be on my way. Stop by later for a cup of tea if you’d like.”

She walked down the street and Alexander remained speechless. It was always so difficult to return to Mystic and see his old family friends who knew both him and Olivia. They would always say what a lively and spirited girl she was, and what a tragedy it was to lose her so young. He still had difficulty processing that she wasn’t lost all those years ago. She was hidden.




~~~~~~~~~~




AN HOUR LATER, ALEXANDER made his way to the cemetery. It was a nice day and he could use the time to think, so he walked the mile across the bridge and toward the old cemetery, stopping at a market to pick up two bouquets of roses and one of sunflowers.

Approaching the large iron gates, he headed down the old dirt path to the DeLuca’s graves set high up on a hill overlooking the river, the sun glimmering on the water creating a serene atmosphere. Placing a bouquet of roses on Olivia’s parents’ graves first, he then made his way to Olivia’s grave. He sat down and placed the sunflower bouquet at the headstone, smiling at how his old friend loved sunflowers.

“Well, another year’s gone by and I just don’t know what to do. I’m still talking to you like I do every year. But this year, well… I found you. Last week, actually. You’re still alive, Olivia DeLuca, except now your name is Sarah Olivia Adler. I don’t know what the whole story is and why you were taken from me, but you were. I’m scared to know the truth, Olibia.

“I love you, ya’ know. I mean, I love the girl that I grew up with all those years ago. You should see the woman you’ve become. You’re a strong, beautiful, talented, exceptional woman. A woman that I’ve always seen myself falling in love with, if you can believe that. Maybe the reason I never settled down before was because, deep down, I knew you were still out there somewhere and my heart was just waiting until I found you.” A smile crept across his face, thinking about the previous morning with Olivia and the things she did to him.

“But you’re also scared,” he said, returning from his thoughts. “Scared of losing people. You’ve lost so much in your life that now you push everyone away, fearful you’ll lose them, too. I don’t want you to push me away. I want you to open up to me. I don’t want you to be worried about losing me. I will never leave you. I’ve looked for you my entire life and now that I know I was right, that you are alive, I will never lose you again.”

Alexander lowered his head and played with the crisp blades of grass, unsure of what to say next. A gentle breeze rustled through the trees as the horn on the drawbridge sounded in the distance. “I brought you sunflowers again. You always loved them when we were kids. You used to call them giant daffodils.” He paused briefly, remembering arguing with Olivia when they were younger about the proper name for the flower that now lay in front of her gravestone. “You don’t remember much about your past,” he said sadly. “It’s as if you’re this entirely different person than the girl I grew up with, and I know that’s okay. I just wish that you could remember because it’s breaking my heart to know that I’m going to have to be the one to tell you. To tell you that you were taken from the people who loved you. That you were taken from me. That your entire life has been a lie.”

Alexander stared at the bold letters of Olivia’s name imprinted into the headstone, his eyes brimming with tears. “And I don’t know if I’m strong enough to do that.” Taking a deep breath and trying to control his emotions, he stood up and placed his hand on the top of the marble. “I love you, Olivia DeLuca.”

He turned away and heard a slow clapping. Glancing in the direction of the sound, he became irritated. “Adele, why am I not surprised to see you here?” He walked toward a tall, thin blonde woman dressed in a short black dress, wearing an over-the-top black sunhat and dark shades.

“Alexander, darling. So happy to see you. I just knew you’d be here.” She sauntered toward Alexander and gave him a hug, which he weakly returned.

“Well, it’s not that big of a surprise, is it? I come here every year, don’t I, Adele?” He glared at her.

“I know, darling. I know. Listen, Mummy and Daddy are having a thing today at the country club and I am in desperate need of a date. I figure since you’re in town and I’m in town, you’d be more than willing to accompany me.”

“Adele, I don’t think that’s such a good idea. If I wanted to, I’d see you in Boston, but I don’t. Plus, I’m seeing someone now. Someone I actually care about. Don’t get me wrong. It was fun while it lasted, but I’m not interested anymore. There’s too much drama when you’re around.” Alexander started to walk away.

They had slept together off and on for the past decade or so. She was a distraction, but no emotional attachment ever came of the relationship. She was more than willing to give up total control of her body to him, which was what he needed and craved. But since he had met Olivia, he wanted more than just an occasional fling. 

“Come on, Alex. Just as friends,” she insisted, running to catch up with him, making him turn around. “I know you’re still in love with Olivia, even though she’s been dead for, like, twenty years or something.”

“You were always jealous of her when we were growing up,” he interjected quickly. “And from the looks of things, you still are.”

“Alex, I’m no longer interested in dating a man who is in love with someone they can never have. No one can ever measure up to the pedestal that you’ve placed Olivia on.” 

“You always have an ulterior motive, so what is it this time, Adele?” He crossed his arms over his chest and she visibly gawked at the rather impressive muscles bulging through his simple blue t-shirt.

“No motive, I promise.” She held up her hands in defense. “I just miss my friend. We used to have fun together…before things got complicated. Let’s just hang out today as friends, like we used to.” Adele took a few short steps and pushed a strand of hair out of his eyes. “I miss the old Alex,” she crooned. “My parents will be there and they would love to see you.”

He opened his mouth to tell her no but stopped himself. Maybe some time away from it all was exactly what he needed to clear his head. “Okay,” he exhaled finally. “I’ll go.”

“Great!” Adele exclaimed, clapping her hands. “There’s a golf tournament that they’re all at now, but how about noon? It’s kind of an all-day thing and I really didn’t want to go alone. I hate all those pretentious high school bitches who are all married and all they talk about are their kids. If I have to look at one more baby photo and pretend the kid is actually cute, I may lose it so thank you for doing this.”

Alexander looked at his watch. It was only about ten in the morning. “Okay. I can do noon.”

“Fantastic. Pick me up at my parents’ place, okay?”

“Why don’t you just walk over to my place? It’s only three houses away.”

“Alexander, darling, you can’t honestly expect me to walk to you wearing heels, can you? You’ve been screwing trash for far too long, dear. You need to have higher expectations of the women you fuck.”

“We’re not fucking today, Adele.” He started to walk away. “I’ll pick you up at noon.” It wasn’t worth the fight.

Adele quickly followed behind him and jumped in her sporty white convertible, pulling up alongside him. “See you at noon, Alex. Oh, and happy birthday, darling.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“MR. BURNHAM, WELCOME BACK,” Mrs. Carlson said when Alexander walked into his house. “Your brother and sister are here. They’re in the study.”

“Thank you. I’ll be going out in a bit and won’t be around for lunch or dinner so you’ll only have to worry about Carol or Tyler, if they’ll be around.”

“Yes, sir.”

Alexander made his way into the study, wondering what Carol was doing there. While it wasn’t out of the ordinary for Tyler to show up in Mystic that weekend for Alexander’s birthday, Carol normally stayed in Boston in case she was needed for work. Her being in town struck him as odd.

Entering the formal study, he was met with the younger version of himself. He had the same dark hair and green eyes as him, although he was an inch shorter and not as built.

“Happy birthday, bro,” Tyler said, walking over to him, giving him a hug.

“Thanks, Ty,” Alexander replied. “What are you doing here? I thought you’d be hung-over from the big twenty-one celebration last night.”

Tyler shrugged. “It’s your birthday today. I needed to be here. I know how hard this day is for you.” He leaned over and whispered in his ear, “Plus, that fake ID you got for me when I started college has been great. I feel like I’ve been twenty-one for years now.”

Alexander smiled.

“Hey! I heard that!” Carol interjected.

Alexander looked fondly at his sister. “Hey, Carol. How’s it going?”

“Good. Good.” She looked hesitant.

“What’s going on? Why are you both here?” 

“We need to talk, Alex,” she said, looking nervously at Tyler. “I’ve been thinking that, with all the new information that has come to light, it might be time to open that letter.”

Alexander stared at his siblings, wide-eyed.

“Alex, what are you so worried about? I know Dad sent the letter to you and it’s your decision about whether to open it or not, but come on already!”

“You’ve been sitting on that letter for over five years,” Tyler interjected. “Now you know that Dad covered up Olivia’s death. He had her name changed. I guarantee that’s what he was doing all those years when he was gone. He was with her. Protecting her. Don’t you want to know why?”

Alexander glared at his sister, ready to kill her for telling Tyler everything. “Of course I do!” he shouted, slamming his fist down on a nearby table. “But how the fuck do I tell her? I love her!” He couldn’t believe the words that came out of his mouth. “Oh, my god,” he said quietly, his lower lip trembling. “I love that woman, guys.”

“I know you do,” Carol said, placing her hand on his shoulder in a consoling manner. “You loved her all those years ago when you were just kids. You never stopped looking for her.”

“It’s like my heart knew she was still out there,” he reflected. “I just had to find her, even though you all told me time and time again that she was dead. I have her fucking death certificate, for crying out loud. How do I tell her that everything she has been told her entire life was a bunch of lies? How will she react? I just don’t know if she needs to go through any more pain.”

“I understand that, Alex. When I read through the report you had Simpson prepare, I hoped I would be able to prove it wasn’t her, but too many pieces fell into place. The hospital records from the accident. The birth certificate signed on the date of Olivia’s supposed death. School records. Signatures that were strikingly close to Dad’s. It was all too much. And then the photo enhancement of what she would look like now came back, confirming my suspicions. We all still have questions. Questions that might be answered if you open that letter.”

“I know. Thanks for coming to see me, but I need more time to think about all of this. Part of me is still convinced that the only thing in that letter is a bunch of empty apologies and excuses.” The practical side of him was screaming for him to open the letter, but that side was at odds with the stubborn side that saw his refusal to open it as his one final act of defiance against his father.

Sighing, he glanced at his watch. “I have to get ready. I promised Adele that I’d take her to her parents’ thing at the club.”

“Oh, you’re still talking to that bitch?” Tyler asked, surprised.

“I’ve met worse. She’s not that bad.”

Carol laughed and Tyler joined in.

“Okay, okay. Maybe she’s a little cold.”

“And calculated. She wants your money, Alex,” Carol retorted.

“Her parents are loaded. She’s got money of her own, so she’s not after mine.”

“You haven’t heard?” Tyler asked, raising his eyebrows.

“Heard what?”

“Well, word is, her family took a bit of a hit a few years back with the downturn of the housing market. They’re still trying to keep up appearances that they have money as a way of attracting money to them but… Let’s just say, they’re practically broke.”

“Gold-digging whore,” Carol muttered under her breath.

“I grew up with her. You guys didn’t know her that well. She liked me when they still had money. I’m not saying I ever saw myself with her long term, but she was always good for a distraction. Maybe that’s what I need today…a distraction. If you don’t mind, I need to get ready to pick her up.”

“Okay,” Tyler said. “But you better hope she didn’t pull some move like she did last time and call the photographers just to get her name and photo in the paper for a quick buck and a few minutes of celebrity.”

“That was New York. We’re in Mystic, for crying out loud. It’s not a hot bed of celebrity sightings so I think we’ll be fine, but thanks for your concern.” Alexander turned to leave, pausing briefly. “Wait. I’m sorry guys,” he said, spinning around, hating to leave his siblings on a sour note. “I’m just on edge lately. Stay the weekend. We’ll go out for some drinks later. I haven’t spent time with you all in a while with work being busy. It’ll be good for us.”

“Yeah, okay, bro,” Tyler replied, giving him a brief hug. “I know things have been rough lately.”

“I can make that work. I’m off until Monday.” Carol kissed him on the cheek before turning to her youngest brother. “Come on, Ty. Let’s go get some oysters. My treat.”

Alexander looked at his siblings, a hint of jealousy on his face.

“You can blow off Miss Fake Boobs and join us for oysters, too.” Carol winked.

He hesitated briefly. “I can’t. I’ll meet you later and we’ll have some drinks. Promise.”

“Okay, but leave Adele out of it,” she ordered.

“Got it. See you both later.” Alexander walked out of the study, thankful that he hadn’t left his siblings on a bad note. He normally didn’t get to hang out with them, although they all lived in the greater Boston area. His younger brother went to Boston University and was in his last year there. His older sister, Carol, had joined the Boston Police Department nearly twenty years earlier. She had gone to college in Boston, as well, and never left the area.

Growing up, Alexander wasn’t close to either one of his siblings, there being such a big age difference between all of them. Carol was in high school when Alexander was born. Tyler was born the day before Alexander turned nine. For the longest time, he blamed Tyler for Olivia’s death. If he and his dad weren’t at the hospital visiting a newborn Tyler, maybe they could have gotten to the DeLucas in time to prevent their deaths.













CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

NO GOOD DEED







“MR. AND MRS. PETERS,” Alexander said, standing from his seat at the bar. “Nice to see you.” He shook Mr. Peters’ hand and gave his wife a quick kiss on the cheek.

“Oh, Alex, darling. It is wonderful to see you again,” Mrs. Peters said with a fake smile on her face. She had the appearance of a woman who fought the aging process…with disastrous results. “We’re so happy that you and Adele have gotten back together. You really do need to date someone within your social status, you know. Your mother, God rest her soul, should have taught you that at an early age, but I don’t mean to speak ill of the dead.”

Alexander glowered at the woman in front of him, her bleach-blonde hair pinned back, pulling at her face and bringing attention to the fact that she had clearly received far too many Botox injections and lip implants. “First off, my mother is alive and well. Second, I am not dating your daughter. She begged me to accompany her today and I am here as an old friend. Last, I don’t give a damn about dating someone in my social status and you shouldn’t comment on that, either, given your family’s precarious financial position as of late.”

He threw back his drink and excused himself from the bar, remembering precisely why he avoided functions like this. It was good to go for business reasons but, unfortunately, there were so many trust-funders who continued to jockey for position in New England society just by associating themselves with him, his successful company having secured him a place as one of the country’s most sought after bachelors.

Walking out the front entrance of the country club, hoping to get some fresh air, he was startled when a photographer snapped his photo.

“Hey! I thought I told you to leave, jackass!” He strode briskly toward him.

“I know you did, but I’m getting paid for the day. So make it financially beneficial for me to leave and I will. But, just so you know, I’ve already sold some of the photos of you and blondie over there.”

“What?!” Alexander exclaimed.

“Yeah. You’re hot news. Who would think I’d get a good dish on you here in Connecticut?” The photographer lit a cigarette.

“You know what? I don’t care. Sit out here as long as you want.” Alexander turned to head back into the bar. How low would Adele stoop?

He re-entered the lounge area, happy to see that Adele and her parents had gone to the deck patio to have a seat. He needed a minute. Grabbing his cell phone out of his pocket, he saw a missed text from Olivia. He thought about responding, but with it being the supposed anniversary of her death, he simply couldn’t do it. He didn’t know why. He just needed that day.

After ordering another scotch from the bartender, he reluctantly returned to Adele and her parents. He thought her mother was a catty bitch, but he actually got along quite well with her father. Making his way across the deck patio overlooking the perfectly manicured greens of the golf course, he was relieved to see Mr. Peters sitting alone at a table.

“Alex, you’ve returned. Don’t worry. They’ve gone to find someone else to sink their claws into.” Mr. Peters laughed, motioning toward a chair for Alexander to sit in.

“My apologies, Mr. Peters. I had no intention of being rude,” he explained, sitting next to the gray-haired older gentleman. “But there are some things I cannot hold my tongue over. I’m sorry for taking a dig at any financial difficulties you and your family may be going through.”

“Oh, Alex, don’t you worry about that. I’m perfectly set for the remainder of my life.” He smiled, and Alexander could see the kindness in his eyes. He wondered how he could stand being married to such a fake woman. “My dearest Adele, however, having only viewed her time at Wellesley College as a way to find a wealthy husband, is going to have a difficult time once I pass. And I’m sure her mother will face the same problems.”

“I’m sorry. I wish I could help, but I prefer to devote my time and efforts to real charity cases…”

“Oh, my dear boy. Of course, of course,” Mr. Peters replied, placing his hand on Alexander’s arm. “I would never ask you for anything like that. My wife and daughter are a totally different story, I’m afraid.” He paused briefly before continuing, “I’ve always been fond of you, Alex. I remember watching you grow up and play with that dear friend of yours. Oh…what was her name?” He took a sip of his bourbon.

“Olivia,” Alexander whispered in response, gazing out over the golf course.

“Oh, yes. Olivia. And if I remember correctly, you couldn’t pronounce her name. You always called her Olibia, right?”

“Yes, Mr. Peters, that’s correct.” He tried to subdue the lump forming in his throat. “I guess it was a nickname that just kind of stuck.”

“I’ll never forget how jealous my Adele was of that girl. She wanted to be your best friend and just hated to share your affections with anyone.” He sighed. “I love my daughter dearly, but she’s not the woman for you. And I say that with all due respect to my Adele.” Mr. Peters smiled fondly.

“Now what have you two been talking about?” Adele’s shrill voice interrupted. “Hopefully not talking about me, Daddy!”

“Oh, you know I have nothing but wonderful things to say about the two most important women in my life,” he said, standing up and kissing his daughter on the cheek.

“Alexander, darling, let’s dance.” Before he could protest, she dragged him inside the posh country club and toward a dance floor crowded with couples moving to a Dean Martin tune. Plastering a smile on his face, he weakly held her arm, nodding to acquaintances.

Facing her once they were away from her parents’ prying eyes, he growled, “I’m not going to dance with you, Adele. I’m sure both you and your mother have those photographers selling their photos to the highest bidder to give you some internet juice. I won’t have anything to do with that so you can just cut the crap right now. I didn’t want to say anything in front of your father because I genuinely like him, but I will not play your game.” His voice grew louder. “You have a choice. You can act as an old friend for the rest of the afternoon and we can enjoy each other’s company, or you can continue to try to parade me around as your special friend and you will soon find yourself all alone.” He looked around at the crowd that had gathered to eavesdrop on their conversation. “I need a drink.” He stormed away from Adele and toward the bar.

“Dude, that was epic,” Alexander heard as he took a seat. He turned to the source of the voice, surprised to see his brother sitting there enjoying a beer.

“Hey, Ty. What are you doing here? You hate this scene.” Alexander signaled the bartender to pour them another round.

“I know, but Ma is on my ass about getting out to more charity events so here I am. Apparently, we were all on the guest list. I figured I’d save you from yourself. Or, at least, from Adele.” Tyler winked. “Carol had a work thing she needed to take care of. A conference call or something about a case so I decided to drive out here and keep you company now that I can use my real ID to get a drink.”

“I’m sorry I never officially wished you a happy birthday. I don’t know where my head was before.” He raised his drink to his brother and they clinked glasses.

“It’s okay. I know how difficult this day is for you. I’m just here to try to make it enjoyable for once. And I promise not to mention the ‘O’ word at all.”

“What ‘O’ word?” Adele interrupted, slinging her arm over Alexander’s shoulder.

He rolled his eyes, his annoyance with the fake blonde apparent.

When neither Tyler nor Alexander responded, she raised her voice and laughed. “Oh, you must be referring to the multiple orgasms you gave me last night.” She glanced over to a few photographers, smiling her best fake smile. “Alexander Burnham is an animal in the sack!” she shouted so that half of the bar could hear.

“Adele…” Alexander pushed her arm away from him as if it carried some sort of contagious disease. “What did we just discuss? Do you really have no concept of class and dignity? You were a nice distraction all those years ago and it was great to blow off some steam with you when I was on leave from the navy, but I could never date someone as superficial as you.” He stood up and slammed back his drink, clearly getting ready to leave.

“You know what, Alex?!” she yelled as he walked away. “You need to get over your little obsession with Olivia DeLuca. She’s fucking dead,” she hissed. “And you still mourn her every fucking day. It’s sad, really. You’d think that after twenty-something years, you’d be over her. Move on!”

Alexander spun around, his eyes aflame with fury, his jaw clenching. “The difference between you and me is that I care more about people than whether they have a ten figure bank account. Olivia was an important part of my life when I was growing up. And yes, I still mourn her death. She was a part of me that died, but you’re too self-absorbed to understand. Good-bye, Adele.” He stormed out of the clubhouse and handed his ticket to the valet, who brought his car around rather quickly.

“Alex!” he heard Tyler shout as he was getting into his Maserati convertible. “Wait a minute!”

“What’s up?”

“Want to go to a real bar?” Tyler asked, his eyebrows raised.

“Yes. I need a drink after this,” he replied in irritation.

“Great. Meet me at The Tavern. I’ll text Carol and tell her to meet us there.”

Alexander put his car in first and made his way to The Tavern. It was a bar he had frequented quite a bit when he was in Mystic. The location right down the street from their favorite oyster place and near Mystic River Park made it the perfect place to unwind.

Twenty minutes later, he pulled up in front of the historic brick building and walked inside the small dimly lit bar to see the place already buzzing at four o’clock on a Friday afternoon.

“Alex!” Carol shouted as she downed a shot of some amber liquid.

“Hey, sis! How many of those have you had?” He returned her hug.

“Not nearly enough. Now, let’s get wasted. We can always walk back to the house later.” They made their way from the bar to an open high-top table. A matter of minutes later, Tyler arrived and Alexander ordered a round of beers and shots for his siblings.

“Come on, Carol. You need to play catch up!” Tyler shouted as he handed her another shot once their server returned with their drinks.

The three siblings drank and caught up, sharing what was going on in their personal lives. Tyler was looking forward to his final year at Boston University, where he studied finance. He planned to go on to graduate school the following year. Carol told the guys about a few different cases she was working on at the moment. They all did their best to steer the conversation away from Olivia and their father.

“She sings, ya know,” Alexander slurred several hours later after having consumed quite a bit of liquor. His eyes drooped low and he was unable to mask his intoxication.

“What are you talking about?” Tyler asked, laughing.

“Olibia. She sings. I followed her to Open Mic at Johnny D’s last night before I drove here. And she sings. It brought back a lot of memories.”

“Alex, we don’t have to talk about this tonight. If you want to, we can, but you don’t have to.” Carol placed her hand on top of his.

“I know, Carol, but it helps sometimes. I know that it’s her, but it still doesn’t feel real, ya’ know? This is a girl who is so scared to get close to anyone. I’m just worried that finding out the truth will ruin her.”

“But Alex, I don’t know if that’s your decision to make,” Carol replied urgently. “Imagine how she would feel if she finds out that you’ve kept this information from her. What’s worse? Her learning about her past and needing some time to process everything, or her learning that you withheld vital information from her? I know you want to protect her, but I think you need to tell her and let her deal with the information as she chooses.”

“Yeah. What Carol said,” Tyler slurred.

“She’s singing in a band tonight. I should have stayed in Boston to see her, but I just had to come here. It was weird this morning. I was talking to her gravestone as if she was still dead. And I was telling the young Olivia about the woman she’s become. It’s almost as if they’re two different people. One girl died when she was six. And this new Olivia is who the other Olivia grew up to be. I think what’s so heartbreaking for me is that I missed her all those years when she was so close to me.” He looked at his brother and sister and felt the world starting to close in on him. “I need to go, guys. I’ll see you back at the house.”

Alexander got up from the table and threw down several large bills to cover the tab and more drinks, knowing what he needed to do to clear his mind of all his thoughts. He walked the quarter-mile back to his house and headed straight to his bedroom. Sitting down at his desk, he pulled out his journal and wrote his daily letter to Olivia.













CHAPTER NINETEEN

GAMBLING THERAPY







“SO, HAVE YOU HEARD from him yet?” Kiera asked Olivia as she lounged on the couch in Olivia’s living room on Saturday morning.

“No, I haven’t,” she responded, looking up from her laptop. “And I have no idea what to think about it all. He secretly watched me Thursday night at Open Mic. He told me he had to go out of town this weekend for something. I texted him a few times, but I don’t want to be that clingy girl, ya’ know?” She took a sip from her coffee mug and glanced over at her friend.

“Fuck him. What kind of arrogant bastard is too wrapped up in himself that he can’t at least send a quick text just to say hi? Men and their goddamn mind games… And they say women are bad.” Kiera flipped the cover on her iPad.

“I think I’m just concerned that he freaked when he heard the songs that I sang. But he called me his girlfriend. And now he’s not talking to me. It’s just, well…weird. I don’t play games. This is why I don’t do relationships.”

“Holy shit!” Kiera exclaimed. “That prick!”

“What? What is it?” Olivia asked, getting up from the table and running over to the couch to see what Kiera was looking at.

“I’m not sure you want to see this, Libs,” she said sullenly.

“Oh, come on. It can’t be that bad.” She pulled the iPad out of her friend’s hand and stared at the screen in front of her. Her jaw dropped and she sank onto the couch. Her eyes settled on a photo of Alexander entering what appeared to be a country club accompanied by a strikingly beautiful tall blonde woman wearing a tight white sundress that accented her huge chest and tiny waist. They were smiling at each other and she could almost see the affection between them. Reading the caption underneath the photograph, she felt her heart shatter into thousands of tiny pieces.




Alexander Burnham was spotted entering New London Country Club with Miss Adele Peters. Burnham and Peters have been involved in a tumultuous off and on relationship for the past decade.




“So this is why he couldn’t be bothered to text me and why he was so secretive about where he was going this weekend,” Olivia said quietly, angry at herself for not seeing it all beforehand. “This is exactly why I don’t put myself out there because this fucking hurts.” She stood up, tossed the iPad on the couch, and walked back to the kitchen table.

“Libs, wait. You can’t believe everything you read on the internet. Perhaps there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation.” Kiera grabbed her iPad and scrolled through it once more. “If it makes you feel any better, it looks like they’ve known each other since, like, forever.”

“What are you doing?” Olivia asked.

“Just googling your boytoy. Oh, that sounds so dirty.” She laughed, trying to lighten the atmosphere.

“Kiera, I love you, but I am so not in the mood,” Olivia responded dryly.

“Stop it, Libby. Stop shutting down. You can’t get like this. It’s one photo on the internet. It doesn’t mean anything.”

Olivia stood up, stormed over to the couch, and grabbed Kiera’s iPad from her. “One photo on the internet?!” she shouted, scrolling through the screen with all the photos of Adele and Alexander in recent history. “There’s hundreds of them together! Hundreds! I am not the jealous type, but I do not stand for being left in the dark! Even in my fucked-up version of relationships pre-Alexander, the one thing I made damn sure of was that it was exclusive. I will not be strung along!” She collapsed onto the couch.

“Relax, sweetie,” Kiera said, rubbing her back. “Even if he has no explanation, don’t give him the satisfaction of knowing it upset you. You’re bigger and much stronger than that. And you’ll move on from this. There’s someone else out there for you who will worship the ground you walk on.”

“But I really liked him, Kiera.” She buried her head in her hands, trying to subdue the lump that had started to form in her throat.

“I know, Libs.” She continued comforting her. “Okay. Idea,” she said excitedly. “Let’s get out of here for the weekend. Do something crazy.”

Olivia considered her friend’s suggestion. If she refused, she would just stay in her house, faced with constant reminders of Alexander. The more she thought about it, the more appealing getting out of town sounded. “Okay. Deal. What did you have in mind?”

“One word… Gambling therapy.” Kiera grabbed Olivia’s hand and before she knew it, they were on the road, heading for Connecticut and one of the Indian casinos.




~~~~~~~~~~




“ALEX! WAKE UP!” ALEXANDER heard a shout followed by a pounding on the door to his bedroom. He rolled over, his head throbbing from all the liquor he consumed the night before. Looking at the clock, he groaned. He was going to kill his brother.

“What the fuck, dude?” he exclaimed as Tyler barged in. “It’s not even ten in the morning, asshole.”

“No. That clock isn’t right. It’s after two in the afternoon. Get your ass up. We’re going to the casino today. Carol’s idea. She even convinced Dave to come down and meet us there. Birthday bash for us.”

“Okay, okay. I’m up. Go find me some aspirin…or a Bloody Mary.” Alexander threw off the covers and shuffled into the shower. He couldn’t remember the last time he drank that much. He normally would only have a few drinks when he went out. The previous day was an exception. Based on how he felt that afternoon, he wouldn’t be consuming that much alcohol again for a very long time.

Feeling somewhat refreshed after a long, hot shower, he walked back into his bedroom to find a tray sitting on his desk with a glass of water, two aspirin, and a Bloody Mary. “Love ya, Ty!” he shouted down the stairs.

“I know you do! Now get your ass in gear! The party bus leaves in twenty!”




~~~~~~~~~~




KIERA AND OLIVIA SAT in a trendy club, having a few drinks before going back to try more of their luck at the tables. Sitting at the dark bar, Olivia actually felt okay. Not good. Not fine. But okay. The skimpy black designer dress Kiera shoved at her to wear that evening didn’t hurt. It was nice to see guys staring at her body, especially the long legs the dress barely covered up.

“Give it to me, Libs,” Kiera said when she noticed her looking at her phone yet again. Olivia had constantly been checking for some sort of contact from Alexander all day.

“Okay. Sorry. I promise to stop. Just let me check my e-mail and then I’ll turn it off,” she lied to her friend, wanting to do one more photo search. Noticing another recent photo she assumed was from the same function, she clicked on the image and was brought to another gossip website. In the photo, Alexander was speaking to Adele, leaning into her ear and whispering. Olivia looked at Adele’s face and could see, by the expression on it, that he must have been telling her something rather sweet and endearing. They looked like they belonged together. Two of the most beautiful people in the world. She wondered what Alexander could have possibly seen in her when he could be with someone as beautiful and stunning as Adele.

“Fuck him,” she spat, turning off her phone. “I’m swearing off men. Kiera, want to be a lesbian with me?”

Kiera handed her another drink. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m hot on Mo.”

“Then you should probably do something about that, Care Bear. He’s one of the good guys. Apparently, there’s not a lot of them left.”

“Oh, Libs, don’t rush to judgment so quickly. At least promise that you’ll give him a chance to explain,” Kiera said as she took a drink from her martini. “And then you can stomp on his balls.”

“I’m not making any promises. All I know is that I need a drink and a distraction. Let’s go dancing.” After downing her martini, Olivia got up from her barstool and headed in the direction of the dance floor. Kiera followed.

The girls found their way to the center of the packed dance floor, club lights barely illuminating the dark area. Olivia moved to the rhythm of the music, trying to block out everything that had happened the past week. The girls danced for several minutes before a tall blond man wearing a black button-down shirt and jeans moved toward Kiera and started dancing with her.

Are you okay? Olivia mouthed.

Kiera gave her the thumbs up signal.

Nodding, Olivia indicated that she was going back to the bar, on a mission to get drunk. Kiera had tried her best to help her keep her mind off Alexander, but he was all she could think about.

She approached the long, circular bar and placed her drink order. As she waited for her martini, she heard loud laughing on the opposite side of the bar. She turned her head and gasped when she saw Alexander there with several other people, one being Detective Wilder. She looked a little closer, squinting through her eyes foggy from the alcohol, and noticed that hanging on to his arm was the woman from the photos.

She grabbed her drink off the bar, fuming, and returned to the dance floor, hoping Alexander had not seen her. She was fairly certain he was too absorbed in the people he was with to notice her. Why would he notice Olivia when someone as beautiful as Adele clung to his arm?

She made her way through the crowd of people, finally finding Kiera. “He’s here!” she shouted as her friend danced with another random guy.

“Who is?!” she shouted back over the loud club music.

“Alexander! And the bitch is clinging on to his fucking arm!”

Kiera immediately pushed the guy away. “Sorry. Girl problems. Thanks for the dance.” She turned to face Olivia. “Are you mother fucking serious?!”

“Yes, and I’m so glad to know you have a degree in English. It makes me hopeful for the future of our country.” She threw back her drink and finished it in one gulp, needing it to dull the pain.

“Shut it, Libby. Where is he?”

“At the bar.”

“Okay. Here’s the plan. Two can play his little game. And don’t yell at me and call me immature.” She grabbed Olivia’s empty glass from her hand. “We’re going to find you a hottie to dance with and you will simply pretend that Alexander Burnham doesn’t exist.” She scanned the dance floor and found a tall man with dark, brooding eyes and a chiseled face.

“Hey! You!” Kiera shouted to her target, getting his attention. He walked over to the girls. “This is my friend, Olivia. I saw you checking her out, like, all night, so maybe you should grow some balls and ask her to dance.”

Olivia loved how direct Kiera was. She wished she could be like that sometimes.

“Olivia. It’s wonderful to meet you,” he said in a slight Irish accent. “My name is Collin.” He reached his hand out and she gingerly placed her hand in his.

“Nice to meet you, too, Collin.”

“Dance with me?”

“Yes.” Olivia allowed him to lead her a few feet from Kiera and she got lost in the music, trying to follow Kiera’s advice and forget all about one Alexander Burnham and his familiar green eyes.




~~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER HAD BEEN TRYING to shake Adele off his arm all evening. He had no idea how she knew he would be at the casino. His luck was horrible as of late. She brought one of her college friends with her, who was shamelessly hitting on Tyler, not seeming to care that he was easily several years younger than her.

Adele wrapped her arm through Alexander’s yet again. Carol shot him a questioning look.

“Adele, how many times must I tell you? Get your hands off me.” He reached for her arms that were clasped around his and rid himself of her touch.

He signaled the bartender for another drink and saw a familiar silhouette walking away. He was seeing Olivia everywhere lately. Everyone with dark hair seemed to be her. He felt bad for not contacting her since Thursday, but he just needed some time to figure out what to do about telling her the truth.

“So, Alex, how’s everything at the company going?” David, Carol’s husband, asked.

“Pretty good. We’re getting into air escorts and drone technology now. Still being contracted to train civilian forces overseas. The private security business is booming.” He winked. “And there’s still the domestic protection details we do. I have a new batch of recruits that start their training on Monday, so I need to go down to base camp for their first day.”

“Good. Glad to hear it’s all going well.”

“Anytime you want to retire from civil service, there’s a job waiting for you, Dave.”

“Thanks for the offer, but I’ll stick to homicide, if you don’t mind.” The men laughed. David had worked extremely hard to become a homicide detective. He had dreamt of that job nearly his entire life.

“Come on, Alex. Let’s go dance,” Adele whined, grabbing him around the waist.

“Adele, I didn’t come here to dance with you. I came here to spend some time with my family, of which you will never become a part. If you want to dance, there is absolutely nothing stopping you.” He gestured to the dance floor, signaling that she should go, when he stopped dead in his tracks.

He couldn’t believe his eyes when he saw Olivia and Kiera on the dance floor. Pressing his lips in a firm line, a burning sensation grew in his stomach as Olivia danced with a tall, muscular man, her back to his front, her hips moving to the driving beat of the music in such a way that he felt himself immediately harden. His entire body grew rigid at the sight of another man being in her presence, smelling her delicious scent.

All of a sudden, the man she was dancing with grabbed her hair and pulled her head to the side, exposing her neck. Olivia’s eyes grew wide in shock as his other hand roamed her body from her waist up to her chest. He pushed her against the wall, crushing his mouth on hers as she fought against him.

His nostrils flaring and his pulse skyrocketing, Alexander slammed his drink down on the bar and rushed across the dance floor to the far corner, throwing the stranger touching Olivia against the wall.

“What the fuck, man?” the strange man exclaimed angrily.

“Do not mess with me, man,” Alexander retorted. He glowered at him, his stance wide in an intimidating manner as he waited for him to make a move.

“Whatever,” he said finally, walking away. “Bitch isn’t worth it.”

“What did you say?!” Alexander roared, his voice easily heard over the loud music.

Olivia remained motionless, having trouble comprehending what was happening.

Kiera slid up to her side to watch the spectacle. “This is a dick waving contest, isn’t it?” she whispered into her ear.

Olivia hushed her friend, not wanting to miss anything.

“I said,” he began, approaching Alexander once more, “the…bitch…isn’t…worth…it.”

“First off, she is not a bitch. She is one of the most precious people to me. And second, she is absolutely worth it. She is worth every ounce of effort anyone could give to her.” Alexander’s eyes met Olivia’s and he could tell she was conflicted.

“Then why was she here dancing with me? Obviously she’s not satisfied with you.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Olivia saw the tall, skinny blonde stroll up to Alexander. Kiera elbowed Olivia in her side and they shared a knowing look. This is definitely getting interesting, she thought.

“Alex, darling. Please. No need to fight for my honor tonight. I know you love me. Let’s just go back to our family and enjoy our evening together.”

Alexander met Olivia’s eyes, his mouth open as if about to say something. Olivia stood motionless as Adele followed Alexander’s line of sight and stared at Olivia, as well, her jealous eyes raking over every inch of her.

His stature shrinking, Alexander shook his head, a conflicted look about him, and forced Adele away from Olivia, his hand on the small of her back.

“Men,” Kiera commented. “Such jerks.”

“Yeah,” Olivia agreed, trying to subdue the lump in her throat.

A man who Kiera had been dancing with that evening approached the two women. “Hey, are you okay?” he asked Olivia.

“Yes, thank you. I’m fine.”

“Libby, this is Matt,” Kiera said, introducing the smiling blond man standing to her left.

“Nice to meet you, Matt.” Olivia shook his hand before turning back to Kiera. “Listen, I’m going to head back to the room. I’ve had enough excitement for one evening. But you stay here, okay?” She knew Kiera was having fun dancing with Matt, and she didn’t want to be the one to rip her away from her good time.

“Are you sure? I can come back with you. We can order room service and a ridiculously expensive bottle of champagne, and bitch about how much of an ass Alexander Burnham is.”

“No. You have fun. You deserve it. And don’t worry about me. I just need to be alone for a little bit.” Olivia left before Kiera could respond, quickly retreating from the dance floor, past the bar, out the front doors of the club, and into the busy casino.

She was nearly at the elevators leading to her room when she heard a voice shouting, “Olivia! Wait!” She stopped in her tracks, refusing to turn around. She didn’t know if she could look into those eyes again. Those eyes that once held such promise for her own future. Those eyes that she had become so accustomed to in just a week. Those eyes that remained the same, even when they were lying to her.

“Please. Olivia, love…”

“Do not call me that,” she hissed as she spun around. “You lost that right, Alexander. I only ask for one thing out of people. The truth. And, well…I know it never came up, but you could have told me you were already fucking someone else.”

“Olivia, please. Adele doesn’t mean anything to me. She never has. We’ve known each other nearly our entire lives and she was more of a distraction for me than anything serious.” He moved toward her.

She held up her hand and took a step back, wanting to keep her distance from him. “Is that what I was, Alexander?” she asked quietly, her voice full of pain. “A distraction? I thought I meant more to you than that. I actually believed…” Her chin quivered and her eyes brimmed with tears. “I actually thought I could get close to you, something I have trouble doing because this is what happens. I get hurt. You ripped my fucking heart out and stomped on it. I saw those goddamn pictures all over the internet of you and her! I was actually worried something happened to you and that’s why you weren’t responding to any of my texts. Stupid me. You were off getting fucked by some blonde bimbo who probably has more plastic in her body than anything else.”

“Olivia, please. It wasn’t like that. She found me yesterday morning, invited me to a thing her parents were putting on at the country club, and I agreed to go. Tonight was just supposed to be me, my brother, and my sister and her husband. Adele found us and attached herself to our small little party.”

Olivia thought about his explanation. Some of the things she had read about Adele made his story plausible. But one thing still didn’t make sense.

“If that’s true, then why did you follow her back? Why didn’t you tell her you didn’t love her? Why did you just stare at me, afraid someone would find out I was your dirty little secret?”

Alexander opened his mouth, wanting to calm her fears but unsure of what to say. A few brief moments passed and he still offered no explanation as he tried to formulate his response.

“That’s what I thought,” Olivia said, spinning on her heels and walking away from him, getting into a waiting elevator.













CHAPTER TWENTY

HELPLESS







“LIBS, YOU’D PROBABLY FEEL better if you talked about last night.” Kiera’s voice cut through the dead silence in the car as they drove back to Boston the following morning.

“I’d rather not,” she replied dryly.

“So what are you going to do?”

“I’m just going to get back to the city and try to forget that Alexander Burnham even exists. Now you know why I don’t date. It’s not worth the heartache. It’s not worth this totally helpless feeling I have right now.”

Kiera glanced at her friend briefly before returning her eyes to the road. “You’re only helpless when your nails are drying but, even then, I’m sure you could still pull the trigger if you had to.”

Olivia couldn’t help but laugh, thankful that her friend always knew how to lighten a tense situation.

A few moments passed before Kiera spoke again. “But seriously. What do you think you’re going to do? Has he tried to call you or anything?”

“Yeah, he has. I have about ten missed calls from him, a few voicemails, and a bunch of texts. I just can’t bring myself to listen to or read anything.”

“Well, maybe you should. Maybe closure is something you need here.”

“I got enough closure last night when he couldn’t come up with one simple explanation as to why he chose to follow Bombshell Barbie back to the bar instead of staying with me. It was like last week was one big act for him to try to get in my pants or something.”

“Did you sleep with him?!” Kiera exclaimed. “You didn’t tell me that!”

“No!” Olivia shouted. “That’s the thing. We fooled around a few times, but we never slept together. Wednesday night when he took me home and I was all drunk, he barely even laid a hand on me. Hell, I grabbed his hand and made him feel me up, but he felt like he was taking advantage of me because I was pretty far gone. He helped me get into my pajamas since I was too wasted to even attempt it, but he was so sweet about it. It’s almost like there’s two sides to him. He can be rather forceful when he wants to be, but also passionate and caring.”

“How so?” Kiera asked. “I see the way he looks at you. I’d give anything to have a guy look at me that way. Even last night. The heat between you guys was palpable.” She fanned herself.

Olivia smiled before her serious expression returned. “Well, I didn’t want to tell you…” She glanced at Kiera. “But I’ve been having those nightmares again. They’re more vivid now than they’ve ever been. I see the person who pulled me out of the car. It’s a boy who probably wasn’t that much older than I was at the time, and he has Alexander’s same green eyes.”

“Have you spoken to Dr. Greenstein about these dreams?” Kiera asked.

“Not yet. It’s on my list of things to bring up with her, but we’re still kind of playing catch up.” Olivia fidgeted in her seat, hating to talk with anyone about her ongoing need to see a therapist.

“Did you have that dream when Alexander stayed over?”

“I did, but it changed again that night. The boy with the green eyes pulled me from the car, just like he had been doing, and he placed me in another car. Then I saw someone come up behind him and hit him on the back of his head with a gun, knocking him out. I woke up screaming. Alexander was so sweet during the whole thing. He jumped out of bed, turned on the lights, and just held me.”

“Aww. He wouldn’t do that if he didn’t care about you.”

“I guess that’s the part that I’m struggling with. It’s like he was a totally different person this past week than the person I saw at the bar last night. It’s almost as if he’s hiding something from me. I don’t believe for a second that he and Adele are in a relationship.”

“So why are you ignoring his calls?”

“I want him to be honest with me,” Olivia exhaled. “I don’t want him to keep things from me. There was some reason he wanted to get as far away from me as possible last night at the bar. I want to know what it is. But until he comes clean, he can fuck off for all I care.” She crossed her arms in front of her body and looked out the window to see the Boston skyline appear in the distance. She was happy to be getting closer to home.

“Are you sure you’re not just using this as an excuse to push him away?”




~~~~~~~~~~




SWEARING, ALEXANDER HUNG UP his cell phone. He had called Olivia countless times, left dozens of voicemails and texts, and still had yet to hear from her. He was getting worried. What if something had happened to her?

“Hey, bro,” Tyler said as Alexander walked downstairs and into the kitchen in the early afternoon on Sunday. “Heading out?”

“Yeah. I need to try to smooth things over with Olivia. She’s not answering my calls. I may have fucked things up.”

“What happened last night?” he asked, leaning against the breakfast bar and drinking a cup of coffee.

“I don’t know,” Alexander replied, running his hands through his hair. “One minute, I was at the bar and the next, I looked across the club. She was dancing in the corner and some asshole had his hands all over her so I fucking snapped.” His face flamed just thinking about anyone else touching her delicate, silky skin. “To add fuel to the fire,” he continued, “Adele had planted photographers at the function Friday so there were photos of the two of us all over those gossip websites, and Olivia saw them. I didn’t call or text her all weekend so she assumed the reason was that Adele and I are in some sort of relationship. This is one big fuck-up and I have no idea what I’m going to do.” He opened the refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of water.

“Well, good luck with that. I’ve been dying to meet the girl who stole your heart all those years ago. Drinks this weekend?”

“Yeah, sure. I’ll be in touch.” He gave his brother a hug, walked out the door and, within minutes, was on his way back to Boston. During the two-hour drive back into the city, he thought about what he could possibly say to Olivia to win her back.

The weekend had started out perfect. Visiting Olivia’s grave at the cemetery, telling her all about the woman she had become. Then Adele happened and, as usual, she clung on to him, wanting the entire world to see her name next to his to increase her social status. He should have ignored her from the start, but he had a tendency to want to make everyone happy.

At that moment, the only person he wanted to make happy was Olivia, and he would do everything within his power to get her back. He would grovel. He would beg. He would do anything, except the one thing she probably needed. He just didn’t think he was prepared to tell her the truth yet.

Alexander pulled off the Mass Pike and drove straight to his office, needing to review the report Simpson had prepared, hoping it would help him figure out what to do about Olivia. Sitting behind his desk, the sun shining through the large glass windows, he opened the file.

According to her birth certificate, Sarah Olivia Adler was born on October sixteenth almost twenty-eight years ago…the same day as Olivia DeLuca. Her medical records were fairly normal up until she was six. That year, according to a hospital report, she received a head injury and suffered from several cracked ribs, as well as internal bleeding.

He compared the information on the medical records in front of him to the records of his other Olivia. Her death certificate listed the cause of death as blunt force trauma to the head, causing severe cerebral bleeding. Then something struck Alexander. He looked at the signature of the medical examiner on the death certificate. He held it up next to the other hospital records from the same year belonging to one Sarah Olivia Adler. They were identical.

He pulled the financials of the doctor who had signed Olivia’s death certificate all those years ago. He dug and eventually found records from the year of the accident. In August of that year, he noticed a transfer of over one million dollars into the doctor’s account from an off-shore bank.

Whoever wanted to help cover up Olivia’s death, or lack thereof, had big pockets. He reviewed his family’s financials at that time and it couldn’t have been his father or mother. They didn’t have that kind of money just yet. His father’s success didn’t come until a few years after that. The only person he could think of who would have had access to that amount of money was Olivia’s mother.

Flipping frantically through the large file, he located a copy of the trust Olivia’s mom had set up several years prior to her death. Just days before the accident, the trust was liquidated and all the money was placed into several bank accounts in the name of Charles Wright. A few days after the accident, a beneficiary was named to the account… Sarah Olivia Adler. A sinking feeling formed in the pit of his stomach that there was much more to the obvious cover-up than simply protecting a six-year-old girl.

Returning his attention to the financial statements, Alexander observed that Charles Wright had made periodic withdrawals from Olivia’s substantial bank accounts to pay for her private school and other various living expenses. She attended Charleston Preparatory School for Ladies throughout elementary and high school, and was involved in a wide variety of extracurricular activities ranging from lacrosse and field hockey, to orchestra and drama club.

Ten years ago, Olivia moved to Boston and started at Boston College that September. She studied exercise physiology and finance. She was named to the dean’s list every semester and was the recipient of a wide variety of awards. Even though Charles’ name was taken off the bank accounts on her eighteenth birthday and she had millions at her disposal, she still worked. Throughout her time in Boston, she was employed at a bar called Scotch. Alexander knew the exact bar and had probably seen her there on a few occasions. The thought consumed him.

She graduated five years ago, the month Alexander’s own father died…the man Olivia knew as her uncle. After that, she seemed to have gone off the grid. She quit her job and never renewed the lease on her apartment in Boston. Bank records indicated that she bounced around from city to city all over the country. One month she was in Atlanta, the next New Orleans. She even spent some time in Alaska. Olivia was clearly running from her past.

A year ago, there was a property bill of sale to Olivia…the house on Commonwealth Avenue. A few months later, there was a transfer of money to a startup she was financing, which turned out to be the wellness center where she currently worked.

Alexander thought that Simpson had done a rather thorough job of outlining Olivia’s life from the beginning to that week, but it was the early lack of medical records that caught his eye. Really, the lack of any records. Something suspicious happened and he wanted to know what kind of agreement his father had made. But digging any deeper may uncover information that could put Olivia in danger. He just didn’t know if he was willing to do that. She had been safe those past twenty-one years and he wanted to keep it that way.













CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

SELF-PRESERVATION







“HE CAN SPEND AS much money as he wants to, but it means nothing without an apology!” Olivia shouted at Kiera Friday evening when she picked her up to head to MacFadden’s.

“Oh, come on, Libs. Look at these earrings!” she said, holding up a pair of beautiful pink pearl tear-drop earrings. “They’re gorgeous. If this doesn’t say I’m sorry, I don’t know what does!”

“Kiera, he has more money than he knows what to do with. All these gifts barely put a dent in his bank account. I want an explanation and an apology. Then, and only then, will I reconsider my position on Alexander.”

Kiera giggled. “Ooh, Libby. Kinky.”

Olivia couldn’t help but lighten her expression. “He is a little. Kind of dominating, but in a good way.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, her eyebrows raised.

“Well, he has this way of telling you what to do, and you can’t help but obey. It’s hot. And I kind of like it.” Olivia blushed.

“Okay,” Kiera said. “You need to get laid and Alexander needs to be the one doing it.”

Laughing, the two girls left Olivia’s house and hopped in Kiera’s car.

Finally arriving at MacFadden’s just as the band began their first set, Olivia was surprised to see how busy the place was. Nodding toward where Melanie and Bridget were standing by the bar on the second floor, the girls started in their direction.

“Libby!” Bridget hugged her. “Are you singing again tonight?”

“Yeah,” she said after placing her drink order. “In the second set.”

“What are you going to sing?” Melanie asked in an excited tone.

“A few new ones and a few old ones,” she replied dryly.

“Hey, what’s wrong with you?” Bridget asked. “You haven’t been yourself this week. And then you blew off work today. Linda had to fill in and teach your classes. Don’t tell her I said anything, but I think our clients prefer you.”

“Thanks, Bridget. I’ve just been dealing with some personal shit, that’s all. And I don’t really want to talk about it right now.” She took a long drink of her beer, wishing she could get her set over with so she could continue to numb the pain the only way she knew how…with alcohol.

“It’s boy problems,” Kiera interjected.

Olivia shot daggers in her direction.

“What kind of boy problems?” Melanie asked, her interest piqued. “With that hottie from the penthouse who came to visit you last week? Because OH…MY…GOD. I think I came just looking at him.”

Olivia slapped Melanie playfully, not wanting to talk about her personal life with anyone. But the more she thought about it, the more she considered that their perspective might be helpful. “It all started two weeks ago,” she started, proceeding to tell them everything that had happened. How Alexander had been incredibly sweet the entire week before. How things changed over the weekend and he was seen with another woman. And how he shrugged off Olivia at the bar Saturday night.

“Maybe you’re just overreacting, Libby,” Melanie commented as she took a sip of her drink.

“I don’t think I am. He ignored me all weekend. I texted him a few times and didn’t hear back. Then I found photos of him with Bimbo Barbie at all those events. Kiera dragged me to the casino Saturday night for some fun and, just my luck, he was there, as well! With her. He didn’t even acknowledge that I was alive until he got caught. When he tried to explain it, he couldn’t.”

“But tell them what he’s been doing all this week,” Kiera urged.

“Oh, yes. What’s going on?” Bridget asked excitedly.

“Nothing. Let’s just say my apartment has enough flowers to last a lifetime.”

“And don’t forget about all the little blue boxes.”

“Yeah. And he’s sent me jewelry. But I don’t need to be showered with gifts. I just want an explanation.”

“I think she’s trying to find a reason to not get close to him,” Kiera observed.

“You guys have no idea what it’s like to lose someone you care about. When that happens, it stays with you always, forever reminding you what it feels like to get hurt and be let down. Maybe pushing Alexander away is exactly what I need to do as my own act of self-preservation.” Olivia stormed toward the bathroom, leaving her friends speechless.




~~~~~~~~~~




“TYLER, HEY,” ALEXANDER SAID as he walked up to the bar on the first floor of MacFadden’s. For some reason, the name of the place sounded familiar when Tyler had asked him to meet him there that evening. He shrugged it off, realizing that, after a while, the names of most bars in Boston seemed to run together.

“Hey, man. How’s it going?” Tyler asked, giving his brother a hug and grabbing his beer off the bar.

“Okay, I guess,” he replied.

“Listen, the band they have is wicked good so let’s head upstairs and check them out. I’ve seen them a bunch over the summer.”

“Good. Anything to get my mind off Olivia.”

The brothers grabbed another round of drinks and made their way upstairs. Approaching the landing on the second floor, Alexander couldn’t believe his eyes or ears. Suddenly, he remembered why the name of the bar sounded so familiar.

“Did you know about this?!” he shouted at his brother.

“What are you talking about?!” Tyler shouted back, hoping his brother could hear him over the cheering and loud music.

“You really don’t know?”

“No! What is it?”

“That is Olivia!” Alexander gestured toward the stage where a tall, dark-haired girl belted out a Queen song.

“Are you shitting me?!” Tyler exclaimed just as the audience erupted in cheers.

Alexander began to move through the crowd, wanting to get close to the stage. And to Olivia. “I knew she sang in a band, but I had no idea she would be here tonight,” he explained before returning his attention to the beautiful woman who had been occupying his thoughts all week.

“Thanks everyone,” Olivia said into the microphone, her voice sad. “I’m going to do one last song and it’s a new one. My therapist always says that music helps me express myself so I kind of feel like I need to do this one tonight. Even though I know the person it’s aimed at isn’t here, I need to sing this, if just for myself. Thank you.” Cheers and whistles sounded through the large room.

Tyler elbowed his brother. “Do you think she’s talking about you, jackass?”

“Enough, Tyler.” Alexander looked back to the stage and at Olivia.

“This is a Pink song. It’s called Misery.”

She stepped back and the band kicked in with a slow, soulful melody. After the brief instrumental introduction, she sauntered back to the microphone, closing her eyes and beginning the moving song. It was heartbreaking for Alexander to watch her, knowing that he was the reason she felt the need to sing the song. He could see the pain in her face as she sang about being all alone and missing something she almost had.

Her voice was strong and impassioned as she belted out the chorus, Mo singing backup. The hurt Alexander caused her was clear and evident, not just with the song choice, but the expression on her face. He needed to explain himself. He wanted to give her space, but it had been almost a week. It was time to talk to her.

The crowd cheered and whistled as the band dropped out and Olivia sang the last line practically unaccompanied. Her voice rang through the bar before the entire place erupted in deafening applause. God, she’s good, Alexander thought to himself as she bowed and left the stage, practically running through the crowd.

Alexander tried to follow her through the mass of people, but couldn’t catch up. He saw her dash down the stairs, Kiera not far behind. It was more than obvious that she was upset and crying. It was all his fault. He turned to face his brother, his mouth open, unsure of what to say.

Tyler saw the look on his face. “It’s okay, man. Do what you have to do. I’ll call you this weekend.”

“Okay, Ty. Thanks.” Alexander hurried after his Olivia.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA AND KIERA MADE a beeline toward the downstairs restroom. Once safely behind the locked door of the one-person bathroom, Kiera faced Olivia, wrapping her arms around her.

As Olivia’s tears fell, Kiera soothing her cries, there was a loud knock on the bathroom door.

“Fucker,” Kiera muttered, her voice low. “We just got in here, for crying out loud.”

“Go away!” Olivia shouted.

“Olivia!” Alexander bellowed through the door.

“Fuck,” she said.

“Who is it?” Kiera asked, taking a sip of her drink.

“It’s Alexander,” Olivia whispered, motioning for her friend to come closer to the door. “What do I do?”

“Do you want to see him?”

“Hell, no!” she screeched before realizing how loud her voice was. She instantly covered her mouth, hoping Alexander hadn’t heard.

“Olivia! Open up! I know you’re in there. I just want to talk to you…to explain things. I’m not leaving until you give me a chance!”

“Alexander,” she said through the door, a quiver in her voice. “You gave me all the answers I needed last weekend. It was clear from your inability to answer one simple question who you chose. And you chose wrong so you have nothing to explain.” She sank to the ground, sitting on the cold tile of the bathroom floor, Kiera sitting down opposite her.

“Olivia, please. Just come out and talk to me.”

“No. Anything you need to say to me, you can say through this door. If I see you, I know I’ll cave.”

Olivia heard Alexander chuckle. “Then please, open the door. I want you to cave but not for the wrong reasons. For all the right reasons. You know we’re meant to be together, Olivia. You know it deep down in your heart. Last week was the best week of my life because of you.”

“If it was the best week of your life, why did you go running to Plastic Surgery Barbie?”

He laughed again and Olivia could see the smile in his eyes through the cold metal door. “That’s a good one. I’ll have to remember that.”

“That’s not an answer, Alexander.” She took a long slug of her drink, wanting to numb the growing ache in her heart.

“I told you last weekend, Adele is an old family friend. I am not interested in being with someone as self-absorbed as she is. I’m interested in being with a kind, loving, caring individual. Someone who doesn’t care how large my bank account is. Someone who devotes her time to improving the lives of others around her, human and otherwise. Someone who makes my heart swell whenever I think about her. Someone who puts a smile on my face just knowing that she’s out in the world. Someone who drives me all sorts of crazy when she looks at me with her beautiful brown eyes. I’ve been waiting my entire life to find you, Olivia. Please. Don’t shut me out.”

Olivia blushed and remained silent, unsure of how to respond. Kiera raised her eyebrows.

“What do I say to that?” she whispered.

“Say what you think you should.”

“Is Kiera in there with you?” Alexander asked through the door.

“Yeah. She’s here. Making sure I don’t do something incredibly stupid like forgive you.”

Kiera slapped Olivia in mock irritation.

“Hi, Kiera,” Alexander said.

“Hi, Alexander. And don’t worry. I’m actually hoping that you can convince Olivia to forgive you so she can finally get laid.”

“Kiera…” Olivia hissed under her breath.

Alexander lowered his voice. “Olivia, love. Please come out and talk to me.”

She stared at Kiera, looking for advice on what to do. Kiera stood up, walked over to her, and grabbed her hands, pulling her up. “All week, you said you wanted an explanation and an apology. Here’s your chance. You need to at least start the conversation, Libs. You can’t run all your life.”

Olivia straightened herself up and handed Kiera her empty beer bottle before opening the door.

Alexander scurried to his feet when he heard the door click open, his eyes meeting Olivia’s. She looked beautiful, as always, but there was a hint of sadness in her face. He would never forgive himself for causing that look.

“I’ll leave you two to sort this out but, so help me god, you better buck the fuck up, Alex,” Kiera warned before walking away.

Seeing Alexander up close made Olivia’s heart ache all over again, reminding her that maybe life was better alone. “I can’t do this,” she quivered, storming down the hall and out the front door of the bar.

“Olivia, love,” she heard a voice call out as she continued walking down the sidewalk, the street bustling with people heading out to one of the many bars that dotted the area. Halting in her tracks, she took a deep breath. Kiera was right. She couldn’t run all her life. Turning around, she was met with Alexander’s apologetic gaze.

He moved toward her, the street lamp casting a glow on him, making his eyes shimmer.

“Please, stop,” she begged him, her eyes brimming with tears. “If you touch me, I don’t think my heart could take it. Just say what you want to say.” 

“I wanted to apologize for my behavior last weekend,” he said softly. “I know it all looks suspicious, but there really is an explanation for everything.”

“Why did you go to Connecticut? What was there?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

“I grew up there, Olivia. My family’s home is in Mystic and I go back once a year on the same day.”

“What for?” She was not going to back down. She wanted all the answers.

“It’s hard to explain.”

“Well, try, Alex,” she hissed. “Try really hard.”

He reeled at the tone of her voice. She had never called him Alex before, except when they were kids. But she wouldn’t know that.

“When I was nine years old, my best friend growing up passed away. I went to visit her grave, as I do every year on August twenty-fourth.”

“August twenty-fourth? That’s the same day…”

“That your parents died. I know.”

Olivia’s heart sank. She immediately felt guilty for how she had treated him, but that still didn’t clear up everything.

“Then why didn’t you call me or anything?”

“I don’t know, Olivia. I really don’t. It was weird. I was at my friend’s grave telling her all about my life, and all I could talk about was you. I know this may not make sense, but I just needed to focus on the weekend. On my friend. I would feel guilty, I guess, if I didn’t devote the weekend to her memory.”

She took a step forward, briefly placing her hand on his shoulder, a look of compassion on her face. “I truly am sorry, Alexander. I know how difficult it is to lose someone you’re close to. It’s wonderful that you still return home to honor her memory. It takes a strong person to do that. I’ve never been able to pull myself together enough to visit my parents’ graves. I don’t even know where they’re buried, to be honest. My uncle did but he passed away, too.” She gazed off into the distance, a pensive look on her face.

“Hey,” Alexander interrupted her thoughts. Her head snapped back to meet his eyes. “It’s okay. We all mourn in our own ways, and this is mine. The Adele thing just kind of came out of nowhere. I thought that maybe going to the event at the country club, seeing old friends, would help me take my mind off things. Then my brother and sister showed up, knowing I would be home that weekend. We ended up going to the casino Saturday night. When I saw you with that guy who had his hands all over you…” He trailed off, his fist clenching and his throat growing dry as he recalled how enraged he felt when he saw another man with his hands on Olivia’s body. “I lost it. I absolutely lost it, Olivia. The thought of anyone else touching you drove me crazy.” He lifted his hand and cupped her cheek, thankful when she didn’t brush him away.

“Then why did you let Adele drag you away? Didn’t you see how hurt I was?” she asked quietly.

“I did. I’m so sorry. If I could get a do-over, I would take it in a heartbeat to spare you that pain. The last thing I ever want to do is hurt you.” He ran his thumb across the old scar on her forehead.

“Well, you did hurt me, Alexander,” she admitted with a lump in her throat. “More than I thought you could.” A tear fell down her cheek.

Alexander exhaled loudly, dropping his hand. “I know and I’m so sorry.”

“You seem to be saying that a lot tonight.”

“I guess I have a lot to be sorry for, but I mean it. And I should have told you sooner, but…” He hesitated. Should he tell her the truth or just some version of it?

“What is it, Alexander? I can handle it, whatever it is.”

“Well, I don’t know how to say this, and I don’t want you to run or anything…” He paused. “You see,” he exhaled, “my best friend when I was little… Her name was Olivia, too.” He decided against telling her the truth, at least for the time being. “And I didn’t want Adele to know that you had the same name as her. I didn’t want you to think the only reason I’m dating you is because of your name. And Adele knew my other Olivia and hated her. She was so jealous of her because I would always spend time with her instead of Adele.” He looked at her, trying to gauge her reaction.

“You could have told me. It’s not that uncommon a name. Hell, my first name is Sarah anyway. Not Olivia.”

“I know. But the way Adele was looking at you, I was just worried she would do something spiteful. I wanted to protect you from that. I will always protect you, angel.” He tilted her chin up, staring into her deep, dark eyes, hoping she could see that his promise was true.

“Alexander, you can’t always protect me, but you can just be honest with me. That’s all I care about.”

“And I will. I promise. From now on, I will always be honest with you.” He regretted those words the minute he uttered them, knowing that keeping the truth from her was just as bad as lying. But he was doing it to protect her. “So, do you forgive me?”

The air was thick with tension as she remained silent, simply studying him. A slow smile crept across her face. “Yes.”

Alexander grabbed her around her waist, pulling her body flush with his, crushing his mouth to hers. It was a fevered, passionate kiss, tongues dancing, communicating how much they had missed each other during their one week separation.

Olivia’s body was on fire from the closeness of Alexander to her once again, his mouth pressed against hers. She grabbed his head, running her fingers through his hair, not caring that people roaming the streets were whistling at them.

He pulled away, grinning. “God, I missed your lips, love,” he whispered against her neck as he held on to her hips, lifting her up and playfully spinning her around before planting her feet back on the ground.

“I missed you too, Alexander,” she said, completely breathless from the kiss.

“Want to come back to my place? You can see Runner.”

“Well, as long as I can see Runner. If not, you’d have to provide some other sort of incentive for me.” She raised her eyebrows at him, a demure expression on her face.

“Oh, Miss Adler.” He leaned toward her ear, his husky voice sending shivers throughout her body. “I can definitely provide some sort of incentive.” He pressed up against her and she gasped at his erection. He nibbled on her earlobe, making her almost lose her balance. He helped to steady her. “Is that a yes, love?”

“Yes,” she breathed out, her eyes fluttering into the back of her head from the sensation of Alexander’s touch. “Always, yes.”













CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

LET LOVE IN







ALEXANDER SLAMMED OLIVIA AGAINST the back wall of the elevator when they got to his building and were finally alone. He had been thinking about those lips ever since he got a sweet taste earlier that evening. He devoured her mouth, his tongue tangling with hers, the kiss carnal and forceful.

He lifted her, his hands on her ass, and she wrapped her long legs around his mid-section. “God, angel. I want you so bad right now.” He dove in for another impassioned kiss, groaning as he greedily thrust himself against her.

The elevator dinged, announcing its arrival on the twenty-fifth floor of his building and he helped Olivia lower her legs to the ground. Grabbing her hand in his, he pulled her into the foyer. He punched a five-digit code into the keypad and the solid black door buzzed, sliding open and allowing them access to his home.

“Additional security is never a bad thing, Miss Adler,” he said, smiling down at her. “Come. Let me show you around.” He led her into the gorgeous penthouse.

Olivia took in her surroundings, astounded, walking past the formal dining room and gourmet kitchen to her left and into a palatial living room that boasted a large black couch, matching love seat, and a pair of bright red wingbacked chairs next to a gas fireplace. She headed toward the floor-to-ceiling windows that surrounded the entire main floor and looked out at the breathtaking view, the lights of boats twinkling on the water twenty-five stories below.

Out of nowhere, she heard the sound of paws hitting the hardwood floors. Spinning around, she saw a familiar dog come barreling down a long hallway. “Runner!” she exclaimed. The dog nearly knocked her over, showering her with his affection.

“Can I interest you in a glass of wine, Miss Adler?” Alexander asked, his tone sensual.

The timbre of his voice made Olivia gulp and she released Runner. Staring into his deep green eyes, she shook her head..

“Good because I have other plans for you.”

“What did you have in mind, Mr. Burnham?” she asked innocently.

“You’ll see.” He grabbed her hand and led her up the stairs to the master bedroom suite, leaving Runner behind.

“Are you on contraception?” he asked, pulling her toward an oversized four-poster mahogany bed.

She blinked, unsure she heard him correctly. That was not what she expected to hear come out of his mouth.

“Answer me,” he demanded, staring down at her.

“Yes. I’m on the pill.”

“And you’re good at taking it?”

Olivia grew irritated. “Yes. Of course I am. I’m not a child.”

A smile crept across Alexander’s face. “Good. Men need to know these things, love. I hate condoms. I’m clean, but I understand if you’d feel better using them.”

Butterflies erupted in her stomach, her heart thumping in her chest. “No. I believe you. I’ve only ever had sex using condoms, but my last results were clear.”

“Good,” he said before changing his expression, the atmosphere in the room becoming heated. “I want to see you naked, Olivia.” His voice was deep and carnal.

“Y-yes,” she croaked out. His proximity made her hair follicles stand on end, a heavenly chill washing over her.

“Sit down,” he growled.

Olivia hesitated, in a complete trance.

“I said, sit down.” His eyes were aflame with thirst and tenderness. It was an intoxicating combination.

Olivia immediately lowered herself to his soft bed.

Winking, he picked up her left foot. He removed her heel and kissed her instep, slowly dragging his tongue across her arch, forcing her stomach to clench in anticipation. He did the same to her right foot.

“Stand back up.”

She obeyed, their bodies practically touching. She could feel his erection growing. Electricity coursed through her veins and her body heated from his stare, his eyes remaining locked on hers. She couldn’t look away even if she tried.

“Lift your arms, Olivia.”

She did as he commanded, remaining completely speechless in his presence.

He raised her tank top over her head, trailing kisses from one side of her neck to the other.

“I like this bra,” he murmured, tasting her silky skin as his mouth made its way down to her black lace bra. “I’d like to see you in this more often.” His fingers dipped into the bra and, as he found her nipple, Olivia let out a low moan. He instantly fell to his knees and planted kisses down her stomach, dragging his tongue across her torso, holding on to her hips. “Do you have any idea what you do to me, Olivia?” he asked, his eyes still never leaving hers.

Breathless, she grew lightheaded from the simple act of his lips on her stomach, barely able to form a coherent thought in response.

“Answer me, Olivia,” he said sternly.

“Yes,” she exhaled. “I do.” A dull ache settled deep in her stomach as he continued tracing circles with his tongue around her belly button. She wanted that tongue on other parts of her body.

“And why is that, Olivia? Do I still have the same effect on you?” he asked, a hint of amusement in his voice. He removed his hands from her hips and slowly unbuttoned her jeans. He raised his eyebrows as if asking for her permission.

She nodded quickly, biting on her lower lip as her heart raced.

“Well, do I?”

Olivia nodded again. She didn’t know how much more she could take. “Yes. Yes, Alexander.” She met his eyes as he kneeled before her and watched him slowly lower her skinny jeans down her legs, helping her step out of them.

He raised himself up and stepped back to admire her bra with matching black lace panties. “God, Olivia. Do you have any idea how amazing you are?” He ran his hand through his hair and his chest heaved, visibly unable to control his burning need for her.

Blushing, she briefly lowered her head before returning her eyes to his. He rushed to her and claimed her mouth, wrapping his arms around her body. His kiss was needy. It was hungry. It was passionate. It was hot.

He deftly unhooked her bra and it fell to the ground. One of his hands went to her head, fisting her hair and pulling her head back, while the other tightly held on to the small of her back, pressing her to him. Their tongues did a frenzied dance, communicating exactly how desperately they wanted and needed each other.

He removed his hand from her back, sliding it down her side, and gently felt in between her legs. She moaned, letting him know it was okay to go further.

“You’re so wet.” He stroked her through her panties.

“I know,” she said breathlessly.

“What do you want, Olivia?” His eyes bore into her.

“I want…” Her thoughts were a complete haze. They were all over the place. She would do anything to keep that man touching her. She needed his touch. She craved his touch. She would die without it.

“You want what, Olivia?”

Frustration taking over, she grabbed his hand and shoved it in her panties, hoping he would get the hint about what she wanted.

“I want you to say it,” he whispered in her ear as he started to tease her clit. “Say it, Olivia.”

Her breathing grew heavier as he continued to torture her. She felt as if she was about to explode.

“Come on, love,” he begged, planting gentle kisses across her collarbone. “Say it.” He needed to hear it. He needed her to beg for him. It was what he craved. It was how he could remain in control.

He slowly removed his hand from her and Olivia was left squirming, ready to burst without his touch. “Fine!” she screamed in exasperation. “I want you to fuck me!” She couldn’t take it anymore. “Goddammit! Don’t make me beg!”

“I like it when you beg,” he said, crushing his mouth to hers as he quickly pushed her panties down. Before she knew what was happening, Alexander thrust two fingers inside her.

She moaned, feeling like she was going to explode from his torturous hand. 

All too soon, he removed his fingers and Olivia panted. Ridding himself of his clothes, he wrapped his arms around Olivia’s naked body, and pressed his lips against hers again. He didn’t think he would ever tire of kissing her. She gasped when she felt his arousal rubbing against her clit. He led her to the bed, his lips not moving from hers.

Pulling back the duvet, he lowered her down and stared at her, overwhelmed with a feeling he was scared to label. “Olivia, darling. You are one beautiful woman,” he said, licking his lips. “I’m going to show you how much of a treasure you truly are.”

“Stop staring. You’re making me self-conscious.” She attempted to cover her naked body with the duvet.

“Oh, don’t you dare.” He crawled on top of her. Tilting her head toward him, their mouths met. He pushed his knee between her legs, opening them. She wrapped her legs around his waist, feeling his erection against her.

Alexander growled, pulling back as he hovered over her, admiring the beautiful woman lying sprawled out beneath him. He leaned down on his elbows and slowly entered her, stretching her to match his size.

“Oh, god,” Olivia moaned as he filled her. It was such an amazing feeling. He hadn’t even moved yet, but the simple act of him being inside her made her want to shatter into a million pieces.

He slowly withdrew.

“No!” Olivia cried out, on the brink of becoming unhinged.

“I want this to last, love. I felt that, you know.” He smirked. “You’re ready to come already, aren’t you?”

She threw her arm across her eyes, wanting to hide from him. She was embarrassed that he could make her fall apart so quickly. Circling her nipple with his tongue, he slowly entered her again, causing her to convulse around him, screaming out his name, her orgasm catching her by surprise.

“Fuck!” he exhaled, smiling, his mouth covering hers as he continued thrusting into her. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you come again,” he said breathlessly. He couldn’t believe how good she felt. He had never experienced as much pleasure with any of the other women he had slept with over the years.

Olivia wrapped her legs around his waist again, not wanting any distance between them. Legs and arms were entwined, hands caressing, nipping, pinching.

“You feel so good, Olivia,” Alexander grunted as he moved inside her, filling her to the brim. “Do I make you feel good?”

“Yes, Alexander… Yes.”

Her soft voice sent shivers through his body as her hands clutched on to his back, nails digging in. He pressed his lips against hers, forcing them open with his tongue. There was something about kissing Olivia as he moved inside her that brought forward feelings he had repressed his entire life. He picked up speed, a tingling sensation coursing through his body and he knew he was close. Burying his head against her neck, he gently nibbled, loving the taste of her sweaty skin.

Her breathing grew erratic and he felt her body begin to tighten around him. “Again?” he asked, pulling back, his eyes searing down into hers.

She simply nodded, her voice nowhere to be found.

Alexander pulled out.

“No! Not again!” she screamed, panting.

“I need to hear you say it, love. Tell me you’re going to come again,” he said, ready to explode at any moment, his breathing labored. “Say I drive you wild when I’m inside you. Tell me I’m the only one who’s ever made you feel this good.”

Olivia tried to catch her breath. She had never come like that before and she was about to come again. She didn’t know what to make of it.

“Damn it, Olivia! Just say it!” He needed to hear it. He needed to know that he, alone, could make her feel that good.

“Yes. You’re the only one, Alexander,” she replied, her heart racing. “I’ve never had an orgasm like that in my life. Now, please, I want another one.”

He leaned down and feathered kisses across her neck. “Ask me.”

Olivia flashed back to the night they met. She knew exactly what he wanted. Smiling, she ran her fingers up and down his back, nibbling on his ear. “Please, Mr. Burnham,” she murmured. “Let me come again.”

“Fuck,” Alexander muttered, slamming into her, her sweet voice uttering those words sending him over the edge in just a few thrusts, Olivia’s own body quivering around him. 

“Holy shit,” she exhaled once her trembles subsided.

“You are fucking incredible, Olivia.” He nuzzled her neck. Of all the women he had ever slept with, he never felt as full and complete as he did in that moment. And he hoped Olivia felt the same way. He rolled onto his side and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her against his body.

They lay there, their bodies covered with sweat, not wanting to put any distance between each other.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA HAD A DREAMLESS sleep for once. She woke up in the middle of the night when she felt something poking her… Or someone. She turned her body to face the man lying next to her.

“Sorry, love. Sometimes that thing has a mind of its own.”

She giggled.

Alexander pulled her mouth to his, kissing her deeply. “I love that sound.”

She kissed him with more fervor and felt his erection harden.

“Olivia, get on top of me,” he ordered.

Obeying his demand, she coaxed him onto his back and straddled his midsection. She leaned into his neck, her hips circling his arousal, and whispered in his ear, “What should we do about this, Mr. Burnham?” She pulled back, looking deep into his eyes as she continued her relentless teasing.

He grabbed the back of her neck, forcing her lips back down to his mouth.

Her chest heaving, she tore out of the kiss and raised herself over him, slowly taking him inside her. The sensation was even more intense than it was before as he filled her to the brim. She wasn’t going to last long, already starting to feel that tingling all the way down to her feet.

He began to guide her up and down, over and over. Olivia’s eyes were locked with his and she knew that he had total control of her body. For the first time she could remember, she was okay with that.

Alexander gazed at the woman on top of him, her ample chest moving with the motion of her body. He was so deep in her. When he felt her body clench around him, he couldn’t hold back any longer. He pumped harder, growling her name as he came undone.

Olivia’s body shuddered around him. Leaning down, she bit his neck to muffle her screams of pleasure.

“I had no idea sex could be like that,” she confessed once her breathing steadied.

He brought his arms around her, pulling her off him and onto her side, and planted several kisses on her forehead gleaming with perspiration.

He thought to himself, That’s because it’s love.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA AWOKE THE FOLLOWING morning, shielding her eyes from the brightness of the sun. She looked at the man lying next to her, amazed that he could sleep so well with all the sunlight in the room. She quietly got out of the bed and went in search of a t-shirt and shorts to put on. Opening a door, she walked into a closet that any woman would be jealous of. Apparently, Alexander had a thing for clothes. She found a chest of drawers against one wall of the massive closet and grabbed a pair of navy shorts and a Harvard t-shirt that were both enormous on her.

After finding the bathroom and cleaning up a bit, she discreetly left the master bedroom and walked down the stairs to the main floor. Runner attacked her, wanting to play and probably go outside. She put on his collar and found a pair of oversized flip-flops that would have to do for the moment. Grabbing his leash, she left the penthouse, eager to enjoy a calm moment with the boisterous hound. An infectious grin spread across her face when she thought of the dog’s owner and his salacious tongue.

She got down to the street below and walked around the block toward the water, allowing Runner to sniff and mark his territory as they went. Once he had done his business, she headed back to Alexander’s place before he realized she was gone.




~~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER WOKE UP, FEELING the bed next to him, reaching for Olivia, only to find her side empty. He threw on a pair of shorts and ran downstairs, searching his entire penthouse for her. He started to panic when she was nowhere to be found. What if she decided to run?

Grabbing his cell phone, he frantically dialed her number, pacing the living room. A loud ringing sounded from the kitchen island. “Damn it!” he exclaimed when he saw she had left her purse. He ran out of his apartment, fervently pressing the elevator call button, phoning Martin to help him find her. What if something had happened to her?

After a painfully slow elevator ride, he arrived on the bottom floor and ran out onto the sidewalk. Glancing up and down the street, he searched for Olivia, a heaviness settling in his chest.

A familiar silhouette rounded the corner and the tension in his body left. “Oh, thank God,” he muttered to himself when she came into view, Runner taking the lead, a stupid grin on the dog’s face. He rushed to her, his eyes wide with worry, and pulled her into a desperate kiss.

“Oh, Olivia.” He breathed a sigh of relief as he held her tightly. “You scared me.”

“Hey, hey. What’s wrong? Are you okay?” She pulled out of his embrace and looked into his eyes before he wrapped his arms around her again, stroking her hair.

“I woke up and you weren’t there. I panicked when I couldn’t find you. I was so worried that something horrible had happened. I thought you were taken from me again.”

She tilted her head back and gazed at him, her forehead wrinkled. “Again? What do you mean by that?”

His eyes grew wide and he could feel his heart hammering in his chest. He thought it was going to explode. “Well, I mean with last week…” He floundered nervously. “I just felt that you were taken from me then.”

She looked at him somewhat skeptically and, after a few intense moments, said, “Okay. I’m sorry I left. I saw Runner and figured that he’d want to go out. I didn’t mean to worry you.” She avoided his gaze.

“Hey, look at me.” Alexander grabbed her chin, lightly cupping it so he could peer into her vivacious eyes. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I didn’t mean to overreact.”

The front door of the building opened and Martin ran out, slowing down when he eyed his boss. “Everything okay then, sir?” he asked.

“Yes. Sorry, Martin.”

“Not at all.” He turned and retreated into the building.

“Does he live here or something?” Olivia asked.

Alexander ran his hand through his disheveled hair. “Yeah. He has a condo a few floors below me. I need to make sure he’s close by, just in case. Why don’t we go back upstairs and have some breakfast?”

“Sounds good to me.” She grasped his hand in hers and allowed him to lead her into a waiting elevator car.

After preparing Runner’s breakfast, Alexander turned to her. “Hungry?”

She wrapped her arms around his waist. “For you,” she whispered in his ear, dragging her tongue across his early morning stubble.

Alexander leaned down, kissing her neck as he slipped his hand under the bottom of the shirt she was wearing, placing it on the small of her back. The gesture sent tremors through her body.

“You look good in my clothes,” he said. “But you could make a paper sack look good, love.”

Grasping his hair, Olivia brought her mouth to his and kissed him, the craving she had for him growing with each passing second.

“Fuck it,” he panted. “Breakfast can wait.” Swooping Olivia in his arms with little effort, he carried her to the enormous sofa in the living room. He stepped out of his shorts, watching with hunger as she swiftly removed her own clothes. Sitting on the couch with his feet firmly planted on the ground, he pulled her on top of him. “Do you want me inside of you?” he murmured against her skin, teasing her with his erection.

“Yes,” she exhaled.

“I was hoping you’d say that.” Slowly entering her, he moaned with pleasure. He placed his hands around her waist as she moved with fervor on top of him. When they met a steady rhythm, he removed one hand, bringing it to stroke her clit.

As if she wasn’t ready to fall apart as it was, when he started to rub her, she couldn’t hold back anymore. It was all too much. She quivered around him, screaming out his name as the world around her became a haze.

“God, I’ll never tire of watching that,” he commented, guiding her up and down in rapid movements, grunting as he emptied inside her.

He pulled her body flush with his and stroked her back as she rested her head on his shoulder, both of them attempting to regulate their hurried breathing. “Stay the weekend,” he whispered softly.

Her body stiffening, she frantically rid herself of his embrace and searched for her discarded clothes, noticing the dog sitting a few feet from the couch. “Runner, you shouldn’t have seen that, boy.”

Alexander stood, detecting a look of concern on her face. Grabbing her, he pulled her to him once again. “Why don’t you want to stay? What is it? Talk to me.”

“I don’t know. I just…” She trailed off, trying to gather her thoughts. She couldn’t keep her head on straight when she was around him. “It’s just that I think we’re moving too fast. I enjoyed last night. And the middle of the night. And this morning. But I think I’m becoming too attached to you and it scares me to death.” Her lower lip trembled.

Alexander brushed her cheek delicately. She leaned in, basking in the feel of his hand on her skin, her heart aglow from his pleasing touch.

“Stop thinking too much into it, Olivia. I want to spend time with you. I want to get to know you. I want to share things with you. This is all new to me, too. Just don’t shut me out. I beg you, love.”

Olivia peered into his deep emerald eyes, searching for the answer she so desperately needed. She studied him, her therapist’s words sounding in her head to leave herself open to whatever this could be.

“Okay. But I have to go back to my place to get some clothes and feed Nepenthe.”

He embraced her, laughing. “That can be arranged.”













CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

SOMETHING YOU FEEL







“COME. I WANT TO show you something,” Alexander said to Olivia after they finished eating their dinner of salmon, roasted red potatoes, and asparagus.

“Where are we going?” she asked when he grabbed her hand, pulling her off the couch where she was snuggled with Runner, reading a book on her e-reader.

“You’ll see,” he winked. Olivia smiled at the twinkle in his eyes. He led her down a flight of stairs and past two spacious guest bedrooms before stopping outside a door. Beaming from ear to ear, he opened it, allowing her to enter before him.

She couldn’t believe her surroundings. In the middle of the enormous room stood a beautiful Steinway baby grand piano. Dozens of guitars hung on the walls. There were also amps, a drum kit, and various other instruments scattered throughout the room. It was a musician’s dream come true.

“Why do you have all this?” she asked, facing him. “Do you play?”

“Yeah. You could say that,” he replied, shrugging. “I started fiddling with the piano and guitar when I was a little boy. A family friend taught me.” He smiled at the memory of Mrs. DeLuca teaching him how to hold a guitar and how to curve his hands around the keys of the piano. But, most of all, he remembered hearing her daughter sing those beautiful melodies. “You can feel free to come down here anytime you’d like.”

Olivia walked over to the piano, running her fingers over the keys, the cool ivory always a comfort to her. Spotting a Martin guitar set on a stand next to the piano, she picked it up and checked its tuning, noting it was perfectly in tune. It must have been played recently.

“The walls are sound proof so you don’t have to worry about disturbing me or anything.” Alexander sat down on a love seat against the wall, watching as Olivia fiddled with the guitar. “Play something for me, love.”

She sat down in a chair in the middle of the room, bringing the Martin guitar with her. Looking down at the beautiful instrument in her hands, she knew what song she needed to sing. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and sang an ode to the guitar she held against her body.

Alexander was completely mesmerized as he watched her play, her voice filling the room, the acoustics perfect. As he listened to the lyrics, he thought how appropriate the song was. Almost as if she could be talking about herself, and not just the guitar she so lovingly played. Almost as if telling him how much she needed music in her life.

Halfway through the song, he stood up and grabbed one of his other guitars. He observed Olivia’s hands, getting the chords he needed to join her. Sitting in the chair next to her, he played with her, singing along to the chorus as she continued belting out the lyrics.

Olivia opened her eyes, smiling at the sound of his soft, sultry voice next to her.

The song came to an end and Alexander leaned over, placing a gentle kiss on her lips. “That was fantastic, Olivia. Did you study music in college?” He already knew the answer but she didn’t know that.

“No, actually.”

He looked at her, feigning surprise.

“I know. I was constantly involved in music groups all through middle school and high school. Everyone thought it was what I would study. I actually have a degree in exercise physiology.”

“Ah,” Alexander said. “That explains the health club.”

She smiled. “Yeah. I don’t know why I chose that. I guess I was worried that, if I studied music, I’d start to hate it. I didn’t want to hate music. Anyway, music isn’t something you study. It’s something you feel.”

Alexander flashed back, remembering Olivia’s mother saying those exact words to him as he learned to play guitar and piano all those years ago. And those words had stayed with him ever since.




~~~~~~~~~~




THAT NIGHT, ALEXANDER HAD trouble sleeping. He was thinking of the secrets he was keeping from the beautiful woman next to him, and the letter from his dad. Needing to clear his head, he quietly got out of bed and made his way downstairs to his office. Punching the code into the door, he entered the room before making sure to re-secure it behind him.

He was surrounded by family photos that spanned the first thirty years of his life, stopping at one photo in particular. It was of him and a beautiful six-year-old Olivia. His parents stood behind them next to her mom and dad. God, she looks just like her mother, he thought.

Sitting down at his desk, he stared at the top drawer as if it held some contagious disease, knowing that the letter from his father was inside. Reaching for it, he nearly opened it before noticing a note to call his sister that he had scratched out earlier. Feeling as if he had dodged the bullet for the time being, he picked up the phone and dialed her cell.

“Alex,” Carol answered, sounding wide awake.

“God, sis. Do you ever sleep?”

“I’m working the night shift tonight.”

“They work you too hard. You know, you’d make more money if you came to work for me full-time, right?”

“Alex, I already make money off the company. And I just don’t feel like taking orders from my baby brother ‘round-the-clock.” She laughed. “Plus, if I didn’t work here, I’d never see Dave.”

“So, what’s up?”

“Well, I’ve been running the photos you took last week of the guys at the bar who you think were following Olivia.”

“Oh, yeah? Get any hits?”

“Well, at first I just thought you were being paranoid. But earlier today, I got a hit. The taller one matched with a Mark Kiddish. And here’s the weird thing. I’ve been looking into Simon a bit. Apparently, there was a wire transfer that our guys had missed of $100,000 into Simon’s bank account about two months ago from an off-shore untraceable account. According to Olivia’s timeline, it was right around the same time that he showed up to work the construction job on her gym.

“Now…this Mark Kiddish is the son of Jacob Kiddish.” She paused for a minute. 

Alexander remained speechless and his heart raced, wishing his sister had said any other name. Jacob Kiddish was a professional ‘fixer’ or ‘cleaner’, working mostly for politicians and other government officials. He had been suspected of a variety of crimes over the years, but he was so good at what he did that nothing ever led back to him or the people who hired him.

“Apparently, Mark took over the family business after his dad disappeared all those years ago,” Carol explained. “Just like his dad, they’ve never been able to link him to any crimes. Well, I cross-referenced who posted Simon’s bail and the photo on the ID used matched Kiddish. But now he’s going by a Donovan O’Laughlin.”

“That’s what Kiera said his name was!”

“Well, we still can’t connect him with any crime, but the money transfer worries me. Look, I don’t want to go on about this, but you may want to think about finally reading that letter. Obviously, Dad was protecting Olivia and her identity. Maybe this has something to do with that. Maybe someone has realized it’s her. If you were able to figure it out, I’m sure other people have, too.”

Alexander sighed heavily. “I know, sis. I’ll tell her soon. I promise.”

“Okay. Love you, baby brother.”

“I’m not the baby anymore.”

“You’ll always be the baby to me.”




~~~~~~~~~~




IT WAS THE SAME dream again. The car crash. Her parents dying. The boy saving her. But this time, when the boy was hit with the gun handle, Olivia saw him stare back at her and he morphed into Alexander.




~~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER SAT IN HIS office, contemplating how to tell Olivia the truth, when he heard a scream coming from the master bedroom. “Olivia!” He ran out of his study. After the conversation he just had with his sister, he was on edge. He leapt up the stairs, taking them two at a time, before sprinting down the hallway and crashing through the bedroom door. Turning on the lights, he saw Olivia’s shaking form sitting up and clutching a pillow to her chest as if her life depended on it. Tears streamed down her face.

He ran to her, wrapping his arms around her, and pulled her close. “Olivia. What’s wrong? Was it the dream again?” He caressed her back, trying to soothe the sobs that rolled through her body.

She stared at him, at those green eyes she had just seen in her dream.

“Do you want to talk about it?” he asked softly.

“I don’t think I can.”

“Come on, love. It’ll make you feel better.” He placed a gentle kiss on her head, savoring the vanilla scent of her hair.

She took a deep breath, finally getting her crying under control. Something about being surrounded by the warmth of Alexander’s arms had a cathartic effect on her. It made everything seem okay, as if he alone could chase away her demons.

“Well, the dream was like normal, but when the guy smashed the boy’s head with the gun and he stared back at me, the boy turned into you.”

His heart dropped to his stomach and his expression turned grave.

“What is it?”

He quickly snapped out of it and pulled her body down so that she lay next to him, her head leaning on his shoulder. “It’s nothing, love. It was just a dream.”

Olivia relaxed into him but couldn’t help thinking that he was keeping something from her… Something important.













CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

TOTAL CONTROL







“CHERYL, WHAT THE FUCK is going on?!” Donovan shouted into the phone. “I thought for sure we’d have her spooked by now. It’s October, for crying out loud. We need to do something so Burnham puts you on her protection detail. I need to get someone close to her to get more information.”

“I know, sir. But he’s been with her almost ‘round-the-clock. I’ve had to keep my distance so he doesn’t catch on. I’m just as frustrated as you are.”

“Well, get it done. I don’t care what it takes. Follow her. Stalk her. Maim her. I don’t care. Just get it done.” Donovan slammed down his office phone just as a knock sounded on his door.

“What?” he shouted, his anger apparent.

“Sir,” a petite blonde woman said, cracking the door open a bit. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but Paul Flinnigan is here to see you.”

“Okay. Thank you, Susan. Send him in.”

Paul Flinnigan strode into Donovan’s office and placed his briefcase on the desk. “Let’s get down to business,” he said once the door was closed.

“Nice to see you, too, Paul.”

“This isn’t a social call, Mark,” he explained, sitting down. “I’ve got a deal worked out with the D.A. in Simon MacKenzie’s case. He will agree to plea out to a lower assault charge. It’s a felony so it will stay with him for a while. In exchange for not mentioning your name or anything else, he requests a few things. First, he wants a sum of five million dollars to be transferred into an off-shore account before he takes the plea.”

“That’s ridiculous. He may just be jerking my chain.”

“I agree so I got him to agree to a one million dollar transfer as a sign of good faith, with the remainder due upon his release from prison. That brings up the next point. The only way I was able to persuade the D.A. to plea this down was to guarantee some jail time. It will be about a year but, considering he has no priors, he will probably be released early. Now, if the remainder of the money isn’t transferred upon his release, he will go back to the D.A. and tell them about your involvement, so I suggest paying up.”

“Yeah. No problem. That’s doable.” Donovan made a quick note to get in touch with his client to arrange payment.

“One last thing, and I’ll let you deal with this as you see fit,” Flinnigan said, standing up and closing his briefcase.

“What’s that?” Donovan asked, his eyebrows raised.

“He wants to pull the trigger. When the time comes, and he’s sure it will, he wants to be the one to, and I quote, ‘Kill the bitch’.”

Donovan sat and thought about that for a minute. Could he trust Simon to do the job correctly this time? Then he realized it could actually work. Olivia knew Simon. She may be scared of him at first, but his previous incompetence could turn into an advantage.

After a few long moments of contemplation, he finally spoke. “Okay. Agreed.”




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA WOKE UP ON a Tuesday morning in mid-October snuggled next to Alexander in his bed. 

“Good morning, gorgeous,” he said as he looked into her big, beautiful brown eyes. “Have I told you today how much I love waking up next to you?”

“No, you haven’t,” she responded sleepily.

“Well, I love waking up next to you.” He flipped her onto her back and hovered over her with a look of eagerness in his eyes. Leaning down, he feathered delicate kisses across her neck as he placed his knee between her legs, pushing them open. “See, love. Sleeping naked definitely does have its advantages.”

Reaching up, Olivia grasped the back of his head and pulled him to her lips, kissing him deeply and communicating her need for him. Raking her nails up and down his back, she wrapped her legs around his waist, grinding against his erection.

“Oh, Miss Adler. You do not play fair,” he moaned into her mouth.

“Yes. I know.”

“What am I going to do with you?” Alexander asked, kissing her collarbone.

“I have a few ideas.” She threw her head back, giving him better access to her neck.

He dragged his tongue across her skin, nibbling her ear, and Olivia relaxed her legs around his waist. With his body freed, he slowly moved down her chest, worshipping every inch of her.

He took one nipple in his mouth, tugging gently as she arched her back, squirming under his expert tongue. A warmth spreading through her, she ran her hands through his messy hair.

He looked up and their eyes met. “Mmmm. Your skin tastes divine, love.”

Olivia moaned at his words.

“I have an idea.” Alexander got up from the bed, leaving her wanting.

“What is it?”

“Close your eyes,” he responded.

She glared at him in mild annoyance, waiting for an explanation. “I said… Close... Your… Eyes.” Alexander’s voice changed from sweet to stern.

Her heart thumping in her chest, she couldn’t help but obey his seductive demand.

“That’s better.”

Her eyes firmly closed, she heard some rustling from the closet and wondered what he was doing, the anticipation making her antsy. A few brief moments later, she felt him sit back down on the bed and she instinctively opened her eyes.

“What did I just say?” Alexander asked forcefully.

“Oops. Sorry.” She closed her eyes again.

“Sorry, what?” he growled, lightly pinching her nipple.

“Mr. Burnham. Sorry, Mr. Burnham.” Olivia smirked, loving the little game they were playing.

“Are you laughing at me, Olivia?” He leaned down, his breath hot on her neck, making her body tremble.

“I would never laugh at you, Mr. Burnham,” she replied, the smirk gone from her face.

“Raise your arms over your head,” he demanded.

Olivia complied with his command and felt a soft fabric being wrapped around her wrists before he fastened whatever he was using to restrain her to the headboard of the bed. There was a slight tug on her restraints and then a silky material was placed over her eyes.

“You can open your eyes now,” Alexander’s sultry voice reverberated through the still room.

Olivia obeyed, seeing that her world was dark. “But I can’t see anything,” she protested.

“That’s the point.”

She could hear the humor in his voice as she felt his breath lower from her neck down her body. His mouth hovered over one of her breasts and she whimpered, trying to move her arms to touch him. “Fuck,” she said. “This isn’t fair.”

“I know. I can be such a tease, can’t I?” He sensually blew on her nipple, causing it to harden.

She wiggled beneath him, the darkness heightening the rest of her senses.

“Hold still, Olivia,” he said fervently.

She immediately obeyed.

Alexander returned his attention to her breast, pulling her nipple into his mouth and sucking ever so gently.

She raised her hips, desperately wanting him inside of her.

“What did I just say, Olivia?” Alexander demanded.

“Sorry,” she replied meekly, lowering her hips back to the bed.

“Sorry, what?”

“Sorry, Mr. Burnham,” she choked out.

“One more move and I won’t let you come. Do you understand, Olivia?”

“Yes, I understand,” she said quietly. She loved when he was in total control of her body. It was as if he knew what she needed more than she did.

He continued trailing kisses down her stomach, slowly circling her belly button with his tongue. He placed his hand between her legs and pushed them wide apart as he lowered his mouth. “Mmmm. You smell amazing, Olivia.”

She could feel his breath on her clit. It drove her crazy.

“I can see how wet you are for me.”

Olivia moaned at the first stroke of his tongue, the surprise of his touch causing her to buck her hips.

“What did I say? Didn’t I warn you about what would happen if you didn’t lie still?” Alexander scolded, his breath still hot on her.

“Yes, you did.”

He drove his fingers deep inside of her as he continued to tease her with his tongue.

“Fuck!” she screamed, the unexpected invasion satisfying that dull ache. She didn’t know how long she would last.

“And what did I say your punishment would be, Olivia?”

She licked her lips. “That I couldn’t come.”

“Yes, Olivia,” Alexander said, his fingers still teasing her insides. “This must be torture then.”

She nodded her head fervently, scowling when he removed his fingers.

“This is for me, not for you,” he whispered into her ear. He immediately pushed into her. Olivia moaned, every inch of her completely in tune to the feel of Alexander’s skin on hers. He thrust mercilessly into her again and again, pulling out when he felt her tighten around him.

“What did I say, Olivia? No coming for you,” he panted. He thrust into her again and she moaned loudly, setting him off. He came inside her after only a few more thrusts. “Holy shit,” he grunted, collapsing on top of her. He quickly unfastened Olivia’s restraints and took off her eye mask.

“I like you all tied up,” he joked, kissing her fully on the mouth. “And don’t worry, love. Later on, I plan on giving you more orgasms than your little body can handle.” He got out of bed and went into the bathroom to take a shower.

Olivia rolled over, feeling remarkably satisfied for some reason. She drifted off, warm and comfortable in Alexander’s bed.

“Olivia, love,” she heard a short while later, waking her up. She opened her eyes and saw Alexander standing over her dressed in his suit, apparently ready for the office. She wondered for how long she had fallen back asleep.

“Hey,” she said sleepily.

“Hey,” he replied, sitting down on the bed next to her and brushing her hair away with his hand. “I need to get to the office. Stay as long as you need to. Runner has already been out this morning.” He leaned down and planted a kiss on her mouth. “I’ll miss you.”

“Come to my place tonight? Stay over?” Olivia lifted her eyebrows, giving him a sweet smile.

“I have a meeting and then I promised my brother I’d go for a drink.”

“After that?”

“Okay. I can’t say no to you.” He kissed her one more time before he headed out of the bedroom. When he reached the doorway, he turned back around. “Oh, and Olivia?”

She glanced up to see a devilish grin on his face.

“Don’t you dare touch yourself today. I want your orgasm and I plan on getting it later.” He spun around, leaving her completely speechless.













CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

PARANOIA







AFTER HER MORNING APPOINTMENT with Dr. Greenstein, Olivia returned to her house and made a quick lunch before heading to the gym for her work out. She made a salad and sat in the little reading nook by her big bay windows as she ate. Her eyes focused on a black sedan parked down the street from her house, the occupant clearly watching her. She thought it was strange, but shrugged it off, not wanting her paranoia to get the best of her. She finished her lunch, grabbed her gym bag, and headed out the door.

It was a sunny autumn day in Boston so she decided to walk and enjoy the brisk fall weather, the smell of burning leaves permeating the air. On her way to the gym, she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was following her, but every time she turned around, all she saw were hordes of locals and tourists shopping and going about their errands.

Within twenty minutes, she arrived at her building, thankful to get off the street. She wondered why, all of a sudden, she felt like she was being followed. After she swiped her key card and walked through the turnstiles, she spun around and looked through the floor-to-ceiling windows out onto State Street. She noticed a short man stop on the street and peer inside, searching until his expression settled on Olivia. His eyes locked on her, a snide smile creeping across his face. She was unable to break her own gaze from his even though her brain told her to turn and run.

“Libby, dear? Are you okay?” she heard a voice say. She snapped her head and saw Jerry sitting at the security desk, a look of concern on his face.

“Oh, yeah. Sorry,” she replied quietly. “I just spaced out for a second.” She started toward the bank of elevators, glancing over her shoulder every few seconds to see if the man was still there.

“Are you sure?” he pushed.

The elevator car dinged, announcing its arrival. Ignoring Jerry, she entered and, with shaky hands, pressed the button for her floor. “Saved by the bell,” she muttered under her breath. 




~~~~~~~~~~~




“IT WAS GREAT TO meet you, sir,” Alexander said, shaking the hand of a potential new client who was ready to award the security company a multi-billion dollar contract.

“You as well, Mr. Burnham. I’ll review everything with my associates and we’ll let you know what we decide within the next week.”

“I look forward to hearing from you,” he said, walking him toward the door just as his office phone began to ring. Ensuring his guest was heading toward the reception area, he quickly closed the door and rushed to his desk. 

“Burnham here,” he spoke into the phone in an authoritarian voice.

 “Mr. Burnham, it’s Jerry at the front desk. I’m sorry to bother you, but you should probably know… It’s about Olivia…”

“It’s quite all right, Jerry,” Alexander said. “If it involves Olivia, it’s top priority.” Over a month ago, he had instructed security to report any suspicious activities involving Olivia as a preventative measure. 

“Yes, sir. She just went to her floor. There was a strange man outside on the street just staring at her.”

“Can you send me the camera feed immediately?” Alexander asked, trying to settle his nerves.

“I’ll have the video sent to you, sir.”

“And alert me if you see anything else that appears out of the ordinary.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Thank you, Jerry.”

“You’re welcome.”

Alexander hung up the phone, his mind racing. “Martin, I need you,” he barked into his office intercom.

Within a few seconds, Martin appeared in his doorway. “Yes, sir?”

“Jerry from the security desk is sending up a video file. Get it to my sister and have her run facial recognition on it.” He stood up to leave. 

“Yes, sir. Anything we should be worried about?”

“I’m not sure yet, but we may need to add some security for Miss Adler’s safety. I have a bad feeling about this.” Alexander dismissed Martin and strode out of his office, making a beeline for the elevators. Weeks ago, he had made Olivia promise that she would let him know immediately if she noticed any suspicious activity. She failed to do so. He was fuming.

An elevator car arrived and he punched the button for the twentieth floor repeatedly, willing the doors to close quickly. He had been on high alert all day after receiving a phone call from his sister about Simon taking a plea deal. He didn’t know if Olivia was aware of it yet, but he was certain that the D.A. had been trying to reach her to let her know the details.

“Mr. Burnham,” Melanie said, jumping up from the reception desk of the wellness center as he walked through the front doors. “Libby is here. She just arrived a few minutes ago. I think she’s still in her office.”

“Thank you, Melanie.” He continued to walk down the hallway he had grown so accustomed to in the last few months. He usually only visited Olivia on the days she worked, stopping by to surprise her with lunch or just to see her smiling face, but he was on another mission altogether that day.

Approaching her office, he saw her sitting at her desk. “Olivia,” he said firmly.

She glanced up to see an intimidating figure standing in her doorway. “Alexander.” She gulped.

“What did I tell you weeks ago?” He took a few steps into her office and closed the door.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Alexander,” she replied, returning her eyes to her missed messages, not really reading anything as she was too nervous with Alexander towering over her.

“Oh, Miss Adler, I think you do.” He moved toward her desk and stood next to her, her eyes still avoiding his. He grabbed her chair and spun it around, forcing her to face him. His eyes bore down into her, wide with fury.

“So what?” she finally spat with daggers in her eyes. Standing up, she pushed him out of the way and stormed over to the windows.

He quickly followed, grabbing her and making her face him again.

“Some guy stared at me when I entered the building earlier. No big deal.” She paused for a moment as those green eyes stared down at her. “He was probably just checking out my ass or something,” she joked, hoping to lighten the mood.

“I don’t think you’re telling me the whole story, love.”

“There’s not much to tell, and don’t go all Navy SEAL on me, Alex,” she retorted with a hint of sarcasm.

His gaze softened. “Darling, I just want to make sure that you’re safe and if I’m slightly overprotective, I’m sorry. I just can’t fathom losing you.” He pulled her in close, placing a gentle, affectionate kiss on her forehead. “Now, tell me what really happened.”

“You’re damn good at what you do, you know that?” Olivia whimpered into his chest, his warmth surrounding her and making her feel safe.

“I know.”

She pulled away and walked over to her love seat, Alexander close on her heels.

“Well, all day I felt as if someone was following me. I just thought your paranoia was contagious or something.”

He raised his eyebrows. “You think I’m paranoid?”

“Yes. No. I don’t know,” she responded, irritated. “Maybe a little.”

“Well, love, it’s my job to be paranoid where your safety is concerned. Now, tell me what else happened.”

Taking a deep breath, she continued, “After I got back to my house from my appointment, I made some lunch and sat at my reading nook by the bay window in the living room as I ate it. I noticed a black sedan on the other side of the street, a block or so down, and thought it was odd. The driver’s window was open and the guy was just staring at my house. A few minutes later, I got my stuff together and headed over here. Since it’s such a beautiful day, I decided it would be nice to walk.”

“You what?!” Alexander roared, standing up quickly. “You walked here?! Are you out of your fucking mind?! Do you have any idea what could have happened to you?!” He strode over to the windows and peered down at the street, taking several deep breaths as he ran his hands through his hair.

“What’s the big deal, Alex?” she shouted, walking over to the windows and glaring at him. “So what? I walked! It’s not like it’s the first time I’ve done that.”

Taking a deep breath, he calmed his temper. “I’m being absurd,” he conceded. “I’m sorry. Please, go on.”

She eyed him suspiciously, wondering why he was overreacting. “On the walk over here, I had that feeling again, like someone was following me. When I got here and went through the security gate, I decided to turn around to see if I was just being paranoid. Outside on the street, there was a short man standing next to the building, scanning the lobby. His eyes met mine and he smiled. It was this creepy kind of smile and he just kept staring at me. I didn’t know what to do. It was like he was looking for me, but why? It doesn’t make any sense.”

Alexander caressed her small hand in his. “I know, it doesn’t. Have you heard from the D.A. about Simon’s case?”

“I have a message from her. She wanted to talk to me about a plea bargain that I guess Simon struck.” She looked up at him. “Why? What do you know?”

“Just what my sister told me. That he pled down to a lesser assault charge and will be released in a year, maybe sooner. He did get some jail time so that’s good. Apparently, he got such a good deal because he had absolutely no criminal record.”

“The D.A. warned me that would probably happen,” Olivia said, noticing that Alexander appeared to be deep in thought. “What? What is it? Do you know something?”

“What? Oh, no. It’s nothing. Don’t worry. But humor me. Let me assign a protection detail. Please.”

She sighed. “I don’t know, Alex. I think that’s a bit of an overkill, don’t you?”

“There’s no such thing when it comes to you. At least have someone with you when I’m not around. That’s all. Maybe this will be motivation for you to spend some more time with me.”

“Can I think about it?” She looked at him, pleading with her eyes.

“Well, it’s better than you flat out refusing,” he agreed.

“Okay. Good. I’ll think about it.”

“Fine. But under no circumstances are you to walk home. Come up to my office when you are done working out and I’ll have Carter escort you back to your house. Do you understand?”

Olivia glared at him for several long seconds before softening her gaze. It wasn’t worth fighting over. “Yes. I understand.”

“Good.” Alexander embraced her and looked into her deep brown eyes, pressing his mouth to hers. “I’ll see you soon, love.”




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA WENT THROUGH HER regular workout, taking it somewhat easy. She had a race that weekend and hoped to qualify for the Boston Marathon. As she was on the stationary bike, she came to the conclusion that Alexander was overreacting. She had called the D.A. immediately after he left and was told the same thing that Alexander told her. Simon was now in prison. There was no danger to her. She hated the idea that Alexander thought she needed him to protect her. She could protect herself.

After finishing her workout, she took a quick shower. Once she was ready, she grabbed her bag and headed up to the twenty-ninth floor of the building, swiping her key card for access.

“Miss Adler,” the cheery redheaded receptionist said when she stepped out of the elevator. “Mr. Burnham is expecting you. Please, go on in.” She punched a security code into the door leading to Alexander’s office.

Olivia walked down the long hallway, pausing when she heard a voice from within his office that didn’t belong to Alexander…a female voice. Remaining just outside the cracked door, her mind raced as she eavesdropped on the conversation.

“Oh, Alex, dear. I know you have no interest in going to Newport this weekend with that girl. Mummy and Daddy are throwing a charity auction. I know you’d much rather spend time with me than Olivia. You know she’s not your Olivia so stop wasting your time. I’ll make it worth your while.”

Olivia held her breath, desperate to hear Alexander’s response.

“Adele, I have plans. I can’t go with you this weekend. Maybe some other time.”

Olivia’s heart dropped. Why didn’t he just tell her off? Why was he being so nice to her?

She opened the door, anxious for Alexander to see that she had overheard. Tears formed in her eyes when she saw Adele in his embrace, planting a kiss on his neck, ignoring the obvious cringe on his face from the contact.

Alexander pushed Adele away, his eyes wide as they met with Olivia’s. Recovering quickly, Adele sauntered toward her, a smug smile on her face. “Hello, dear. You must be Alexander’s friend, Olivia. Just so you know, I’m perfectly okay with him slumming around with you for the time being. I don’t mind sharing my man with anyone. I know eventually he’ll get it all out of his system and come crawling back to me.” She pushed by Olivia and walked out of the office.

Alexander rushed to Olivia. “Darling, please. Don’t listen to a word she says. She’s crazy. I don’t know what to do about her.”

Olivia put her hand up, willing him to stop speaking. She knew what her eyes saw. The image of his arms around another woman were burned there. “I’m going to leave now, Alex. And I don’t want you to follow me.” She turned and made her way down the hallway.

“Good-bye, Miss Adler,” the receptionist called out to her as she ran through the security door and into a waiting elevator car.

Alexander appeared in the reception area just as the doors closed, and Olivia exhaled loudly.

“I guess he’s upset about something,” she heard, realizing that she wasn’t alone in the elevator.

“What do you want, Adele?” she hissed, turning to face her. “You seem to be hell bent on breaking us up. Well, congratulations. You did it again.” A lump formed in her throat as she struggled not to cry. She refused to let Adele see any weakness.

The elevator descended to the lobby in complete silence. When the doors opened, Olivia scrambled out, unable to get away from Adele fast enough.

“Well, just so you know, I’m not really sleeping with him or anything!” she shouted, causing Olivia to turn back to the bank of elevators. “I just want you to think I am.”

“Why the fuck would you want that?” she spat, glaring at the fake blonde.

“If you think I’m fucking him, then you’ll leave him. I mean, he is a good lay so I could understand why you’d stay just for that, but I have more long-term plans for him.”

“What are your plans? Take over his bank account?”

“I’m sure that’s yours, dear. It’s like the pot calling the kettle black.”

“I’m not discussing this with you, Adele. Just so you know, I’m not interested in Alexander’s money. I’m interested in him as a person. A loving, caring individual who worships the ground I walk on.” Olivia took a step closer. “He’s affectionate and kind, something you only wish you could be. And he deserves someone who treasures who he is. Not just the figures in his bank account.”

“Oh, honey. He only worships the ground you walk on because your name is Olivia. He wishes you were his friend from all those years ago. That’s all this is. It’s just his childhood obsession with Olivia continuing into his adulthood. Soon, he’ll realize that you’re not his Olivia and leave you.”

Olivia couldn’t stand it anymore. Before she knew it, her clenched fist met Adele’s face. She watched with amusement as Adele fell to the ground screaming, unable to control her hysterical laughter.

The elevator dinged and Alexander ran out. “Holy crap!” he said, rushing to Olivia and looking into her eyes. “Are you okay?”

“What about me?” Adele whined on the floor, clutching her cheek.

“Adele, I don’t give a fuck about you. You should know that by now.” He turned to Jerry sitting at the security desk who had an amused look on his face. “Jerry, Adele Peters is no longer allowed anywhere in this building. Alert my security team that, should she try to make contact with Miss Adler in any way, she should be dealt with as they deem necessary.”

“Yes, sir.” Jerry smiled. “About time, sir, with all due respect.”

Alexander nodded. “I agree.” He examined Olivia, observing that she still appeared to be rather shaken up. “That was incredible. I’ve been wanting someone to punch that little bitch for years now. I’m so glad it was you.” He planted a kiss on her forehead, leading her out of the building. Once outside, he turned to face her with a worried expression. “Are we okay?”

Olivia sighed, running her fingers through his hair. “Of course we are.”

He beamed. “Good.”

A black SUV pulled up instantly, Carter at the wheel. Alexander opened the back passenger side door, helping Olivia into the car. “I wish I could come with you, but I have some work to do. Carter will see you home safe. If you need anything, let me know.”

“I will.”

“I’ll see you later, beautiful.” Alexander kissed her briefly before closing the door to the car. He watched Carter drive off before returning to his office, the image of Olivia standing over Adele with her fist clenched making his heart flutter.













CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

OLIBIA







OLIVIA HAD A RELATIVELY uneventful remainder of her day. Carter dropped her off and did a quick sweep of the house to make sure it was safe. She made a delicious salmon dinner and settled onto her couch to snuggle with Nepenthe for a little bit. Her phone beeped at around eight. She looked at the text from Alexander letting her know that he probably wouldn’t get there until after midnight. She replied, giving him the code to the door as well as the alarm. She received a response immediately.




Alexander: You really shouldn’t be giving that to anyone. That defeats the purpose.




Olivia: You’re not just anyone. You’re my BOYFRIEND. :-)




Alexander: Say it again, love.




Olivia: Later. XOXO.




Olivia fell asleep quickly that night. After midnight, she felt Alexander crawl in next to her. She could smell the alcohol on his breath.

“Livia, you smell great,” he slurred, snuggling her, intertwining his legs with hers.

She felt his bare chest on her back, savoring the warmth of his body. His breathing became even, a perfect lullaby to fall back asleep to. When she was in that place between being asleep and being awake, she heard him whisper, “I’m going to protect you always, Olibia.”

Her eyes flung open, her heart racing. She must have been dreaming about the crash again. The only person who had ever called her Olibia was the boy with the green eyes…the boy who haunted her dreams. She brushed it off and closed her eyes, dreaming of beautiful green eyes and the man sleeping next to her.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA’S ALARM WENT OFF early the following morning before the sun was up. She turned it off, hitting the snooze button.

Alexander pulled her back to him. “Don’t go, angel,” he begged, his voice raspy from sleep.

“I don’t want to, but I have to teach a class at six this morning.” She nuzzled up to him, placing several kisses on his chest.

He flipped her on her back and held her arms above her head with one hand, caressing the side of her body with the other. “Well, I need to give you something to think about the rest of the day then.” He grinned, planting a deep kiss on her lips, lifting her tank top over her head.

“Olivia,” he growled, gawking at her bare chest. It didn’t matter how many times he had seen her with her shirt off. Each time still excited him as if it were the first. “It’s almost like you were plucked from heaven just for me.” He kissed her neck, savoring the taste of her soft skin as he moved down to her body.

His breath was warm on her breast, making her nipple become alert. He teased it, tugging and licking, his tongue circling her chest. She wanted that tongue on other parts of her body. She was on edge after not having an orgasm the day before and felt like she could fall apart in a matter of seconds.

He slowly made his way down her stomach, lifting her hips so he could slip off her shorts. He lowered himself between her legs, her breathing heavy with anticipation. She moaned when he gave her clit a quick lick.

“You like that, Olivia?”

She nodded her head, unable to make a sound.

“I said, do you like that, Olivia?” he asked sternly.

“Yes,” she replied, almost breathless from all the overwhelming sensations coursing through her body.

“Well, what should I do about that, Olivia? What do you want?”

“I want your tongue on me. On my clit,” she directed him.

He started gliding his tongue over her, sucking and licking gently.

“Is that all, Olivia?” His breath on her made her moan.

“I want your fingers inside me.”

“Your wish is my command.” He pressed a finger inside of her, making circular motions as he licked.

Her body was on fire from the electricity flowing through her core.

“God, you taste sweet,” he said, taking a break before diving back in. “One of these days I’m going to make you fuck my face.”

His words were her undoing and she screamed out his name as waves of pleasure overtook her body.

He crawled back up to her and stared at the beautiful woman panting on the bed. Propping himself on his elbow, he kissed her.

She deepened the kiss, invading his mouth with her tongue as she threw him on his back and straddled him, grinding against him, her breathing still uneven from her last mind-blowing orgasm.

“Say it, Olivia.”

“No,” she whispered into his ear, knowing exactly what he wanted. “You say it.”

“So it’s a game then, is it?”

She could feel his arousal getting harder.

“Well, I must tell you, angel. I am very competitive. I’ll do almost anything to win, including playing dirty.”

“Oh, really?” she asked, her eyebrow raised. “I like the sound of that. How dirty are you talking?”

“Oh, wouldn’t you like to find out?” He flipped her onto her back and, stripping off his clothes, knelt between her legs, teasing her with his erection. “What do you want, Olivia? I know what I want, but I need to know we’re on the same page.”

“Oh, we’re on the same page, Alexander.”

“Well, I wouldn’t want to be presumptuous,” he replied, continuing to tease her.

She was still a bundle of sensation. Just the feeling of his arousal against her was turning her on. “Okay!” she screamed, her breathing uneven as she stared at the devilish smile on his face. “You win! I want you to fuck me!”

He slammed into her, groaning. “I love when you say that, Olivia.”

She wrapped her legs around his waist and moved with the pace he set.

“God, Olivia. There is nothing like being inside of you,” he said, leaning down, softly licking and sucking on her neck. “Do you like me inside of you?” he asked, thrusting harder.

“Yes, Alexander. Yes,” she breathed out, climbing higher and higher toward the peak from which she had just come down.

“Say I’m the only one who’s filled you like this,” he commanded, his breathing becoming more and more erratic as he leaned back and stared deep into her eyes, his pace increasing.

She could tell he was close so she gave him what he wanted to hear, and she wasn’t lying. “You’re the only one, Alex,” she replied, moving with his rhythm, a familiar clenching sensation building through her core.

He felt it and nuzzled back into her neck, inhaling her delicious scent. “Come with me, Olivia.”

He emptied inside of her, the warm feeling pushing her over the edge. She shuddered around him, screaming out his name in ecstasy.

His eyes met hers as they came down from their orgasms, their breathing gradually returning to normal. “I will never tire of being naked with you, love,” he said sweetly before feathering his lips against hers.

She pulled his head toward hers, running her hands through his sexy morning hair, and deepened the kiss.

He slowly withdrew from her and picked her up, tossing her off the bed. “Shower, now,” he ordered, slapping her ass.

She jumped. “God. You can be so bossy.”

“Oh, Miss Adler, you haven’t seen bossy yet.”

Laughing, she hopped in the shower, knowing that she would probably be late for her first class that morning. When she came out, Alexander was sitting in her bed with his laptop, typing an e-mail and drinking coffee. He left a coffee for her on her nightstand. It all seemed so domesticated. And it didn’t scare Olivia at all.













CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

IN DEEP







“LIBBY!” KIERA SHOUTED WHEN Olivia walked into the empty Pilates studio a few minutes before six that morning.

“Hey, Kiera. What’s going on?”

“Not much. We need to catch up. I feel like I haven’t seen you much lately, except for Friday nights. Do I have to start booking my time through Alexander? He’s hogging you!”

“I know. I’m sorry. I’m free around nine if you want to grab coffee.”

“I can do that.”

“Great! It’s a date.” Olivia turned to boot up the audio system for the class. Her morning flew by and, before she knew it, she was heading out to meet Kiera.

“Hey, Libby,” Jerry called when he saw her run from the elevator into the building’s lobby. “Heading out?”

“Yeah. I’m meeting Kiera for coffee. I’ll be back soon.”

“Okay. Just let Mr. Burnham know, please. He’ll have my ass on a platter if I don’t tell him.”

Olivia rolled her eyes as she continued past the security desk. “Okay, Jerry. I’ll send him a text right now.” She grabbed her cell phone out of her purse and shot off a quick message to Alexander.




Olivia: Heading out for coffee with Kiera. Back soon. XOXO.




She felt her phone buzz as she turned the block, making her way through a crowd of people strolling the busy Boston streets on that sunny fall day. Reaching the Starbucks, she read the text.




Alexander: Okay. Be safe. Carter will be on watch.




Olivia groaned. He was so frustrating sometimes.




Olivia: I haven’t agreed to accept your bodyguard services yet, Mr. Burnham. ;-)




Alexander: Humor me, love.




There was that word again. Olivia didn’t think she would ever tire of hearing it fall out of his mouth. Even via text, she could just hear his lips caressing the word as he whispered in her ear. She began breathing heavily as she stood in line for coffee. The barista asked for her order and she immediately snapped back to reality, returning his text.




Olivia: Fine. :-P




She dropped her phone in her purse and ordered two coffees while she waited for her friend. A few minutes later, Kiera sauntered into the shop, making her way toward Olivia’s table.

“Hey, Libs.” Sitting down, she grabbed the extra cup of coffee. “Thank god. I don’t think there’s enough caffeine in the world to get me through this day.” She took a sip of her drink.

“That bad, huh?”

“Yeah. Well, I had a late night last night so I need it.”

“Oh, really? What were you doing?” Olivia raised her eyebrows.

“None of your business, slut. So what’s going on with you and Alexander?”

“Not a whole lot, except he’s still wonderful.” She blushed, unable to hide her enthusiasm whenever she thought of him.

“Okay, spill it.”

Olivia hesitated briefly before telling her all about her run-in with Adele the previous day. “God, it felt so good to punch that bitch. I was proud of myself for not running. If the same thing happened a year ago, I would have run as far as I could to avoid dealing with it. But yesterday…I just don’t know what came over me. I knew she was talking shit and, well…she deserved it.”

Kiera laughed, her green eyes wild with amusement. “That’s fantastic. Maybe you’ve finally stopped trying to push Alexander away. He is definitely quite the catch.” She took another sip of her coffee. “So he’s going with you this weekend to Newport?”

“Yup.”

“Nervous?”

“Yeah. A little. I mean, we’re going away together for the weekend so there’s nowhere for me to run when things get bad.”

“Oh, stop it. You’re so negative. Things aren’t going to get bad. He’s going there to support you in your race. It’s a big deal. Not everyone can run a marathon.”

“I know,” she replied, nervously tapping her nails against the black bistro table. “But I’ve never gone away with a guy before. I am looking forward to spending some time with him away from the city. We’ve only done things around here, and most of the time we’ve just been going to his place. He feels better knowing that he’s close to me. For some reason, he’s still worried about Simon.” She lowered her voice. “That reminds me…”

“What is it?” Kiera asked, her interest piqued.

“I got a call from the D.A. yesterday. I guess Simon took a plea deal. He’s pleading guilty to a lesser charge of assault and will serve about a year in jail. But with his lack of priors and over-crowding, they’re saying he’ll probably be out sooner.”

“How do you feel about that?”

Olivia glared at her. She knew how much she hated that question.

“Okay, okay. I’m sorry, Libs. I just want to make sure that you’re okay with it.”

“I am,” she admitted. “What Simon did was wrong, but I just don’t think I handled the break-up, if you can call it that, the right way and he snapped. I’m not making excuses for him, but he didn’t seem like the violent type. I’m sure this is the only time he’ll ever be in prison, ya’ know? He made a mistake and he’s paying for it. It’s all good.”

“Well, okay. As long as you’re good with that.”

“I am.”

“So getting back to Alexander all worried about Simon…” Kiera said, winking at a man dressed in a business suit as he walked past their table to order his morning coffee.

“Oh, yeah. He’s still concerned about someone attacking me. It’s sweet but, at the same time, a little overbearing.”

“I could see that.” She paused for a moment. “Have you ever thought that maybe he’s hiding something from you? I mean, he runs a private security firm and has the ability to get any information he wants. Perhaps he found out something that has him a little on edge.”

“I don’t know what he’d possibly find. No one has any reason to want to come after me so…”

“Yeah. I guess you’re right.” Kiera looked at her watch. “Crap. I need to get to the office. I have a meeting with some new client about publishing their manuscript. I barely read the damn thing so this will be interesting.” She stood up and Olivia followed, clutching her coffee.

“Well, you are the queen of bullshit. I’m sure you’ll do just fine.” She opened the door, leaving the coffee shop, waving at Carter standing on the sidewalk.

“So, what’s with the bodyguard?” Kiera muttered under her breath as they walked toward Olivia’s office building, hers being just a few blocks past that.

“One word. Alexander,” Olivia said. “He can be very domineering sometimes.”

“Oh, I bet he can. He looks like the type that would be into tying you up and having his way with you.”

“Kiera!” she exclaimed, slapping her friend.

Kiera looked at Olivia, whose face was bright red. “Oh, my god. I knew it! He’s into that shit, isn’t he?” The two girls stopped walking. “I mean, he’s not fucked up and into beating you, is he? Because that shit is so not cool. But hell, I’d go for being tied up and blindfolded.”

“I am not having this conversation with you on the street.” Olivia continued walking, a grin on her face as she thought about the previous morning.

“That is so fucking hot,” Kiera laughed as she ran to catch up with her friend.

“Okay, you’re right. It is so fucking hot.” Olivia’s face was flushed from the memories of Alexander restraining her.

“I bet it is.”

“And he gets turned on when I call him Mr. Burnham.”

“That’s sexy. I’d call him Mr. Burnham. Yes, Mr. Burnham. Whatever you want, Mr. Burnham,” Kiera said breathlessly, giggling. “I need to find a man like that. I want to be dominated.”

“It’s not like that. It’s almost as if he knows I need that sometimes. And other times, he’s so sweet and gentle.”

“So sometimes you fuck and sometimes you make love.”

Olivia froze. “No, Kiera. We don’t make love. That would entail…”

“What?” she asked, interrupting her. “That would mean you love him, and he loves you. And it’s true. So the sooner you admit that to yourself, the sooner you can move past it. Stop freaking out. I see the way he is with you. Why do you think he feels the need to protect you? Because you’re some girl he’s banging? Hell no. Because he loves you.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Fine, whatever. Keep denying it. Deep down, you love him. You may not realize it just yet, but you will. You’re in deep already, girly, though I know you’re scared to death to admit it. You need to realize that your fear of getting close to people is not real. It’s merely a product of choice, of thoughts that your mind has created. Get the fuck over it, Olivia, and let yourself be happy for once. Because, no matter what happens, you are going to get hurt in life. You can’t avoid it. But it’s so much better to have jumped into the ocean and gotten stung by a jellyfish, than to never have felt the salt water between your toes at all.” Kiera stormed away, leaving her speechless.

Olivia walked through the front doors of her building and hurried to the elevator, wanting to get back to her office and some sense of normalcy, even though nothing had been normal about her life since she had met Alexander Burnham. He entered her life in a whirlwind and had quickly implanted himself in nearly every facet of her existence. She thought about him every second of every day. And she didn’t know how she felt about that.













CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

SOMETHING MORE







“CHERYL, I NEED SOME good news,” Donovan spat into his phone.

“I wish I had some, boss. We’re getting there. He has Carter on an unofficial protection detail as of now. She noticed Matthew following her yesterday. It was good that he made it so obvious. That’s got Burnham spooked.”

“Yes, but I was hoping he’d assign you to the protection detail.”

“I know. I’m working on that. As of now, there’s no official detail anyway. From what I’ve been able to find out, she seems hesitant to agree to it, thinking it’s entirely unnecessary.”

“Well, do something to make it necessary,” Donovan growled.

“Yes, sir.” Cheryl hung up and threw the burner phone into the nearest trash bin. She walked to a nearby drug store and bought a replacement.




~~~~~~~~~~




“HELLO, MR. BURNHAM,” OLIVIA crooned into her phone.

“Good afternoon, Miss Adler. Come to my place after practice tonight?”

“Is that a question or an order?” she asked as she sat at the desk in her office, looking out the window at the bustling Boston streets below. 

Alexander chuckled, listening to Olivia’s voice, happy to break the monotony of pouring over case files. “Maybe a little of both. We’ll order sushi and watch a few movies. Take it easy. Keep you off your feet. You’ll be pounding the pavement pretty hard this weekend.”

“That’s not the only thing I want to pound hard this weekend,” she said coyly.

He inhaled quickly at her words, feeling a familiar twitching in his pants before regaining his composure. “Be there at seven, love, and be ready to leave directly from my place tomorrow when we get up.”

“So demanding.”

“Don’t you know it. Till then, Olivia...”

“‘Bye, Mr. Burnham.”

“Good-bye, Miss Adler.”

She hung up, collected her items, and headed out of her office. She sent Kiera a quick text reminding her to check on Nepenthe over the next few days.

“‘Bye, Libby! Have fun this weekend and good luck!” Melanie said as she headed out the front doors of the wellness center.

“Thanks, Mel. See you next week.”

Walking out of her building a few minutes later, a scowl crossed her face when a black SUV pulled up front. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she mumbled under her breath.

“Miss Adler.” Carter ran around to open the rear passenger door.

“Good afternoon, Carter,” she said curtly as she stared into the passenger compartment of the SUV, hesitant about getting in. If she did, she was more or less agreeing to Alexander’s ridiculous protection detail.

“Please, Miss Adler. It’s just a ride home.”

Olivia looked at her watch and noticed that she was already running late. “Fine. But only because I’m short on time.” She wasn’t in the mood to start a fight with Alexander, not when they were going away for the weekend. If he was providing her with her own personal driver for the evening, so be it.

“Thank you, Miss Adler.”

Olivia was home in record time and, after Carter did a quick sweep of her house, she began packing for her big weekend.

That evening, rehearsal with the band went by fairly quickly and before Olivia knew it, she was on her way over to Alexander’s penthouse, courtesy of her chauffeur, Carter. 

“Olivia,” Alexander said, rushing to her when he saw her walk through the foyer. She was dressed casually in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, but she still made Alexander’s heart skip a beat whenever she was near. He planted a long kiss on her lips. “Have I told you how much I missed you today?”

“Maybe once or twice, but you can tell me again.” Olivia stared into his green eyes, reveling in the warmth coming off his body. His hair was wet, and he smelled of body wash and aftershave. He had changed out of his normal office attire and was wearing a white polo shirt and a pair of jeans.

“I missed you. I missed your eyes.” His thumb ran over the corner of her eyes. “I missed your lips.” He brought his mouth to hers, kissing her softly. “And I most certainly missed your tongue.” He kissed her again, coaxing her mouth open as his tongue danced with hers before pulling back, leaving her completely breathless.

“Come, love. Sushi has arrived.” He led her down the hallway into the den. It was a spacious and homey room with a large pool table set in the far corner. Immediately in front of her was a luxurious leather sofa and a giant flat screen TV. It was the one room of the penthouse that didn’t appear to belong in a museum.

Walking over to the couch, she noticed that Alexander had set up a small feast of sushi on the large coffee table. Runner sat next to the table, begging for scraps. When he saw Olivia, he immediately ran up to her, his tail wagging.

“Hey, boy. Good to see you, too. Give mama kisses.” She leaned down so Runner could give her a few kisses on her cheek.

They sat on the oversized couch and Alexander put on Casablanca as Runner sat back down, anxious for some food to be thrown his way. Alexander, being a total sucker for that dog, fed him the occasional piece of sushi when Olivia wasn’t looking.

“I love this movie,” she said, her mouth full of yellowtail.

“I know.”

“You do?” she asked, scrunching her eyebrows in confusion.

“Yeah. You mentioned it once and I just kind of remembered,” Alexander replied nervously.

“I don’t remember that. Oh well.” She shrugged.

After grabbing another piece of yellowtail, she leaned over, surprising him with a quick kiss on his cheek.

“What was that for?” He stared at her in admiration as the sound of the opening of the movie played in the room. It reminded him of their childhood when his mother would have Casablanca on in the background as they played in the living room of his house.

“Nothing. I just love this movie. I grew up watching it. I could never understand what was actually happening but, even when I was young, I always wished I could find a guy that would look at me the way that Humphrey Bogart looked at Ingrid Bergman.” Their eyes met and she stared at him, unable to break her gaze from him as the realization washed over her that she had, in fact, met someone who looked at her that way. Runner walked over and started licking her hand, making her laugh. “Silly dog,” she said, returning her attention to the sushi feast sitting in front of her.

They finished their dinner just as Ilsa asked Sam to play As Time Goes By. Alexander snuggled up to Olivia, lying down next to her on the couch, his front to her back, and he sang along with Sam.

She giggled as he kissed her neck. There was something so familiar about what they were doing, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. It was as if she had been there before, had watched that movie with him before, and he had sung those words to her before. But that couldn’t have happened. She had only known Alexander for a few months. She shook off the feeling just as he shifted her onto her back. 

He hovered over her, gazing into her deep brown eyes, not saying a word.

“What?” she asked, trying to break the tension.

“I just like looking at you. You’re the most beautiful woman in the world.”

Blushing, she turned her head to stare at the television, not really paying attention to the movie.

“Look at me, Olivia.”

She continued to stare at the television, afraid to see the tender look in his eyes.

“Come on, love. Don’t you realize how beautiful you are?”

She faced Alexander. “More beautiful than Plastic Surgery Barbie?”

He let out a laugh as he nuzzled against her, inhaling her scent. “Much more beautiful than her. Your beauty comes natural.” He pulled back, brushing one of her curls behind her ear. “She probably shelled out millions of dollars to look the way she does.” He leaned down and kissed her lips softly. “Why do you get so shy when I give you compliments?”

“I don’t know. I just don’t take them well, I guess. I mean, I’m not the most hideous thing on the planet, but look at you. You’re fucking hot.”

Alexander laughed. “You think so, do you?”

“Ummm…yes! You could have your pick of any woman out there, who I’m sure wouldn’t put you through half the drama that I put you through…”

“Yes, but I want to be with you, Olivia.” He trailed soft kisses along her collarbone. “It’s you, Olivia. It’s only ever been you,” he whispered.

His words caused her heart rate to pick up, a warm glow spreading through her. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled his head to hers, forcing his lips against hers.

He pulled back briefly. “What made you change your ways, sweetheart?”

“What do you mean?”

Alexander rolled onto his side and Olivia followed, facing him as he continued to caress her body from her hips to her shoulder. She loved his touch. Even a simple, innocent stroke sent heat throughout her body.

“When we first met, you mentioned how you always did the ‘no-strings-attached’ thing. So why me?”

Olivia raised her hands to her face and covered it, not wanting to talk about her feelings. Her feelings petrified her.

“Look at me, Olivia,” he demanded, pulling her hands away from her face and clutching them in his own. “I’m just trying to figure out what makes you tick, that’s all.”

“I could ask you the same question, Alexander,” she whispered.

He smiled. “Well, that’s easy. I was waiting to find you and once I did, I knew you were someone I wanted to get to know, and not just for a quick fuck. Your turn, Miss Adler.”

“I don’t know if it was any one thing. We kept running into each other randomly. It was almost like someone was sending me a sign. And there was this feeling I had. After spending just a short time together, I was so comfortable with you. That’s why I told you all about my parents’ deaths. It normally takes me forever to open up to someone, but there was something about you. I felt as if I had known you my entire life.”

Alexander growled as he flipped her onto her back. “Oh, darling. I felt the same way.”

Olivia looked into Alexander’s eyes and did her best Ingrid Bergman impression, begging him to kiss her as if it were the last time he would ever taste her lips. She reached up and grabbed his face, forcing his mouth to hers, their tongues frenzied as they entangled with each other. Her body was on fire, her passion for the man on top of her at a fevered pitch.

He worshipped her, caressing and nipping from her neck down her sternum, lifting her shirt over the top of her head. Their eyes locking, the dominating man that she was so accustomed to was nowhere to be seen. Instead, in his gaze was a look of affection, a look of adoration, a look of devotion and, perhaps, something more.

Alexander pulled her nipple into his mouth, sucking tenderly and Olivia let out a quiet cry.

“Do you like that?” He looked up briefly before he moved to the other nipple.

She moaned again, bucking her hips, her body alert.

He grinned. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

She began to pull greedily at his t-shirt in response to his teasing.

“Always so needy, Miss Adler. Patience, my love,” he whispered as he lowered down her body, licking her stomach, kissing her waist. “Let me worship you.”

Olivia moaned again, her senses on overload. She bucked her hips once more, telling him to take off her jeans. Grinning, he obeyed the command she gave with her body, unbuttoning her jeans and slowly unzipping them.

“God, Alex, you’re killing me,” she breathed, throwing her arm over her head. Blood coursed through her veins, her skin oversensitive.

“I told you already. Patience, darling.”

Growling, she pushed him off her and into a sitting position, straddling him. “I’m done being patient.” She reached for his shirt and yanked it over his head, her eyes surveying his perfectly sculpted body. She could feel his erection through his jeans as she circled her hips around his waist and kissed his neck.

“Oh, no you don’t,” he said, flipping Olivia onto her back. “I’m driving.” He unbuttoned his jeans and carefully stepped out of them.

“You like the control, don’t you?” she asked when he climbed on top of her.

“Yes. And you like it when I’m in control, don’t you?”

She stared at him, deep in thought, as she considered his question.

He grabbed both her arms and pinned them over her head with one of his hands. “I know you do, Miss Adler. You love it when I tell you what to do.”

Olivia blushed and turned her head to see the Germans invading France in the movie.

“Now’s not the time to turn shy on me, Olivia. Say it. Say you like it when I’m controlling you.”

“Yes. I do,” she replied quietly, facing him once more. “It turns me on like I’ve never been turned on before.” Her heart raced with anticipation, his brilliant eyes boring holes through her soul.

“Good girl,” he said. “Now, remember what I like?”

“Yes, Mr. Burnham.”

“Oh, Olivia,” he exhaled, pushing into her, making her moan. But, unlike so many other times, he went slowly, his motions deliberate, filling her to the brim with pleasure and then withdrawing before continuing with the same movement. He was in control, but it felt so different. It was as if he was trying to tell her something with the way he entered her, planting kisses all over her body.

Her heart swelled with a strange emotion. She knew she was falling for that man, but refused to admit it to herself or anyone else. She felt so fulfilled, she thought she might cry. Alexander was pushing her closer and closer to the edge with each measured movement and her body began to quiver beneath his.

Running her fingers through his unruly hair, she pulled his lips to hers. She drew his tongue into her mouth, the sensation of his lips on her mouth and him inside her a sensory overload. He retreated, pulling her bottom lip between his teeth, softly nipping it, sending her over the edge. She came undone, the aftershocks of her orgasm trembling around him as he found his own release, pushing gently into her until the last of her tremors ceased.

He looked into Olivia’s dark eyes, his breathing irregular. She pulled Alexander’s mouth back to her own, kissing him deeply and passionately.

“That was amazing,” she said, still quivering. It was so much more than just sex. It was so much more than anything she had ever experienced in her entire life. She thought that she may have found someone with whom she could possibly spend the rest of her life. And the thought scared her. She immediately wanted to run as far away as she could, but Kiera’s words sounded in her head, telling her to just dive in.

“It was pretty fucking great,” Alexander responded, his breathing still rapid. He slid off Olivia and positioned her on her side, facing the television again, his front to her back. He grabbed a blanket and threw it over their naked bodies.

“Watch the rest of the movie, love,” he whispered as he held her in his arms.

Within moments, she drifted off, too exhausted to run.




~~~~~~~~~~




IT WAS THE SAME dream again. The crash. The green-eyed boy. The boy getting knocked out. But instead of seeing black as Olivia normally did, she remained conscious. She saw the green-eyed boy fall to the ground, and then she stared into the eyes of a man. His eyes were blue and cold and he sneered as he moved toward her in the SUV. Then a loud bang sounded. The blue-eyed man fell to the ground, blood streaming from his head. Olivia screamed.

She heard footsteps running toward the car and she inched away from the open rear driver’s side door.

“Thomas! Help me with the body! We've got to get him back in his car!”

Olivia knew that voice. It was her father’s voice. She tried to call out to him, but couldn’t.

“Jack! Let me take care of it. You’re hurt. You need to get in the car! Now!” It was Uncle Charles’ voice.

“I can do it. Just help me.”

“Get in the car and check on Olivia. Get my son in the car, too. You’re losing a lot of blood and you won’t be much good to me if you pass out. So move!”

Olivia opened her eyes when the green-eyed boy was placed in the car next to her. 

“Olivia, are you okay?” her father asked.

She simply nodded, tears streaming down her face.

“Don’t worry, Livvy. Stop crying,” he said. “Everything will be okay.” Her father shut the rear driver’s side door and climbed into the front. He reclined the seat as far as he could and closed his eyes. “Everything will be okay. Your uncle is going to fix everything. I promise.” It sounded like he was saying that more for himself than anything else.

There was a loud explosion and her parents’ car blew to pieces. Olivia straightened her spine as her Uncle Charles came running toward the SUV. The driver’s side door opened.

“Where’s Mary?” her father asked, frantically looking at the car engulfed in flames.

Her uncle hesitated.

“Where’s Mary, Thomas?” he repeated firmly.

Her uncle lowered his head, shaking it.

“NO!” her father cried out. “No, Thomas. We need to go back for her!”

“No, Jack. It’s useless. She’s gone.”

He covered his face with his hands and his body shook. Her Uncle Charles turned around and met Olivia’s eyes. She was confused. Why was her father calling him Thomas?

“I’ll take care of you, Olivia. I promise you that,” he said.

Olivia heard her father moan, apparently from pain, and then he fell asleep.

“Shit! We better get out of here.” Her uncle turned the ignition on the car and sped down the road.

Olivia cried until she slipped into unconsciousness.




~~~~~~~~~~




“OLIVIA. WAKE UP. YOU’RE crying,” Alexander said, shaking her awake. She woke up suddenly, tears streaming down her face as she tried to catch her breath.

“Darling, are you okay? You were dreaming and muttering something about your father, I think. And then you started to cry.”

Olivia sat up, completely disoriented by her dream and the inference that her father made it out of their crashed car. It couldn’t be.

“Please, Olivia. Talk to me. Was it the same dream again?”

Olivia stood up and walked over to her t-shirt and jeans. She pulled them back on, not wanting to feel so exposed anymore.

“Yeah,” she said, wiping the tears from her face. “That’s all it was. Just the same old stupid dream again. Every night of my fucking existence, reliving that crash over and over.”

Alexander sat up and stared at her, the room eerily quiet.

“Bullshit,” he finally said, breaking the silence.

“What did you say?” she asked, glaring at him.

“You heard me. I’m calling bullshit, Olivia.”

She stared at him wide-eyed, her mouth agape.

“If you think I’m believing that lie, you obviously think very poorly of my abilities.”

She started to walk out of the den, not wanting to have that conversation.

Jumping off the couch, he blocked her exit, distracting her with his very naked, very aroused body.

“You’re using your body as a weapon, Alex,” she whimpered.

“I don’t mean to. If you don’t want to talk about it now, that’s fine. I understand. But you need to trust me. Trust that I’m not going anywhere and that no matter what you say to me, I’m staying next to your side.” He pulled her close. “It’s where I’m meant to be.”

She relaxed into his embrace, cherishing the closeness of his arms.

“Bed?” he asked after several moments passed.

She looked up at him and nodded.

Bending down, he swept her into his arms.

“Alexander Burnham! You’re naked!” she screeched as he carried her out of the den, making his way through his penthouse and up to his bedroom.

“I know. That’s why I love living alone.” He kissed her fully, the dream now a distant memory.













CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

THE OLIVIA







“WAKE UP, OLIVIA. TIME to get moving,” Alexander said, nudging her awake the following morning.

She rolled onto her stomach, trying to block out the sunlight, and groaned. “I don’t want to. I want to stay in this nice soft bed and never get out of it.”

“Well, that’s a nice thought.” He leaned down and nuzzled her neck. “I could think of a few things we could do. Maybe I’ll just tie you to the bed and never let you out.”

“That would be great,” she retorted sleepily, still not wanting to open her eyes.

“I agree, but you’ve got a marathon to run on Sunday. Now, get your ass up so we can have breakfast before we hit the road.”

“Make me,” she said, a hint of snarkiness in her voice.

Alexander peered down at Olivia sprawled out on his bed, grinning. Pulling back the thin sheet, he exposed her naked body.

She turned her head to look at him as he stood over her wearing a pair of boxer briefs. “You’re going to have to do a lot better than that to get me out of this bed, Mr. Burnham.” She closed her eyes, returning her head to the pillow.

“Oh really? Is that a challenge, Miss Adler?”

She giggled. “You bet it is. Give it your best shot.”

He crawled on the bed and hovered over her, shivers running through her from the closeness of his body to hers. She glanced at him once more, wondering what he was doing.

“Face forward, Olivia.” His voice was stern and demanding. A heat spread through her.

“Yes, sir,” she mocked, a hint of sarcasm in her voice.

“I love how snarky you are in the morning.”

Running his hands up her legs, he settled on her ass and slapped it hard. She jumped and yelped. It hurt a little but it caused her heart to race even faster.

He plunged a finger inside her. “God, you’re so wet, love. Does spanking turn you on?”

She turned her head again, glancing over her shoulder at him.

“What did I tell you, Olivia?”

“Sorry,” she gulped, facing forward.

“Sorry, what?”

“Sorry, Mr. Burnham.”

“Good girl,” he said, sliding another finger inside of her. “Now, tell me. Do you like getting spanked?”

“Yes,” she replied breathlessly.

He slapped her ass again, harder. “Yes, what?” he growled.

“Yes, Mr. Burnham.” She raised her ass off the bed, squirming with pleasure.

“Do you have any idea how beautiful you look from this view? God, love. Your ass was made for me,” he exhaled, caressing her bottom. He removed his fingers from inside her before getting off the bed, heading toward the writing desk in the far corner of the bedroom. “Olivia, come here,” he commanded sternly.

She slowly got off the bed, making her way over to where Alexander stood.

“I want you to lean over the desk here and hold on to the sides. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” she replied, bending her body so her stomach was lying on the desk.

He slapped her ass again. “Yes, what?” he barked.

“Yes, Mr. Burnham,” she whimpered, gazing back at him, relishing the severe look on his face.

“What did I tell you? Keep your eyes forward.”

Olivia snapped her head forward and felt Alexander lower his shorts. He plunged into her from behind, a sudden invasion.

“Fuck!” she screamed out as he thrust into her, setting a punishing rhythm.

“I’m not going to last long this morning, Olivia,” he said, reaching around to touch her clit.

“If you keep doing that, either will I,” she breathed out.

“Good, love. Good.” His breathing became heavy and labored.

Olivia was relieved that the sweet, caring side of Alexander was nowhere to be found that morning. She needed him like this, not affectionate. The affectionate side scared her. She needed his dominant side. The one that told her what to do. The one that stayed in control. Because she felt as though she was losing control of the very thing she said she would guard with her life…her heart.

“Come with me, Olivia,” he said when he felt her begin to tense around him. She closed her eyes and immediately spiraled down, her orgasm washing over her. He thrust a few more times and then emptied into her.

He stood holding Olivia’s hips as their breathing regulated. Once they both caught their breath, he withdrew from her, leaving her exposed on the writing desk.

“Told you I could get you out of that bed, love.” He winked.

“You jerk,” she joked, running to attack him.

They fought playfully until Alexander caught her around the waist and drew her to him. “I love waking up next to you,” he said, kissing her full on the mouth.

“You’re not so bad yourself,” she replied.

“Okay. Shower now.” He slapped her ass one last time, making her jump.

After they showered, Olivia quickly got ready and headed downstairs where Alexander sat at the kitchen island, reading the newspaper. Runner sat by his side, anxiously waiting for table scraps.

“Runner, nobody likes a beggar. Just because I’m sitting at the breakfast bar doesn’t mean I’m eating.” The dog cocked his head at Alexander.

“Oh, come here, boy,” Olivia said, walking over to the kitchen counter. She opened a cookie jar and took out a treat. “Here you go.” Runner sat, wagging his tail, waiting. He gently took it in his mouth and ran off to enjoy his doggie biscuit.

“What would you like for breakfast?” she asked as she made herself a cup of coffee.

“Please, allow me,” Alexander replied, standing up and ushering her out of the kitchen. “You go relax and I’ll take care of breakfast.” He placed a kiss on her cheek and walked her into the living room. “Stay off those feet. You’ve got quite a few miles to run this weekend.”

She gazed at him as he made his way through the kitchen, pulling a few pans out. Over the past few months, he had become accustomed to her tastes in food. She ate relatively healthy, liking to splurge on something decadent once in a while. It was a big weekend for her, so he made her one of her favorite breakfasts…egg white omelette with tofu, broccoli, mushrooms, spinach, and feta cheese.

“This is fantastic,” she complimented a few minutes later as she sat at the breakfast bar next to Alexander, savoring the taste of her meal.

“I’m glad you like it,” he replied. “Are you looking forward to getting out of town for the weekend?”

She took another bite. “Actually, I am. I’ve never been to Newport before.”

He stared at her, wide-eyed. She really had no idea about her past. “Oh, really?” he asked after a long pause, trying to gather his thoughts.

“Yeah. Weird, I know. I’ve lived in Boston off and on for almost the last decade and I’ve never been to Newport, so it will be nice to have the extra time there to walk around a bit. You’ve been before, I’m assuming?”

“Um…yeah, I have.” When Olivia mentioned she would be going to Newport that coming weekend, he knew he had to go with her. She still had some family in there, mainly on her mother’s side. What if someone recognized her? He knew it was nearly impossible that someone would recognize this beautiful twenty-seven-year-old woman as that same six-year-old little girl who died in a car crash, but that still didn’t settle his nerves.

Regardless, he was worried that being back in Newport could trigger some more memories and he wanted to be there to do damage control if it did. He felt guilty for keeping the truth from her, but maybe that was what had been keeping her alive.




~~~~~~~~~~




“HOLY CRAP! THIS IS a great car!” Olivia exclaimed, getting into the passenger side of Alexander’s Maserati Gran Tourismo convertible.

“Well, it’s supposed to be a great weekend, so I figure we might as well take the convertible.”

“I think the valet guys are going to cream themselves when you pull up with this bad boy.”

“I love how sometimes you speak like a trucker. Glad all that private school education and those etiquette classes paid off.”

“Yeah, sure. I hated all that shit in high school. It was ridiculous. Imagine if my head mistress could see me now… Slumming it on Comm. Ave. in Boston. Oh, the horror,” Olivia joked, knowing that she lived in one of the most upscale areas of the city.

Alexander pulled onto I-93 heading south and they drove most of the way to Newport in relative silence, the wind making it difficult to hold a conversation without shouting. Crossing the bridge to the harbor town, he gradually made his way down America’s Cup Boulevard before pulling into a marina.

“Where are we?” Olivia asked.

“We’re at the marina,” he replied, smirking.

“Well, I figured that much, smartass, but what are we doing here?”

“You’ll see.” He had a huge grin on his face as he drove up to an awning attached to a building that read “Newport Yacht Club”. He threw the keys to the valet and instructed him to hold the car there for someone to come for the bags.

“What are you up to, Alex?”

He grabbed her hand and pulled her into his body. “Patience, love,” he whispered.

He led her down a dock as she gazed over the beautiful crystal water and all the boats. Stunning yachts lined the docks, the size of each one mesmerizing. She couldn’t even fathom how much one of them would cost to buy and then maintain.

Stopping at the very end of the dock next to a yacht, Alexander turned to Olivia, beaming.

“What is this?” she asked skeptically.

“I don’t want you to freak out so just let me explain.” He glanced to the enormous vessel behind him. “This is my boat.”

She raised her eyebrows. “I don’t know if you could call that thing a boat. It’s more like a floating kingdom. It’s got to be over a hundred feet,” she marveled.

“Yeah. It is,” he answered excitedly. “And I named her after my childhood best friend who, you recall, shared your name. I didn’t want you to overreact, but I really wanted to share this with you.”

Olivia gazed into his brilliant eyes, observing an excitement in them she had never seen before. Returning his smile, she planted a soft kiss on his lips. “Thank you for sharing this with me, Alex.”

Beaming, he clutched her hand in his and led her toward the gangway and up the ramp.

Martin appeared on the main deck. “How was your drive, sir?”

“Great, thanks. Please go get our things out of the car. The valet is holding it for now.”

“Yes, sir.” Martin walked briskly off the yacht and onto the dock.

“After you, darling.” Alexander led Olivia into the main cabin, his hand on the small of her back, and gave her a brief tour. To the left sat the living room, which he referred to as the salon. It was rather large with gorgeous wood flooring throughout. Just past that was an exquisite dining room, complete with a state-of-the-art kitchen. To the right led to a small hallway with a rather large master bedroom. There was another small bedroom across the hall, as well as a study.

Downstairs, there were three guest rooms and the crew quarters. The upper deck housed another lounge area in addition to an outdoor dining space. The entire yacht was rather spacious and Olivia was floored at the enormity of it all.

As they stood admiring the view off the main deck, she turned to him, overwhelmed by his wealth. “So, um…business must be good.”

He chuckled. “Yes. You could say that. Lots of people need my trained mercenaries.” He winked. “But don’t call them mercenaries. The U.N. doesn’t really like that word.”

She clung on to his arm as he led her toward the master bedroom suite. “Don’t worry, love. Your secret’s safe with me,” she said, poking fun at his term of endearment.

“Are you mocking me, darling?”

“I would never,” she replied in faux shock.

“You better run, Olivia. I have plans for you.”

She squealed and ran down the hallway into the suite, tripping over Martin as he was dropping off their bags.

“Oh, Miss Adler. I apologize.”

“Don’t worry about it. Blame your boss.” She laughed.

“I’d rather keep my job,” he responded, slightly smiling.

Alexander appeared in the doorway. “Thank you, Martin. Please co-ordinate with Carter. I have additional security arriving later in the day.”

“Yes, sir.” Martin turned to Olivia. “Enjoy your day, Miss Adler.” He walked out of the master suite and down the hall into the study.

Olivia looked at Alexander when she was sure they were alone. “Additional security?” She raised an eyebrow at him.

“Yes. Sometimes it’s an occupational hazard.” He shrugged.

“Why? What’s going on?”

“I can’t really talk about it, Olivia.” He turned to his suitcase and began unpacking his things. “It’s nothing important and you shouldn’t worry about it at all. It’s more of a precaution than anything.” He hated misleading her. The additional security had nothing to do with him and everything to do with her. He always made it seem as though someone could come after him for a job-related issue, but the chances of that were slim to none. However, Carter had seen a black sedan tailing Olivia several times now. He wanted additional security in Newport, just to be on the safe side.

“Come on, love. Get that worried look off your face,” he said, coming up behind her as she put some of her toiletries in the bathroom. Looking at her reflection in the mirror, he could see that her eyes were red and puffy. “Have you been crying?” He spun her around, making her face him.

“No. Don’t be stupid,” she stated, wiping her eyes. “Just let me finish unpacking.” She tried to push Alexander out of the way, but he stood in place, not letting her pass, staring down at her.

“What if something happens to you, Alex?” she cried, her chin quivering. “That scares me to death. I’ve lost too many people. I finally let myself get close to someone again and now I’m frightened that I’ll lose you, too.” As he pulled her into his chest, she struggled to suppress the urge to grab her bags and run as far away as possible. A voice in her head was telling her to push Alexander away and she was starting to think that she needed to listen.

“Hey. Hey. It’s okay. You have nothing to worry about with me. I’m not going anywhere. Someone will have to drive a stake through my heart to ever take me away from you. I mean that. I promise that I will always be here to look out for you.” He continued soothing her tears.

Olivia took a few deep breaths and pulled away from his chest, meeting his compassionate eyes. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why that set me off. I’m just overly emotional for some reason. I think nerves about this weekend are getting to me a little,” she lied, not wanting to admit that she felt everything had started to spin out of control. She hated the feeling and could only think of one way to regain control…the only way that had worked in the past. She wanted to run but she kept hearing Kiera’s words in her head, telling her to take a risk for once. She wanted to, but at what cost?

“That’s understandable, sweetheart.” He grabbed a tissue and wiped her eyes. “Come. Let’s go to lunch and then do something fun. Are you ready?”

“Yes.”

Alexander took her hand in his and pulled her out of the master suite and off the yacht.




~~~~~~~~~~




“I HAVE TO SAY, Miss Adler, that I’m looking forward to christening my yacht with you this weekend,” Alexander said after the waiter dropped off a dozen oysters as they sat at an outdoor café right on the water.

“You’ve never had sex on it?” Olivia glanced at him, wide-eyed.

“No. I haven’t,” he replied very matter-of-factly.

“Hmmm.”

“What is it?”

“I don’t know. I just figured you would have taken some girl on it at some time and, well…rocked the boat.” She grabbed an oyster and slid it down her throat. 

Alexander chuckled in obvious amusement. “Cute.” Sighing, he admitted, “No, Olivia. Sadly, she is still a virgin ship.”

“Well, let’s see what we can do about that.” She raised her eyebrows in a playful manner.

Alexander felt his phone buzz again. He reached into his pocket and took it out, seeing that it was Martin. “I’m sorry, love. I should take this. It’s the fifth call within the hour.”

“That’s okay. I understand.”

“Thank you.” He pressed the answer button on his cell phone. “Yes, Martin. What is it?… What?!… When did this happen?… Okay… Yes… Handle it for the time being and we’ll discuss how to proceed.” He hung up, fuming.

“I won’t ask if everything is okay because it does not appear that it is,” Olivia remarked, taking a drink from her wine glass.

“Well, something has happened.” He eyed her and took a deep breath. “I don’t mean to frighten you, but the alarm on your system went off about an hour ago.”

She glanced down at her watch. “It wouldn’t have been Kiera. She’s at work. She’s not supposed to feed… Oh, my god!” Her eyes grew wide in terror. “Is Nepenthe all right?”

“Yes. He’s fine. A window triggered the alarm. Martin had another agent go over and check the house. They took Nepenthe to my place for the time being until we can sort everything out. I’ll let my pet sitter know to keep an eye on him, too.” He grabbed another oyster and tipped it back into his mouth.

Olivia stared off into the distance, breathing deep, trying to resist the urge to leave the table and run. With each passing moment, things were spiraling downward.

“Olivia, darling. Are you okay? Talk to me.”

“What is going on?” she hissed. “I mean, really going on? I feel like you’re keeping information from me. I would really appreciate it if you were straightforward and honest with me. If you don’t think that I’ve noticed your little protection details lately, you must think very little of my intelligence. I know you’ve been having one of your guys watching me whenever we’re not together. So why? What is it?”

“I’m just trying to keep you safe.”

She glared at him. “If you really wanted to keep me safe, you would tell me what the fuck is going on.”

Alexander exhaled loudly, throwing his napkin onto the table in front of him. “I know. I should have told you this earlier.”

Her heart began to race.

“Remember that guy from the bar all those weeks ago?”

She nodded.

“Well, he’s the same person who bailed Simon out of jail and probably paid for his attorney, as well. He’s using a fake name but his real name is Mark Kiddish. He is a very bad, very powerful man. He is a professional ‘cleaner’. Do you know what that is?”

She shook her head as she attempted to process everything Alexander told her.

“A professional cleaner is someone who ties up loose ends, mainly for politicians and other high-ranking government officials. Why he’s interested in you, I am not sure, but he is not a good guy. So, yes, I am absolutely guilty of having some of my protection teams watching you, but I need to know that you are safe, okay? This guy is a very real danger. I understand that no one has tried anything yet, but I don’t want to take any chances with you.” He felt guilty for not telling her everything but he just couldn’t. Not yet, anyway.

“I appreciate that, Alex. I really do,” she said after processing his words. “But you should have told me. You can’t keep trying to protect me by withholding information. If you don’t tell me these things, how can I trust you? I need to be able to trust you. You’ve never given me a reason not to, but you can’t just make decisions based on what you think is best without asking me.” She still couldn’t shake the feeling that he wasn’t telling her the whole story. Why would anyone want to harm her? She had money, yes, but that was no reason for someone to target her. 

“So you approve of the additional security?” Alexander looked at her, hopeful.

She thought about it for a minute before sighing loudly. “If it makes you happy, yes. Fine.”

Alexander swooped her hand from the table and held it to his lips. “That would make me extremely happy.” He placed a kiss on her hand.

Olivia avoided his eyes and gazed out over the ocean, needing to do something to silence the voice in her head that was growing louder with each passing moment. She knew her time was running out.




~~~~~~~~~~




“DONOVAN. IT’S CHERYL. IT worked. She’s out of town this weekend with Burnham, but upon her return, I have been assigned to her security team.”

“That’s wonderful news. We need to continue to give him a reason to think she needs that security so don’t back off.”

“I won’t.”

“Now that we can get you close to her, I need you to start getting information from her. The old man hid her identity and faked her death. I need to tie up these loose ends. That box containing all those documents is still out there somewhere. We need to get our hands on it. You’ll need to help her try to remember where it is.”

“And you’re certain she’ll know?”

“I’d bet my life on it.”













CHAPTER THIRTY

MEMORIES







THE SUN FILTERED THROUGH the master suite, waking Olivia on Saturday morning. She rolled over and gazed at Alexander as he slept, a peaceful look across his face. He didn’t wake up in the middle of the night screaming or crying like she did. She wondered how much longer he would want to be woken up every night with her cries. The little voice in her head was back, telling her to run before she fell too far. Needing to quiet that voice, she did the only thing she could think of that would help. Swinging a leg over Alexander, she sat on top of him, realizing she may already be in too deep.

His eyes flung open, a look of surprise crawling across his face before turning into a mischievous smile. “Mmmm. This is a nice way to wake up,” he said sleepily.

Leaning down and planting kisses down his jaw, she ground against his hips and could feel his erection grow.

“Don’t start anything you have no intention of finishing,” he groaned.

She studied him, his eyes hooded as he moved his hips beneath her, the voice in her head finally silent. “Oh, Mr. Burnham.” She batted her eyes. “I have every intention of finishing.” She lowered herself and pulled on his earlobe. “Again. And again. And again.”

Alexander growled and flipped Olivia onto her back. A smile crawled across her mouth at his forceful action. “I’ve been quite enjoying myself as we’ve christened your boat this weekend, Mr. Burnham.”

“As have I, Miss Adler,” he replied, positioning himself between her legs. He leaned down, kissing her neck. “As have I,” he whispered as he slid into her.

She bit her lip as he moved gently inside of her. He took his time, his movements slow and deliberate. Olivia didn’t want him gentle. She wanted him to be rough with her. The voice was back and grew louder with each affectionate thrust.

He nipped at her neck, tracing a line down her jaw and tugging at her earlobe, savoring every moment. “You are one incredible woman,” he said. “God, I love being inside of you, Olivia.” She ran her fingers up and down his back, her touch sending shivers through his body. “Just one touch and I’m ready to lose my mind.”

“Faster, Alex. Please,” she begged as she wrapped her legs around his waist, desperately bucking him with her hips.

“No, love. I want you to feel me. Do you feel this?” he asked as he continued his slow movements, the closeness almost unbearable.

“Yes, Alexander. I feel it.” And she knew that he wasn’t just talking about his erection inside her. He was talking about something else entirely.

The voice grew louder.

Alexander’s breathing became labored as he picked up his pace, maintaining a quick, but gentle rhythm. Leaning down, he delicately pulled on Olivia’s nipple with his mouth, sending her over the edge. She moaned his name as she trembled. The feeling of Olivia pulsating around him in absolute ecstasy caught him off-guard and he soon found himself coming down from his own orgasm, collapsing on top of her.

She held his head to her chest, stroking his hair and forehead beaded with sweat.

“That was a fantastic way to wake up,” he stated once his breathing slowed down.

“I’m glad I could be of assistance.”

“Come on, beautiful. Up and at ‘em.” He pulled Olivia up with him, leading her into the shower. “Big day today. Let’s go get all your race stuff.” He turned on the water, testing the temperature.

She groaned, leaning against the bathroom wall. “Can’t I just spend one entire day in bed with you?” It's the only way I can try to dull this voice telling me to run, she wanted to say to him.

“That sounds like heaven, but it will have to wait. At least until next week sometime,” he replied, winking.

He held out his hand and helped her step into the shower. The entire time, Olivia was thinking that she may not make it to next week.




~~~~~~~~~~




“NERVOUS, LOVE?” ALEXANDER ASKED as they left the race expo, Olivia clutching her race packet.

“A little bit, I guess.”

“Let’s take a drive. It’s a beautiful day, and you still haven’t really done much exploring around this town.” He opened the car door for her, helping her in.

“Well, that’s because someone kidnapped me and used me as his sex-slave over the past few days.” She giggled. “Kinky bastard.”

Alexander turned the ignition on his convertible and gave her a sly grin. “That I am.” He maneuvered his car out of the parking lot and drove through the streets of Newport, heading to the other side of the town.

“I like it when you take control in bed,” Olivia said out of nowhere, hoping he would take the hint and stop with the slow, emotional sex. She needed it rough. It was the only way.

He glanced across the car at her, wondering what had brought that up.

“I used to never let anyone be like that with me,” she continued. “I always needed to maintain complete control in bed. That way, it was easier to kick out whoever it was. I guess I always wanted to remain a cold-hearted, detached bitch. It’s less painful.”

Alexander was floored by her admission. He knew she had attachment issues, for obvious reasons. She had her family ripped from her when she was so young and had very few memories on which to fall back.

“That’s what I go to therapy for. You’ve been so good about not asking questions and I am thankful for that. I’ve been trying to get over my issues and my dreadfully overpriced therapist has been helping me get close to people again.”

“I’m going to have to thank him or her, then.” He grabbed her hand and kissed it.

“You’re my first boyfriend, you know. I would never date people before you.” She stared out the window as the landscape changed from small houses to larger estates, wishing that talking about things would silence the increasingly loud voice in her head.

“Well, I’m glad you changed your outlook on the whole boyfriend thing,” he remarked. “I’m glad you gave me the opportunity to get to know you.” He pulled the car into a parking lot. “We’re here.”

“Where?”

“Are you up for a little walk?” he asked, opening the door for her.

“Of course. It’ll be a nice little warm-up for tomorrow.”

Alexander led her out of the parking lot and down a few blocks onto a rocky path. “This is the cliff walk. It follows the beach and all the old mansions on it.”

As they walked, the ocean rolled in far below them. Olivia basked in the warm sunshine and ocean breeze, inhaling the salty sea air. High on the cliffs, gorgeous, sprawling mansions sat overlooking the coast, forcing memories to flash through her mind.

They walked for a while, Alexander pointing out the various estates. “This is the Breakers,” he said after a while. “Probably one of the most well-known of the Newport mansions.”

Olivia turned her attention to the enormous estate. “It looks so familiar.”

“Well, probably because of how famous it is,” he replied nervously.

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” she responded, deep in thought. Everything seemed so familiar to her, as if she had been there before. It wasn’t just that mansion. It was all of it. The roads. The trees. The houses. The ocean. The cliffs. Everything.

As they made their way down the walk, her mind raced with various scenarios of how she could know that area of Newport so well when she never recalled visiting there.

The voice was back and Olivia had a strange feeling that her entire world was about to come crumbling down on top of her.




~~~~~~~~~~




“HEY, DO ME A favor. Take a right up here onto Webster,” Olivia ordered as they drove on Bellevue a half-hour later, heading back to the marina .

Alexander looked at her with a questioning look.

“Just humor me, please.”

He hesitated before sighing loudly. “Your wish is my command, princess.”

She smiled weakly as he put on his blinker and turned his car onto Webster.

“Here. Slow down a little, please.” She gazed out of the car at the large estates on her right. “Okay, stop. Pull over.”

He obeyed, albeit reluctantly, and parked the car on the side of the road.

She got out and started walking up the street.

“Where are you going, Olivia?” Alexander asked as he jumped out of the car, following her on foot. He cringed when he realized where they were.

“Alex, I know this house,” she replied quietly, looking at a large home behind a wrought iron fence. “Why do I know this house?”

“I don’t know, love,” he lied. He knew the house well. The first few years of her life, Olivia had spent a great deal of time there…her grandparents’ home. “Please, get back in the car before someone hits you.”

She continued to stare, pressing her hand against the brick of the pillars holding the entry gate and running her fingers against the nameplate bearing the words Harrison House. She stood there for several long minutes, trying to force a memory that just wouldn’t come. Finally, she shook her head and turned to go back to the car.

The voice grew louder.

The car was eerily quiet on the way back to the marina. Alexander knew his time was running out. Olivia had started to remember certain things. It would probably only be a matter of time until she put two and two together and realized who he was.

The remainder of the afternoon passed with relative unease between the two, neither one wanting to address the elephant in the room… Olivia not wanting to talk about why she knew that house, fearful it would bring up shadows of the past, and Alexander worrying that she was starting to remember.

Mentally exhausted, Olivia decided to lie down and take a nap before dinner. Alexander left her to sleep while he attended to some business. She curled up in the comfortable king-sized bed and pulled the covers tight around her. She dozed off within minutes.




~~~~~~~~~~




“OLIVIA, DARLING. COME GET ready. Our guests will be here shortly,” her mother yelled across the massive lawn.

Olivia looked to her right where the green-eyed boy stood covered in dirt. “I’ll race you.” She giggled. “Loser has to worship the ground the winner walks on for all eternity!”

“That’s not fair!”

“Ready! Set!” Olivia ran through the large front yard of her family’s enormous estate as she shouted, “Go!”

“Olibia’s a cheater!” the little boy complained, chasing her.

Olivia reached the front steps first, jumping up and down, cheering for herself as she turned to watch her friend take the last few steps toward her.

“She cheated, Aunt Marilyn,” the boy complained.

“Olivia, darling, you need to play fair.”

“I’m sorry, Mama.”

“You know better than that. That’s no way to play with your best friend, is it?”

“He cheats sometimes, too,” Olivia said, winking at her friend.

“It still doesn’t make it right. Now upstairs with you. You’re both filthy. Everyone will be here soon.”

“Where’s Daddy?” Olivia asked.

“Oh, sweetheart. You know how it is. Your daddy has a very important job and he can’t just leave it to be with us whenever we want him to.”

“Okay. When can we go to the beach, Mama?”

“We’re going to the beach house next week for the entire summer, love. Now I mean it. Go clean up. Your grandparents are expecting you both to look like civilized human beings for once.” She winked.

The two children stumbled up the stairs into the large playroom. Her mother entered the room a few minutes later to help them clean up and change. Soon, they were dressed in their spring-time best. Olivia’s mother grabbed the two kids by the hand and walked them down the hall to the music room.

“One song before our guests arrive?”

“Yes, Mama! Play us a song!” Olivia squealed with delight.

Instead of sitting down at the grand piano, her mother picked up an acoustic guitar and checked its tuning.

“This one is for you, my two favorite babies…” She looked toward where the green-eyed boy and Olivia sat, both kids excited about her performance. She began playing the opening measures of The Beatles’ I Will.

“Dance with me, Olibia?” the green-eyed boy asked, holding his hand out to her.

“Okay,” she replied, grabbing his hand.

They danced awkwardly across the room as the green-eyed boy sang along with Olivia’s mother, never taking his eyes off her. When the song ended, the green-eyed boy got down on one knee, morphing into an older Alexander. He opened a small ring box.













CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

READY TO RUN







OLIVIA WOKE UP, SCREAMING and gasping for air through the tears that flowed uncontrollably. She ran to the shower, needing to cover up her sobs in case Alexander had heard her. Turning on the water, she stripped out of her clothes and stepped into the shower, letting the water flow over her body. Tremors coursed through her as cries consumed her.

It was that house. It was in her dream. Was it there because she saw it earlier that day, or did she really spend time there when she was younger? She didn’t know.

Then she remembered how happy she was when she danced with the green-eyed boy. Who was the green-eyed boy? What happened to him? Why did everyone she was close to disappear from her life? Why was she so incredibly alone? What did it all mean? 

Her mind raced as she tried to figure it all out. Alexander was there. The green-eyed boy morphed into him. He got down on one knee. There was a ring.

It all made sense. Kiera was right. She could see it in his eyes, not only in her dreams, but when he looked at her on a daily basis. The love Alexander had for her was apparent. And that was the one thing that scared Olivia most. Love. It chilled her to the core. Because once you loved, you could lose. She didn’t know if she could deal with that pain.

Her sobs overtook her again as she cried even louder. The voice was back and it was screaming at her to run. Something about that place and everything going on with Alexander made her realize she had lost all control. She needed it back.




~~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER HUNG UP THE phone in the study after getting a status update from Marshall, one of his top security agents. He thought about everything that had happened that weekend. He knew some places could be triggers, but he hoped she wasn’t remembering her past. Her lack of memory could be the only thing that had protected her all those years and was still keeping her safe.

As he was deep in thought, he heard a loud cry.

“Shit. Olivia!” He bolted down the hallway toward the master bedroom. Scanning the empty room, he heard more sobs muffled by the shower. He walked quietly toward the bathroom, drawing his side-arm and taking off the safety. He kicked the door open slowly and saw that Olivia was alone in the shower, sobbing uncontrollably.

“Oh, my god, Olivia!” Quickly putting the safety back on his gun, he placed it on the counter and jumped into the shower fully clothed. “Olivia, please. Talk to me.” He pulled her into him, trying to soothe the tears that had overtaken her entire body.

She cried into his chest, not caring how unattractive she looked at the moment. She remained in his arms, thinking about everything and what it all meant. After a few long moments passed, she got her breathing under control, her crying subsiding. “Your clothes are all wet,” she said quietly.

“Oh, love, that’s the least of my concerns right now. I’m worried about you. What happened?”

“It was just that stupid dream again,” she replied, her eyes shifting to stare at the soap dish.

“I know how hard it must be for you to relive that day every night. Sometimes you just have to let yourself have a big cry to release all the pain you’re holding inside. You always try to stay strong, ignoring the past, but you can’t keep it all inside, love. It will destroy you.” He tilted her chin up so he could stare into her eyes, the water still cascading over her naked body. “It will destroy me, too.”

His words chilled her to the bone. What was she doing to him? She didn’t want to hurt him but, at the same time, she couldn’t cope with all the pain she had been dealt in the past. At some point, he wouldn’t want to deal with all the drama anymore. No one would. He would leave her, just like everyone else in her life.

It was at that instant that everything became incredibly clear. She knew what she had to do. She needed to listen to the voice. She resolved to do the one thing she could in order to maintain control over the situation. She needed to distance herself from Alexander. She had gotten too close to him, too fast, and the only one who would end up hurt would be her. She couldn’t let that happen again. She would get through the weekend. Then she would push him away. It wasn’t what her heart wanted, but she needed to do this for her own survival.

“I’m sorry I’m such a mess,” she said, a blank expression on her face, void of any emotion.

“Don’t apologize, Olivia.” He brushed her hair out of her face. “You’re a beautiful mess.” He winked.

“I feel better now.”

Alexander saw her face and realized the panic had passed. “Good,” he said, kissing her deeply, which she only half-heartedly returned. Pulling away, he studied her. “Are you sure everything is okay?”

“Yes. I’m just cold and pruning. I need to get out of this shower.”

He turned off the water and stepped out of the tub before grabbing a towel and wrapping Olivia in it. “Feel better?” He rubbed her arms, warming her up.

She gazed into his brilliant green eyes. A tear escaped at the thought of not seeing those eyes first thing when she woke up in the morning.

Alexander reached out, catching the tear.

“Sorry. Just a straggler,” she explained, leaving the bathroom. She turned to look as he stripped out of his wet clothes. She stared for a moment, wanting to savor everything about the man in front of her. She knew her time with him was limited.

“See something you like?” he asked, placing his hands on his hips and showing off his manliness. Olivia couldn’t help but laugh. “There. I knew I could put a smile on your face,” he joked as he grabbed a towel to dry off, unable to shake the feeling that Olivia was slipping from his grasp.




~~~~~~~~~~




THAT EVENING, ALEXANDER TOOK Olivia to a quaint restaurant right on the marina where they had a pleasant dinner, albeit relatively quiet. Olivia brushed off her silence and blamed it on nerves about the following day. That eased Alexander’s fears somewhat.

After their main course and before dessert arrived, Olivia excused herself to use the ladies’ room. She walked through the crowded restaurant, finding the hallway where the restroom was located. As she pushed open the door, she nearly ran into an older woman who was trying to exit.

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she exclaimed, staring at a woman in her seventies with a gentle face, her graying hair pinned back.

“Oh, it’s…” The woman stopped when she saw Olivia and stood still for several long, uncomfortable moments.

“Are you okay?” Olivia asked, staring into her eyes. They seemed so familiar, but she couldn’t place where she could have possibly seen the woman before. Nothing that day seemed to be making any sense.

The woman snapped out of her thoughts. “Yes, I’m sorry. You just remind me of someone.” A smile spread across her face, touching her eyes as if recalling a fond memory. “Do you live around here?”

“No. I’m in town for the marathon. I live in Boston.”

“I have some family members running tomorrow, as well. Gosh, you just look so familiar. Are you sure that you’re not from around here?”

“No. I grew up in Charleston. This is actually my first time in town.”

“Well, welcome to Newport. My name is Rose. Rose Harrison.”

“Olivia Adler,” she replied, extending her hand.

A look of surprise crossed Rose’s face, her jaw dropping. “I’m sorry. What did you say your name was, dear?”

“Olivia.”

The older woman’s face went pale.

“Are you okay? You don’t look too well. Do you need to sit down?” Olivia held her arm, walking her to a chair in the vanity area of the restroom.

“Thank you, dear.” She sat down, her hands shaking.

Olivia sat next to her. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine, dear. I just need a minute. I was just reminded of someone I knew long ago. My little granddaughter was named Olivia.”

“Was?”

“Yes. She passed away. You look just like her mother.”

“Oh. I’m sorry for your loss, Ms. Harrison.”

“Please, child. Call me Rose.”

“Okay, Rose. Can I help you back to your table?”

“Would you?”

Olivia reached out, helping Rose stand up, and walked her to her table where her husband sat. After making a little small talk with both of them, she excused herself and made her way back to the ladies’ room before returning to Alexander.

“Well, that was interesting,” she said dryly, taking her seat.

“What was, love?”

“I nearly toppled over some poor woman in the restroom and when she heard my name, she looked as if she had seen a ghost.” Olivia looked out at the harbor, the lights of the yachts twinkling on the dark ocean.

“Oh, really? Why’s that?” he asked, taking a drink from his wine glass.

“She had a granddaughter named Olivia who, I guess, passed away and, apparently, I look like the girl’s mother.”

“What was her name?” Alexander asked.

She looked at him, questioning him silently with her expression.

“Reason I ask is I spend some time here and I’m just wondering if it’s someone I know.”

“Her name was Rose Harrison.” She returned her gaze to the marina, wanting to shake the feeling that she was supposed to know that woman for some reason.

Alexander remained quiet, his face showing no emotion at the fact that Olivia had just met her grandmother.













CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

THE VOICE







OLIVIA WOKE UP AT five the following morning so she could have enough time to get ready and walk the mile to the start line of the marathon. As she went about her routine, she kept glancing at Alexander as he slept so calmly and peacefully. She wondered if she could really push him away, but she had to. Ever since she made her decision, the voice had grown quiet. She had to regain control of the situation and the only way to do that would be to leave him and Boston. He would move on and find someone else to make him happy. Happiness wasn’t in the cards for Olivia. 

Looking at her watch, she saw it was time to head to the start line. She grabbed her race stuff and walked over to the large bed.

Alexander stirred, looking at her. “Getting ready to leave?” he asked, rubbing his eyes.

“Yes. I should get a move on.”

He threw off the covers and stood up.

Olivia gaped at his naked body. God, I’m going to miss looking at that, she thought to herself.

“Good luck, darling,” he said as he pulled her into his arms. “You’ll do great.” He gave her a quick kiss on the lips.

Deepening the kiss, she kissed him as if it would be the last time she ever kissed him. She knew his kisses were numbered and she wanted to remember every single one. She pulled away and walked out of the master bedroom, leaving him behind.

The weather was a bit chilly on her walk to the start line, but the crowds of people congregating on Newport made her excited. There was something about the buzz of adrenaline at the start line of a marathon that Olivia had become addicted to over the years. She loved the feeling in the crowd of participants right before the starting gun went off. There were people who were running their first marathon and there were people who were running their hundredth.

She got to the starting line and encountered thousands of runners already milling about in the darkness of the early morning. She found a spot to sit down and ate her bagel as she waited for the race to start. She relaxed and mentally prepared herself for what she was about to do. Before long, they were calling everyone to line up in the starting corrals. It was a sea of people and Olivia loved it.

“This is it,” she said just before the starting gun went off. Once it sounded, she made her way to the starting line and began running at a conservative pace, not wanting to go out too quickly and burn out halfway through. 

She had a lot to think about on her run. Many times, she tried to talk herself out of leaving Alexander, but every scenario she came up with only ended with him leaving her in the end. The voice grew louder every time she began to reconsider fleeing. She had gotten too close to Alexander and her feelings petrified her. She needed to leave before she could no longer silence the voice.

The miles zoomed by as she thought about leaving Boston and where she would go. A beach in Florida sounded like a nice place to go this time of year.

She hit mile twenty-five and looked at her GPS watch. She was right on pace for a sub-three-thirty finish. She still had some juice left in her legs so she went for the final push, picking up her speed.

Nearing the finish line, she spotted Alexander in the crowd cheering her on. It warmed her heart to see him there, supporting her, even if it was only fleeting. She pushed harder and crossed the finish line with a final time of three hours and twenty-eight minutes, which meant that she qualified for the Boston Marathon. It was the moment she had worked and trained for and she knew she should have felt happy, but she didn’t. She didn’t feel anything. She felt empty. She knew that it was because, after tomorrow, she would no longer see Alexander. It made her heart ache, but there was no other way. Like he said, she would only destroy him, too.

As she made her way through the finish line chute, she grabbed her finisher’s medal and found Alexander just outside of the runner’s area. He ran over to her, picked her up, and swung her around. “You did it!” he exclaimed. “I’m so proud of you, Olivia.” He put her down and kissed her.

She pushed him away. “Gross. I’m all sweaty and salty.”

“I like you salty,” he remarked, grabbing her hand and leading her out of the crowd. His enthusiasm was infectious and she couldn’t help but weakly smile. She wanted to cherish that moment. She knew it would be one of her last moments of joy.




~~~~~~~~~~




“FEEL BETTER NOW, LOVE?” Alexander asked from the bed when Olivia emerged from the shower. He gazed over her beautiful silhouette as she walked through the master bedroom in only a towel, her long hair dripping with water.

“Yes. Thank you,” she responded dryly.

There was something off. He had noticed it the day before. She seemed like an empty shell, completely void of emotion. He didn’t know what to make of it. The previous day, she had blamed it on nerves about her upcoming marathon. He thought she would return to her normal self after the race but, even at the finish line, when he thought she would be thrilled for achieving her goal, she was distant. Aloof. Empty. He could see it in her eyes. The spark was gone. He needed it back.

Olivia made her way through the bedroom and sat at a small reading table. She could feel Alexander’s eyes glued to her. She turned her head to look out the expansive windows, not wanting to peer into his vibrant green eyes. Everything still seemed so familiar as she watched sailboats float by. In the distance, she could faintly make out a military fort. She knew she had been there before. It was Fort Adams. How did she know that?

A lump formed in her throat as she thought about what it could all mean. The house yesterday. The dream. The green-eyed boy. She was losing her grasp on things. Her life was fine before Alexander walked into it that night back in August. Since then, she slowly began to lose control of her own feelings. She had started to let him in, and she regretted it. Life was better when she kept everyone away. That’s what she needed to do again. Keep everyone away. And get her heart back from Alexander.

She finished brushing her hair and walked back into the bathroom, throwing her long locks into a ponytail before slipping into a pair of yoga pants and tank top. She met Alexander’s eyes in the mirror, her heart stopping.

He kept his gaze trained on hers, even when she tried to hide her eyes. He saw it. The emptiness was there. He hadn’t seen that look since the night he first met her. At that instant, he knew she was slipping from him. There was only one way for him to regain the control he desperately needed.

“Olivia,” he said sternly, waking her from her thoughts as she finished getting ready. “Get out here.”

His voice was powerful. She couldn’t help but obey. With a blank expression on her face, she walked out of the bathroom, staring into Alexander’s brilliant eyes that were hooded with an emotion she had never seen before. She could almost see the struggle within those eyes.

“Come here, Olivia,” he said forcefully. She followed his command, walking over to the edge of the bed where he sat waiting for her.

He couldn’t bear to look into her cold, distant eyes. Getting up, he strode over to the chest of drawers.

She turned around to see what he was doing.

“Face forward, Olivia,” he barked.

She obeyed again, her breath quickening. She liked it when he told her what to do. That she could deal with. She could turn everything off and just submit to him. What she couldn’t deal with was the slow, emotional sex that seemed to occur more and more lately.

As Alexander strode back behind her, she felt his body heat, the proximity overwhelming her senses. She would do whatever he said, then leave him. She would play the part he needed her to play. She would make him think he had control of the situation. But, no matter what, she had to leave him. She would only destroy him if she stayed.

Alexander placed a blindfold over Olivia’s eyes. The room was silent except for their breathing.

“Lift your arms, Olivia.”

She obeyed and Alexander raised her tank top over her head.

“Place them at your side,” he commanded.

She did as she was told, her heart racing and her breathing becoming heavy.

He grabbed one hand and brought it behind her back, joining the other hand. Wrapping a silk tie around her wrists, he bound them together.

“Good. I like you tied up,” he whispered against her neck, causing her hair follicles to stand on end. Her body tingled in anticipation. She heard the rustling of clothes around her and could only assume that Alexander had stripped out of his t-shirt and jeans. Seconds later, she felt two strong hands grip her waist. Instantly, a tongue was on her stomach, circling, sending tremors through her core.

He swiftly lowered her yoga pants, helping her step out of them, holding her steady at her hips.

He pressed against her and she could feel his erection.

“Kneel, Olivia,” he ordered.

Alexander helped her maintain her balance as she lowered herself onto the ground, kneeling on the hardwood floor.

“Don’t sit back on your heels,” he commanded. “That won’t work for what I need from you right now.”

Her heart raced. She raised herself onto her knees.

“Open your mouth,” he said quietly. She could feel him right in front of her and immediately obeyed.

He slowly slipped his arousal into her wet mouth, pushing in and out in a slow rhythm. Pressing his hand against the back of her neck, he held her head in place.

She met his motion, licking and dragging her tongue across his length, moaning every so often because she knew he liked that. This was all about convincing him that she wasn’t going to leave so she gave him exactly what he wanted. She felt him harden and knew it was only a matter of time before he lost it. She gently bared her teeth.

“Fuck, Olivia,” he exhaled, pumping into her mouth with more vigor before pulling out.

She frowned from the loss of contact. She was actually enjoying pleasing him like that.

“Ask me, Olivia,” he demanded, his breathing labored.

The room remained silent as she tried to gather her thoughts.

Alexander reached down and grabbed her ponytail, tilting her head back roughly. “I said, ask me, Olivia,” he growled. “Beg me, Olivia. Beg me to come in your mouth.”

Fuck, she thought. She loved it when he told her what to do. How could she possibly even think of leaving him when he was like this? His words set her entire body on fire.

“Please, Mr. Burnham,” she said sweetly. “Please come in my mouth.”

Alexander moaned at her soft voice begging him. It was what he needed at that moment. It was what he always needed. That way, he felt in control of a situation he knew he was losing all control over.

He rubbed his erection against her lips, commanding her to open her mouth wider. She did and he pumped mercilessly, finding his release in seconds. There was nothing like coming inside her, but coming in her mouth was a close second.

When the last of the aftershocks ceased, he withdrew from her mouth and helped her to her feet, crushing his lips against hers. His tongue explored the place his arousal had just been, tasting himself in her mouth. It made him harden again. He led Olivia, blindfolded and bound, over to the bed.

As Alexander readjusted her restraints over her head and helped her lie down, she grew breathless. She could feel his eyes searing down into her body and her stomach clenched. She felt like she was going to come from the anticipation alone.

Sensing Alexander hovering over her body, she squeezed her legs together, desperately needing some sort of release. He planted rough kisses against her neck, his tongue trailing down her chest. He bit down on her nipple, causing her to scream out from a combination of pleasure and pain.

“Do you like that, Olivia?” he asked with a hint of amusement in his voice.

She simply nodded, unable to form a sentence from the unique sensations running through her.

“Tell me you like it, Olivia. Say the words. Tell me I’m the only one who can set your body on fire like this.” He continued torturing her with his tongue, tracing circles around her nipple, sucking and biting gently.

Her body shook in absolute ecstasy. His words rang through her brain and she realized that this was his way of reminding her how much she needed him. It was true that he was the only one who could make her feel like this, but it didn’t change anything. Still, she said the words he desperately needed to hear. “Yes, Mr. Burnham. It’s you. You’re the only one who makes me feel this way,” she exhaled.

He could tell Olivia was on edge and about to go over. It was working. He was regaining his control. He could feel it. He pressed his lips against hers, softly at first before deepening the kiss into an impassioned exchange.

She moaned, Alexander’s tongue invading her mouth sending sparks throughout her entire being. Wrapping her legs around his waist, she began thrusting her hips against him, hoping he would get the hint. She needed some sort of release.

“Oh, no, Olivia. I don’t think so. I’ll fuck you when I’m good and ready and not a moment sooner.” He looked down at the girl lying on his bed, ready to fall apart at any minute. He had her right where he wanted her…where he needed her. He lowered his mouth to her neck, nipping gently as he made his way down the rest of her body, sucking and biting as he went.

He positioned his mouth between her legs and Olivia could feel his hot breath on her. “Mmmm. You’re so wet for me,” he said.

“Fuck…” She didn’t know how much more she could take. She was ready to agree to anything if he would just make her come.

“Ask me, Olivia,” he said.

Shivers ran through her body in response to his primal tone. For an instant, all thoughts of running disappeared. She was living in the moment of complete and utter ecstasy. Nothing mattered at that point. Not her past. Not her dreams. Not the memories threatening to come forward at any minute. No. The only thing that mattered was Alexander and making him happy.

“Please, Mr. Burnham. Lick me…” Her breathing became heavy, her flesh burning from the proximity of Alexander’s mouth to the most sensitive part of her body.

“Lick you where, Olivia?” he asked. “I need you to tell me where.”

“You know where,” she responded, a grin on her face.

His heart warmed. For the first time since the previous day, she looked like her old self. There was a smile on her face. He wanted that smile to stay. He slowly lowered his mouth back between her legs and softly licked her clit.

Olivia moaned, the simple act of his tongue on her about to make her shatter into millions of pieces. Her nerves stood on end and she knew that she was on the brink of falling over the edge with Alexander. And the thought didn’t scare her at that moment because she knew he was the type of person to catch her, no matter what.

“Come on, Olivia. Don’t fight this,” he breathed. “You know you need this. Now give me your pleasure.” He returned his tongue to her and slid two fingers inside her.

She shuddered around him, her orgasm consuming her entire core as the aftershocks coursed through her body, knowing that no one else could ever make her feel as full and complete as Alexander.

He raised himself up to her mouth and crushed his lips to hers, forcing his tongue in her mouth. Taking the blindfold off, he gazed into her eyes. He smiled at the beautiful woman lying beneath him. It worked. The spark was back.

But so was that voice.













CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

TIME TO GO







THE FOLLOWING MORNING, OLIVIA woke up early, thinking about what the day would bring.

Throughout the previous day, the voice grew louder and she knew she couldn’t stay. She went through the motions, giving Alexander what he needed so he didn’t become suspicious. She smiled during the extravagant celebration dinner he had arranged on the veranda of the yacht. She giggled at his affectionate words as they shared a bottle of champagne. She was playful during the multiple times they had sex throughout the course of the evening. She played the part she had to play so that she could run. Her survival depended on it.

During the night, while Alexander was fast asleep, she wrote him a letter explaining everything. She planned to slip it into his suitcase after they were done packing. She didn’t want to leave him with no explanation, but she just couldn’t do it face-to-face. She knew it was cowardly, but she didn’t care. He would convince her to stay, only to leave her broken-hearted later.

Looking over at Alexander as he slept peacefully, she ran her fingers up and down his chest, playing with the little tufts of hair. It was the last morning she would be waking up next to him, and the thought broke her heart. 

“Mmmm…” he groaned sleepily.

“Shhh…” she whispered, placing her finger over his mouth. “Don’t talk.” She climbed on top of him. “I’m in charge this time.”

She wanted one last time with him, but she needed to be in control. It was the only way she could distance herself from her feelings. She cared deeply for him and that made leaving him even more difficult, but she had to. She would only destroy him, too, and she could not have that on her conscience.

Her hips circled Alexander’s waist and she felt his erection grow. She slowly eased herself onto him, taking him inside of her, relishing the feeling of completeness. She began to move against him, trailing kisses down his chest. Grabbing his hands in hers, she held on as she said good-bye to him the only way she knew how. She took her time with him, wanting to cherish and remember every spark, every tremor, every feeling.

Alexander noticed there was something different about her. She was slow and deliberate in her motions. There was a closeness that had never been there before, but when he looked into her eyes, they seemed distant and empty again. He held on for as long as he could, but once he felt Olivia shatter around him, he joined her. There was no screaming or moaning of names as there usually was when they had sex. This time it was quiet. The only sound in the room was their heavy breathing.

He sensed there was something wrong, and he knew he had to get Olivia back to Boston.




~~~~~~~~~~




“COME BACK OVER LATER, love?” Alexander asked, helping Olivia bring her luggage up to her house. “I’ve had Nepenthe brought back so he’d be here when you got home.”

“Thanks. Maybe I’ll just stay the night here, if you don’t mind. I’d like to spend some time with Kiera. I feel like I’ve been a bad friend lately.”

Alexander pulled her into him, kissing her forehead. “Of course. I understand. Thompson is out front, keeping an eye on things. I’ll miss you terribly, but you deserve some time to yourself.”

“I’ll miss you, too,” she whispered, trying to hide her emotions. This was the final good-bye and she couldn’t even say everything she wanted to. Punching her code into the keypad, she opened the front door, quickly disarming the system. “I’ll see you in my dreams,” she said, turning to Alexander as he was getting into his car.

He blew her a kiss just as she closed her front door. She leaned against the wall and all of her emotions over the past few months came flooding forward as tears began to flow.

She cried for all the missed kisses. All the nights she decided to stay at her house instead of going over Alexander’s place. All the times she could have gone up to his office to see him but, instead, stayed in her own office. All those missed opportunities to be close to him. She cried for herself. But mostly, she cried for Alexander. Her beautiful Alexander.

She wasn’t in love with him, but even if she were, she didn’t know what love felt like. If it felt the way she was feeling at that moment, she was okay with running from it. She had never been in so much pain in her life. She needed to leave before the pain became so unbearable that she couldn’t survive.

Nepenthe came up to her, purring as he rubbed against her. “Ready for a new adventure?” she asked, drying her eyes with her sleeve. Nepenthe continued to rub against her, purring even louder. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

She ran up to her room, and grabbed some clothes and her running sneakers. She packed up her acoustic guitar and left everything else as it was. Looking out the front window, she saw a black SUV sitting watch. She didn’t recognize the person behind the wheel. Carrying her bags, she walked down to her basement and out the back door to her Audi sitting in the rear alley, loading the few items she chose to take into the car. She went back inside and put Nepenthe in his large cat carrier, packing his food and some toys. Placing her cell phone on the kitchen counter, she left behind the only life she knew.

Her heart beating wildly, she drove her car down the back alley, fearful that her protection detail would notice. When she finally merged onto the Mass Pike and determined that no one had followed her, she let out a breath, her tense body finally relaxing.

Looking in the rear-view mirror at the city she had grown to love, she knew she had made such a mess of everything.

It was time to go.

Again.













CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

THE RIGHT THING







ALEXANDER WENT TO THE office on his way home to brief the security team that would be protecting Olivia. There were a total of six people assigned to her, with Carter taking the lead in delegating jobs and duties.

“Sir, if it’s okay, I think it might be best if we have a female look after her at night. It just might make more sense, especially considering we would be staying in one of her guest rooms.” 

“Yes, absolutely. That will only be necessary on the nights she is not with me. You’re one of my best agents so you’ll be on this full-time. I don’t want anything to happen to her.”

“Of course not, sir,” Marshall replied, the other agents nodding their heads in agreement.

“Okay then. I think we’re all set here. Carter, you’ll take the first shift tomorrow. Thompson is over there now, but since she’s comfortable with you, I’d like for you to arrange a time for her to meet the rest of the team.”

“Yes, sir,” he replied as Alexander walked out of the conference room. A few minutes later, he was on his way to his penthouse, looking forward to seeing Runner.

He was nearly knocked over when he opened the door to his home. “Hey, buddy. Happy to see me?” Runner kept jumping up, trying to lick Alexander’s face, his tail wagging. “Easy, buddy. Let me unpack and then we’ll go for a walk, okay?”

Runner heard the word walk and started running around with even more excitement. “Silly dog,” he commented, bringing his suitcase upstairs into the master bedroom. He threw it on the bed and started to unpack.

When he was almost done, an envelope caught his eye. It had his name written on it in Olivia’s handwriting. He looked at it, confused. His heart sank as he read the letter contained in the envelope.




Alexander,

I hate that I’m writing this letter, but I now know that it needs to be written. First, let me say that the few months I’ve known you have been the best in my life. You have opened my eyes to new things and my heart to new feelings, and I treasure every moment I was able to spend with you. My only regret is not spending more time with you.

I realized something over the weekend. Something I wish I hadn’t come to terms with. But, the truth is, I will never be able to make you happy. And I wish that wasn’t the case. I have so much baggage and I know I will only hold you back in the end. I want you to be happy, but you will never have that with me. I will always be pulling away from you, scared that you’ll leave me. It’s hard enough for me to write this letter knowing that my heart is aching. But this heartache is nothing compared to what it will be when you have to move past me.

When I look at you, I see this beautiful, normal human being. And then there’s me with all my craziness. And I know at some point you won’t be able to handle all the crazy anymore. I’m just preventing you from wasting your time waiting for me to sort out my issues. Because I don’t think I’ll ever be able to.

I just have one wish and that’s for you to move on. Forget about me. I know it will be hard. But one day, eventually, the sun will shine a little brighter and someone new will walk into your life to make you happy. Someone who will fill that missing piece of your heart.

This is more than just good-bye. I know I will never gaze into those eyes of yours again. Those beautiful green eyes that have haunted my dreams since we met. I need to let you go. Those eyes are no longer mine to gaze into, your lips not mine to kiss, your heart not mine to possess.

What we had was beautiful. But then I came and made a mess of everything with all my baggage. And that’s what this is. One big, beautiful mess that I need to walk away from. Call it self-preservation.

I wasn’t lying when I said I would see you in my dreams. It’s where I can always hold you close and dear and never let go. And, from now on, I will cherish those dreams.

 Olivia




Alexander sank onto the bed. How could she try to control his happiness? This wasn’t her decision to make. He didn’t care how many times she closed up or tried to push him away, he would never leave her. Why couldn’t she believe that?

He ran downstairs and grabbed his cell phone off the kitchen island. He pressed Olivia’s contact, his heart thumping in his ears as the phone rang. After several rings, her voicemail picked up. “Shit!” he yelled. He grabbed Runner’s leash and called for the dog to follow him. After descending down to the garage, he ran to his car, Runner close behind. He knew it was a desperate move, but maybe if Olivia saw Runner, she would reconsider.

Alexander sped through the rush hour downtown Boston traffic and slammed on the brakes outside of Olivia’s house, grabbing Runner.

Thompson ran out of the black SUV, catching up with his boss. “Everything okay, sir?” the ex-Marine asked.

Alexander had a grim look on his face. “I’m not sure, but you’re free to go. I’ll take over for now.” He took the steps up to the front door and banged on it.

“Olivia!” he bellowed. “Open up! We need to talk!” He listened.

Nothing.

He knocked again.

Still nothing.

He punched the numbers into the keypad on the door and then disarmed the security system.

“Olivia? Are you home?” He scanned the house, letting Runner loose. He ran up to the master bedroom. It looked as though someone left in a hurry, clothes scattered all over the place and hangers thrown on the ground. He ran back downstairs before throwing open the door to the basement. Dashing down the stairs, he saw how she had gotten away unnoticed by the protection detail sitting out front. Opening the back door, he looked into a small alley that ran behind the entire block. 

“Fuck!” he screamed as he ran back upstairs and looked for Nepenthe. She wouldn’t abandon an animal, no matter how desperately she wanted to disappear. His heart sank when he saw that the cat’s food and bowls were missing. He walked into the kitchen and let out a loud sob when he saw her cell phone sitting on the counter.

He fell to the floor, leaning against the kitchen cabinets. Runner came up, nuzzling into him. “She’s gone, boy. The only woman I’ve ever loved is gone.” He pulled the dog close to him and sat there processing everything for what could have been seconds or hours.




~~~~~~~~~~




“OLIVIA? ARE YOU IN there?” a female voice sounded, bringing Alexander back to the present. “Libby?”

He stood up and saw Kiera walking into the kitchen.

“Oh, Alex. I’m sorry. Where’s Libby?”

He simply stared at her, his eyes swollen and red.

“What happened? Is something wrong?” Kiera asked.

“You could say that,” he replied, his voice an empty shell. “She left, Kiera. She ran. I don’t know where she is.” He sounded lost as he stared out the windows in a complete daze.

“What do you mean she left?!” Her voice was panicked. “When will she be back?!”

“I don’t think she will.” He looked back at the clock in the kitchen and saw that it was past nine at night. Almost instantly, he snapped out of his stupor. “I need to go, Kiera. I need to find her.” He had been sitting there for nearly four hours…four hours he could have been looking for her. He did the math in his head. She probably had about an eight-hour head start on him. That was such a long time. She could be anywhere.

“Alex, wait. She’s done this before and, well…she just doesn’t want to be found. Give her time. I went through this with her right after she graduated from college. She will come back. But if you try to find her, you might just push her even further away.”

“How do you know she’ll come back?” he asked. “She told me to move on and I just don’t think I can do that, Kiera.”

“I know, Alex. I know. But she always comes back. It may not be tomorrow, or next week, or next month, or next year but, eventually, she will.”

“Why? I don’t understand.” He swallowed hard, trying to subdue the knot in his throat.

“Running away is the only thing she knows how to do when she’s scared. When she was growing up, everyone who said they would always be there for her…left. So she pushes everyone away.”

“But, I love her. I’ll never leave her. I need to find her…”




~~~~~~~~~~




AROUND THREE O’CLOCK THE following afternoon, Olivia pulled her Audi in front of a beach house. She found the rental in a newspaper when she stopped for gas the previous night and immediately agreed to pay for six months up front, sight unseen.

“It’s perfect,” she said, grabbing Nepenthe out of the back seat, thankful he didn’t mind car rides.

“You must be Miss Adler,” an older gentleman said, walking down the front deck to meet her.

“Yes. Mr. Robinson?”

“That’s me.”

Olivia found the envelope with the cash and handed it over to him. He gave her the keys and left her to take in her surroundings.

Amelia Island, Florida. It was perfect. Small and quaint. Not overrun with tourist traps that plague most Florida beaches. And she found a great three-bedroom house on the north end of the island right on the water. It was exactly what she needed to help clear her mind and move on. A little sun and sand could do wonders for the soul.

Then why was Alexander the only thing on her mind? She wondered how he reacted when he got her letter, if he even found it. She felt guilty for leaving town without telling Kiera and Mo, but it was necessary. It had to be done.

She unpacked the few things that she brought with her, setting up Nepenthe’s bowls and pouring him some fresh food and water. He ran over and began to eat, purring in appreciation. She collapsed on the couch in the large open living room, exhausted from her long drive. She hadn’t eaten since breakfast the day before, but she had no appetite.

“If this is what a broken heart feels like, I did the right thing, didn’t I, Nepenthe?”

The cat looked up from his bowl, a scowl across his face from his meal being interrupted. She grabbed a blanket off the back of the couch and pulled it over her. She fell asleep, listening to the crash of the waves from the Atlantic Ocean, thinking how it was her worst birthday yet.




To Be Continued…













A Beautiful Mess Playlist




Follow this playlist on Spotify here.




Honky Tonk Woman - The Rolling Stones

Paradise By the Dashboard Light - Meatloaf

Something Like Olivia - John Mayer

Pride and Joy - Brandi Carlile

The Blower’s Daughter - Damien Rice

Your Song - Elton John

Sleeping to Dream - Jason Mraz

Brighter than the Sun - Colbie Calait

MoneyGrabber - Fitz & The Tantrums

Misery - Pink, featuring Steven Tyler

Gorilla - Bruno Mars

Martin - Zac Brown Band

As Time Goes By - Dooley Wilson

Never Gonna Leave This Bed - Maroon 5

I Will - The Beatles

Beautiful Goodbye - Maroon 5

Go Your Own Way - Fleetwood Mac













A Beautiful Mess Acknowledgements







Writing these books has been a labor of love. This all started out back in January, 2013 when I got the crazy idea to just start writing. I’ve always loved to read, something I think is becoming lost on the younger generation these days who prefer to sit in front of a game console. Where’s the adventure in that?

Growing up, I remember my father taking me and my two sisters to the library every week, and we were so excited to be able to pick out new books to read. So I guess the first people I need to thank are my parents, Don and Linda Martin, for instilling a love of reading at such an early age. I recall being able to read when I was barely out of pre-school, and I don’t think I ever stopped. I’ve always preferred it to watching movies, which is ironic considering I work as a producer, but there’s something magical about reading. It’s like being able to direct your very own movie in your mind.

And I can’t leave out my support system since I was in diapers. My two sisters, Melissa Morgera and Amy Perras, who, when I told them I had written not one but three novels, didn’t look at me like it was the craziest thing in the world. They were so excited that they both wanted to read it immediately. A lot of our antics growing up made its way into the book, as did the basis for a few of the characters. I couldn’t imagine life without my two sisters.

Another huge thank you is to one of my oldest and dearest friends, Kerri Deschaine. Without Kerri in my life, there would have been no Kiera in these books. Kerri was my inspiration for the character. She is a fierce friend who would bend over backwards for you, and support you no matter what. And I’m forever grateful that we met in a dingy fraternity basement at UMASS Lowell.

And of course, I need to give a huge huge thank you to my betas who enthusiastically agreed to help, not really knowing what they were getting themselves into. Your words of encouragement stayed with me during this whole process, even when the little doubt fairy paid a visit saying I’d never sell a copy, except to maybe my mother.

Lynne Ayling, Karen Emery, Natalie Naranjo, Stacy Stoops, thank you all for your thoughts on what worked and what didn’t. I have to admit, I was so nervous sending my manuscript out to you all. My hand was literally shaking as I hit send on each of those e-mails. I was so worried that I just wasted the last six months of my life on something that totally sucked. So thank you girls for telling me that it doesn’t suck and for your enthusiasm about the project!

Last, but certainly not least, I need to thank the love of my life. My husband has been nothing but supportive through all of this. When I finally told him that I had written three novels, he stayed up almost round-the-clock reading all the books. Then he began reaching out to all his friends and acquaintances and convinced them to check out my Facebook page. Instead of doing any of his work, he became my very own publicist. When I was going through my manuscript, editing it like a madwoman so I could get it published ahead of schedule, he made breakfast and lunch for me on a daily basis, bringing it up to me on a tray, while I toiled away over my manuscript. I’m so happy that he believes in these books as much as I do. His support has been overwhelming. Stan is my Alexander.

Can’t wait to do it all over again with A Tragic Wreck.


[image: Image]


[image: Image]


A TRAGIC WRECK

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages for review purposes. If you are reading this book and you have not purchased it or won it in an author/publisher contest, this book has been pirated. Please delete and support the author by purchasing the ebook from one of its many distributors.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or, if an actual place, are used fictitiously and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

Published by Tracy Kellam, 25852 McBean Parkway # 612, Santa Clarita, CA 91355

Edited by Kim Young, Kim’s Editing Services

Cover Design: Cat Head Biscuit, Inc., Santa Clarita, CA

Cover Image Copyright Sweet November Studio 2014

Used under license from Shutterstock.com




Copyright © 2014 T. K. Leigh

All rights reserved.


Table of Contents




Chapter One - Moving On

Chapter Two - Something

Chapter Three - Hot Trail

Chapter Four - All I Know

Chapter Five - Empty

Chapter Six - Okay

Chapter Seven - Found

Chapter Eight - New Leaf

Chapter Nine - Five Little Words

Chapter Ten - Feel Again

Chapter Eleven - Humanity

Chapter Twelve - Broken

Chapter Thirteen - A Step In The Right Direction

Chapter Fourteen - Gone

Chapter Fifteen - The Apple Of My Eye

Chapter Sixteen - Last Night

Chapter Seventeen - Overboard

Chapter Eighteen - Belong

Chapter Nineteen - Team Olivia

Chapter Twenty - The Hurt

Chapter Twenty-One - Help Myself

Chapter Twenty-Two - The Sure Bet

Chapter Twenty-Three - A Favor

Chapter Twenty-Four - Out Of Control

Chapter Twenty-Five - A Chance

Chapter Twenty-Six - Wrecked

Chapter Twenty-Seven - Solace

Chapter Twenty-Eight - Second Chances

Chapter Twenty-Nine - Home

Chapter Thirty - Selfless

Chapter Thirty-One - Following

Chapter Thirty-Two - Coming Together

Chapter Thirty-Three - Like A Princess

Chapter Thirty-Four - Mine

Chapter Thirty-Five - Clarity

Chapter Thirty-Six - Not Gone

Chapter Thirty-Seven - Strawberries And Champagne

Chapter Thirty-Eight - Come Clean

Chapter Thirty-Nine - An Agreement

Chapter Forty - Too Soon

Chapter Forty-One - Oh So Hot

Chapter Forty-Two - The “L” Word

Chapter Forty-Three - Self-destruction

Chapter Forty-Four - Answers And Questions

Chapter Forty-Five - Scared

Chapter Forty-Six - Slipping Away

Chapter Forty-Seven - Ball Of Fire

Chapter Forty-Eight - As Good As Dead

Chapter Forty-Nine - Again

Chapter Fifty - I Will

Chapter Fifty-One - Complete

A Tragic Wreck Playlist

Acknowledgements













CHAPTER ONE

MOVING ON







AS SARAH OLIVIA ADLER sat on the front deck of the beach cottage she had been hiding in for the past few weeks, the glow of the setting sun behind her casting beautiful shadows over the ocean, she thought about all the decisions she made that led her to that point in her life. This would be a perfect oyster throwing deck, she thought to herself, fighting back the tears that threatened to fall at the memory of eating oysters with Alexander. Sighing, she grabbed her wine glass and retreated back inside.

As far as rentals went, she had found a pretty good one. The two-story ocean front cottage on the north end of Amelia Island had an old-school beach house vibe to it that made her feel safe. She loved listening to the hardwood floors creak as she walked through her refuge on the coast. The salty air blew in through the large windows that adorned each wall. There was an open and airy quality to her new home that she relished. It was peaceful. No one there knew her name, and she liked it that way.

 Olivia had been avoiding all sorts of technology since she arrived in Florida, not wanting to deal with the reality of what she had done. She got scared and she ran. Again. Her shrink was right. At some point, her friends would give up on her, sick of her always leaving and running.

They’d be better off without me in their lives, she thought.

October gave way to November and the weather began to cool off a bit. Olivia spent her days reading on the beach, trying to avoid all romance novels. She kept to herself, content to be a recluse.

She ran a lot. It helped to clear her mind of everything to do with Alexander Burnham. She ate dinner on her deck most nights, watching the waves roll in. She dreaded nighttime. The nightmares always found her. Often, she woke up screaming, clutching her heart, and then began to cry when she realized that Alexander was no longer there to soothe her sobs. His arms were no longer there to calm her breathing. And every night, she continued to see his face in her dreams, uttering those five little words that had changed everything… It will destroy me, too.

Olivia loved the mornings as the sun rose over the Atlantic, the sky a soft orange. If a storm was coming in, the street by her house would be lined with cars of surfers hoping to catch a few waves before the rain hit.

“Good morning,” a voice called to her one day, catching her eye as she sat on her deck enjoying her morning coffee. He untied a surfboard from his Wrangler and made his way to the beach.

Olivia studied his tall, lean body as he walked away from her. Her skin flushed when he turned around and smiled, his teeth bright against his tan skin and sandy hair. No, Libby. Never again, she reminded herself before getting up from the deck and retreating inside.

Her heart beat madly, all from a simple smile. Maybe a distraction was exactly what she needed to forget about Alexander. But, the problem was, she just couldn’t forget about him. He was permanently ingrained in her mind and heart. She wasn’t sure she would ever get over him. She wasn’t sure she wanted to.




~~~~~~~~~~




“COME ON, ALEX. YOU need to get out of this funk,” Tyler said to him as they sat at a dimly lit bar on Boylston Street in Boston. “You need to get your mind off of…”

“Stop!” Alexander roared. “Do not say that name. I can’t bear to even hear it.” He slung back his shot glass and signaled the bartender for another one. His eyes were fuzzy and he wasn’t sure another shot was such a smart idea, but he didn’t care. He needed to numb the pain he felt. He lost her. How could he miss the signs? She had become so aloof that weekend in Newport, but he ignored it and she left. He had searched for any sign of where she might be, but couldn’t find her. Not yet, anyway.

It was as if she simply vanished. He didn’t know what happened that day back in October. He wasn’t thinking. He was so torn about the fact Olivia was gone that he failed to act. By the time he had finally come around and was able to function again, hours had passed. It was all his fault. 

“Okay. Okay. I won’t say the name, but you can’t go on like this. You know that, right? It’s been over a month. I’m worried about you. You haven’t been yourself.”

“Whatever,” Alexander replied, downing yet another shot as he attempted to stand up. “I gotta take a leak.” He stumbled away from the bar and in the direction of the restrooms.

“If it isn’t Alexander Burnham,” a sultry voice called out.

Alexander turned a little too fast and had trouble steadying himself. His vision blurry, he squinted, trying to make out who had called his name. She took a step forward and he took in her brilliant auburn hair, long legs, killer rack, and deep brown eyes. Eyes almost as deep and brown as…

“Chelsea Wellington,” he slurred, propping himself up against the wall. “It’s been a while.”

Chelsea smirked, throwing her wavy hair over her shoulder as she sauntered across the dark hallway toward him, taking in his tall, muscular frame. “It sure has. I’ve missed you, Alex,” she exhaled, keeping her gaze trained on his green eyes. “I heard you were dating someone, though. I couldn’t believe my ears at first…”

“Well, you heard wrong!” he barked.

Crossing her arms over her too tight black dress, a slow grin crawled across her mouth. “I was hoping the gossip mills were wrong. I mean, Alexander Burnham and girlfriend in the same sentence? There’s something wrong with that statement, if you ask me.”

Alexander stared off into the distance. There was nothing wrong with him having a girlfriend. He missed his girlfriend more than he thought possible, but she left and the gap in his heart was threatening to ruin him. He needed a distraction to fill the void.

Narrowing his eyes in on Chelsea’s chest, he raised his eyebrows. “Wanna get out of here?”

“I thought you’d never ask.”

He led her through the bar and past Tyler, trying to ignore the disappointed expression on his brother’s face when he saw he was resorting to his old ways.

Martin pulled up outside of the bar and ran around to open the car door for Alexander. “Sir,” he said in greeting, eyeing his boss suspiciously.

“Take us back to my place,” Alexander demanded.

Martin exhaled loudly in obvious displeasure as he closed the door to the SUV and ran around to get behind the wheel. When the Escalade pulled up in front of Alexander’s building, Chelsea waited for Alexander to run around and open the car door for her. Olivia would have just opened it herself, he thought. He took a deep breath, half-heartedly regretting his decision to invite Chelsea over but, at the same time, feeling that he needed to move past Olivia. This was the only way he knew how. She wanted him to move on. That’s what he was doing.

“I just love the view from your place, Alex,” Chelsea said coyly as they entered his penthouse. She kicked off her heels and made her way toward the staircase, glancing over her shoulder at Alexander. He stood by the door, a dumbfounded look on his face, the normally self-assured man nowhere to be found. “Are you coming or not? I don’t have all night.”

He contemplated what to do. Yes, he did invite Chelsea over for the sole purpose of fucking her until Olivia never again entered his mind. But now that she was here, could he really follow through? Just a few months ago, he wouldn’t even be having second thoughts. He’d bring her upstairs and bury himself inside of her. Now, after Olivia and everything they had been through, it felt wrong.

Chelsea slinked towards him. “Stop thinking,” she whispered, brushing her ruby red lips against his neck, gently nibbling on his earlobe as she ran her fingers through his dark, unruly hair. “This is just sex, Alex. Nothing more. Come on. I know what you need. You need to forget about her. I can help you.” She pressed her body against his. Alexander wondered how she could tell he was thinking about a girl.

It all felt so different. There was no spark. Hell, he was even having a little trouble getting an erection. That never happened with Olivia. He was always ready to go when she was around…and even when she wasn’t.

Chelsea grabbed Alexander’s belt, pulling him toward her, feverishly unbuckling it before unzipping his pants. Her small brown eyes met his as she reached into his boxers and helped spring him free. “There’s my boy.”

He exhaled loudly, desperate to feel something other than the excruciating loss he had been suffering through the past few weeks. “Just make me forget, Chelsea. Please.”

“Okay, Alex.”

She pressed her lips to his and he grabbed the back of her neck, deepening the kiss. Slamming her against the wall, he tore her panties from her body and got lost inside of her. The whole time, he was thinking about his Olivia and what she was doing at that exact moment, wondering whether he should have looked harder. Thinking about whether or not Kiera was right. Would she ever come back? Maybe Olivia needed to know he would fight for her, no matter what. But he didn’t. He just let her walk away from him. Now it was November and the trail had gone cold. Olivia disappeared without a trace. Even with all the resources he had at his disposal, there was nothing. Not one clue.

He thrust even harder into Chelsea, needing to find some sort of release. Release from the hold Olivia still had over him. Would he ever be rid of that? He didn’t see how. Everything he had done throughout his life had been for her. Growing up, he just knew she wasn’t dead. She couldn’t be. His lack of serious relationships was due to that, always holding out hope of finding her. And once he found her, he didn’t want to let go. And she left him.

“That’s it, Alex. Let go!” Chelsea screamed as Alexander bit into her neck, pulling out as he came in his hand. He just couldn’t bring himself to come inside of Chelsea. The last person he came inside of was Olivia and he wanted to keep it that way.

He turned and walked briskly down the hallway to the bathroom to clean himself up, leaving Chelsea alone in the living room. Staring in the mirror, he saw a shell of his former self. Maybe it would have been better if he had never found Olivia. Maybe he should move on like she said. Maybe he should just forget all about her. He needed to forget her.

He splashed some water on his face, enjoying the coolness of the liquid, before walking back down the hallway into his living room.

“Feel better now, Mr. Burnham?” Chelsea asked in a demure voice as she sat on his sofa.

“Yes, I do. Thank you.” He strode over to the couch and took a seat next to her. The air was thick in the room, Alexander not really wanting to initiate conversation.

Chelsea sighed loudly. “So, want to talk about it?”

Alexander glanced at her, not holding her gaze. “No. Not really. I’d rather just forget about everything that went on these past few months and pretend none of it ever happened.”

She grinned. “Would you like my help doing that?”

His eyes met her small brown ones. How could he possibly forget about Olivia’s big brown eyes? He had a feeling he would always see them in his dreams. But maybe, with time, he could try to forget.

“Yes, I would, Miss Wellington.” His eyes became hooded as he pushed her down on the couch, grabbing both her arms and pinning them above her head.

“Oh, Mr. Burnham, I love it when you tie me up,” Chelsea whispered.

“Stop talking. Don’t say a word until I tell you to,” he growled. He just couldn’t listen to her voice. Every time she spoke, all he felt was betrayal, and he didn’t want to feel that. He didn’t want to feel anything.

Alexander ripped off his tie and wrapped it around Chelsea’s hands, binding them together, before pulling out a condom and sinking back into her.













CHAPTER TWO

SOMETHING







OLIVIA DIDN’T EVEN KNOW his name but, every morning as she sat on her deck and drank her coffee, she looked forward to seeing surfer boy park his Jeep in front of her house and untie his surfboard before hitting some waves with his friends. She was surprised he surfed every day, even when the waves were fairly non-existent. Regardless, like clockwork, his Jeep pulled up in front of her house just as the sun rose. He would smile at her and she would feel heat coursing through her body. It wasn’t the same as what she felt when Alexander smiled at her, but at least she felt something. And something was better than the nothingness and pain she had been feeling since she ran.

One of Olivia’s favorite things about her new home was the location. It was peaceful being able to wake up and watch the sun climb up the horizon over the crashing waves. There was something about the sunlight reflecting on the ocean that made everything seem okay. Not good, but okay. And Olivia was content with just okay. Nothing would ever be extraordinary. Only Alexander was extraordinary, so she settled for okay.

Just as the sun rose on that November morning, the Jeep pulled up. And, as usual, surfer boy untied his surfboard and smiled. Nothing ever changed. A smile. A drink of coffee. A sigh. That’s what her mornings were composed of.

 “My life is pathetic if my only excitement is some guy whose name I don’t even know,” she mumbled as she read a book on her e-reader, drinking her coffee.

“Cameron. My name’s Cameron Bowen, but most people call me Cam.”

Olivia jumped, looking for the source of the voice. Surfer boy stood to the right of her deck in his wetsuit, carrying a surfboard. Her heart dropping to her stomach, she bolted off the lounge chair, her hands shaking as she frantically tried to open her stubborn front door.

“You see, usually when someone gives you their name, they may want you to return the favor. At least where I’m from they do.”

Olivia listened to his accent, noticing a hint of a southern drawl. “And where is it you’re from, Cam?” she inquired, turning around and crossing her arms.

“All over really. But, truth be told, born and raised in South Carolina.” His eyes sparkled and Olivia couldn’t help but respond to him.

“Me, too. But I haven’t lived there in well over a decade.”

“That’s a pity.” His lips turned up into a small but attractive smile that made Olivia want to melt. “I bet you used to sound too cute for words with a little southern drawl.” He beamed, showing Olivia a perfect set of teeth.

God, he’s really handsome. This was bad. This was very, very bad. She was trying to get over Alexander. It still pained her to think about what she had done, leaving him. She couldn’t string someone else along, knowing full well she could never give that person her entire heart. She gave her heart to Alexander and he still held it, although he probably didn’t realize it.

Cam took a few steps closer, still on the sandy road by her deck. He was rather attractive and had a good body underneath his wetsuit. Olivia had noticed how handsome he was the first time she saw him, but up close, he was even more so. His silver eyes beamed as he smiled, staring up at her. The ocean breeze gusted, blowing his wild sandy hair in front of his eyes. But she was off men. And, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t get Alexander out of her thoughts.

“So, are you going to tell me your name, or do I have to try to guess it?” He cautiously stepped up the stairs of her deck.

She uncrossed her arms and took a few steps toward him, holding her hand out. “My name’s Olivia. People call me Libby, though.”

Taking Olivia’s hand in his own, Cam felt her soft skin. There was something so tragic about the tall brunette standing in front of him. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but she seemed so alone. He had been watching her every day since mid-October when she appeared out of nowhere, renting old man Robinson’s beach cottage. He figured she would only be there for a week, but every day, without fail, she sat outside, drinking her coffee and staring out at the ocean as if it held the answers to all her questions.

The first week, she barely smiled. As she drank her coffee, he noticed tears streaming down her face. The waves were killer that week because of a big storm brewing off the coast. The second week, the waves died down a bit and, after checking the report, he thought about blowing off surfing in the morning. But something about the somber girl who sat on her deck and drank coffee made him put on his wetsuit and go. And even when the waves were more or less non-existent, every day he drove down to Ocean Avenue in the Fernandina Beach section of Amelia Island and smiled at the girl with the mournful brown eyes.

“Libby. It’s wonderful to finally put a name to the face.”

Olivia took in the man she had grown accustomed to seeing. His silver eyes had a depth and a kindness to them that she had never seen before. She felt as if she could spill her entire life out to him and he wouldn’t judge her. His smile was infectious and, before Olivia knew it, she smiled back. She couldn’t remember the last time she smiled. It felt good.

“Do you surf?” Cam asked.

“I’ve tried it a few times. I lived in Hawaii for a bit and I didn’t want to stick out as a haole so I learned to surf.” She looked over the horizon at the dozen or so bodies bobbing up and down, waiting to ride a wave in to the shore. 

“What’s a haole?”

“It’s a Hawaiian term for mainlanders.” She took a long sip of her coffee, wondering whether she should offer him a mug.

“Ah, I see.” He smiled a genuine smile at her. “Want to catch a few waves?” he asked, gesturing toward the water.

“I don’t have a board. Or a wetsuit.”

“Just grab a bathing suit. The waves are pretty calm today so you’ll be fine without one.”

Olivia hesitated.

“Come on. I see you sitting here every morning, drinking your coffee, and you just look so sad. Please. Let me at least show you some fun.”

She eyed him, shocked that he noticed how empty she was in just those few seconds each day. “Okay,” she said after a moment of deep thought. “Give me ten minutes. I need to shower.”

“Great. I’ll go try to catch a wave or two. I’ll see you out there.” He ran toward the water, holding his board.

It was a relatively warm morning for mid-November, but Olivia knew the water would be freezing. She had been there several weeks and still hadn’t put a foot in the ocean. Even if she didn’t get on a surfboard, at least she would finally feel the saltwater against her skin.

She took a quick shower, making sure to shave fairly well. Pulling her long, wavy hair back, she threw on the two-piece swimsuit that she used when training for triathlons. She grabbed a towel, then walked between the sand dunes down to where the water met the shore.

Cam ran up to her when he saw her walking down the beach. “Hey. You made it.”

“You sound surprised,” she mumbled dryly.

“Well, a little. I thought you would blow me off, maybe go for a run and then just sit in your house the rest of the day.”

His statement caught Olivia off-guard. “How do you seem to know so much about me?”

“You caught my eye. I have a thing for beautiful women.” He winked, grabbing her hand and pulling her toward the water’s edge.

“Holy crap, that’s freezing!” Olivia squealed when her foot hit the cold ocean, stopping dead in her tracks as Cam pulled away.

“Come on. Stop being a baby!” he shouted back. He was already up to his knees in the water.

She took a deep breath before running into the ocean, knowing that once she was fully submerged, she would feel better.

“Here. Grab onto the other end of the board,” Cam instructed when she finally caught up to him.

“Thanks.” They swam out to just beyond where the waves crested.

“Hey! Cam-Bam!” a guy on a surfboard yelled.

“Come here. I want you to meet the guys,” Cam said to Olivia.

“Hey! Who’s this?” one of them asked.

“Everyone, this is Olivia. Olivia, this is Chris, Benny, and Jason.” He gestured to the three men bobbing on their surfboards.

Olivia waved with little enthusiasm. “Hi.”

“Are you going to try surfing today?” Chris asked.

“Might as well.” She shrugged. “I’ve surfed before so I’m not totally useless.”

“Why don’t you catch the first one? I’ll hang back here on one of the guys’ boards,” Cam offered as he swam over to Benny’s board and hung on to it. Grinning, he watched Olivia swim away with the board.

“She’s hot, man,” Jason said, nudging toward Cam in the water. “Is she the one you’ve been talking about?”

“Yeah. That’s her. I’m glad I worked up the nerve to finally talk to her.”

“You’re such a pussy,” Benny laughed. “For a guy pushing thirty-five, you have no balls when it comes to talking to women.”

“Suck it, man!” Cam joked back. “There's just something kind of sad about her. I couldn’t help it.” He returned his eyes to Olivia as she climbed on the board, throwing her legs on either side.

After a few minutes, she saw a wave coming in that was ideal for her. She positioned her hands and quickly hoisted her legs onto the board, balancing perfectly as she rode into the shore.

Along the coast, a few people were milling about collecting shells. As the sandy beach grew closer, she started to space out and thought she saw Alexander. She saw him everywhere lately. Her heart began to race and she panicked, losing her balance. The board slipped out from underneath her and she toppled off, hitting her head as she sank below the water.

“Shit!” Cam exclaimed when he saw Olivia disappear beneath the surface. He swam toward where she went under, desperately searching for her. He was worried that, in the few minutes it took him to get to her, she hadn’t resurfaced. He dove into the water, his eyes stinging from the salt. A few feet away, he saw her, her eyes closed, bubbles coming out of her mouth.

Swimming at a feverish pace toward her, he grabbed her around the waist, and kicked toward the surface. “Come on, Libby. Stay with me.” He pulled her toward the shore and laid her on her back. The rest of the guys finally joined him. 

“I think she hit her head pretty hard.” Cam leaned his ear down over her nose and couldn't hear any breathing, but she still had a pulse. He started rescue breathing, frantic for her to cough up the water that appeared to be stuck in her lungs. After a few long moments, Olivia gasped, coughing. Cam helped roll her onto her side, getting the water out of her mouth.

“You scared me there, sweetheart,” he murmured, gazing down at her as he trailed his fingers across her brow.

Olivia stared into his kind silver eyes, and his momentary panic subsided. Instantly, her eyes grew wide, her blinking rapid, and she shot up from the sand. The swift movement was a shock to her system and she lost her balance, her legs weak. Cam caught her.

“Hey. Take it easy,” he said softly. “You bumped your head pretty good. Let’s get you back inside your house. You should probably go lie down.”

Cam led Olivia up the beach to her house, helping her to the couch. Once she was settled, he walked through her living room and into the kitchen, searching the freezer for some ice. He put some in a plastic bag and brought it to her.

“Here,” he said, leaning down and placing the ice pack on her forehead. “You should probably keep this on your head. There’s a little bit of swelling.” He brushed a piece of hair out of Olivia’s eyes.

“Thanks.”

“Anytime.” He looked around the house, noticing how minimalist everything appeared. It was as if she had just rolled into town with a suitcase. There was nothing personal, aside from a guitar case leaning up against a wicker chair. He walked over and sat down. “Do you play?” he asked, gesturing to the case.

Olivia took the ice off her forehead and sat up, facing Cam. “Yeah. A little, I guess. In a former life. I really haven’t played lately, though. Since I got here. The guitar’s just been sitting there, collecting dust.”

Cam met her vacant eyes, trying to think of something to say to put a smile on her face.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a large, orange long-haired cat walk down the stairs and into the living room. The cat stalked to Olivia, jumped on her lap, and curled up in a ball. “This is Nepenthe,” she explained.

“Ah,” Cam breathed. “The ancient elixir of depression.” 

Olivia turned her head. “How do you know that? Not a lot of people know what ‘nepenthe’ is.”

“I have a brain full of useless information.” Cam laughed. There was an awkward silence. He was attracted to the woman sitting across from him, snuggling up with her cat, but she seemed so distant and uninterested in anything. He didn’t know much about her, but he wanted to learn more.

“Can I take you to dinner tonight? There’s this great place right on the water on the other side of the island.”

“I don’t know,” she said, crossing her arms in front of her and avoiding his eyes. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

“Come on. It’ll be fun. I promise. No pressure. I just want to get to know you, be your friend.”

Gazing out her large front windows at the ocean, she hoped for some guidance about what to do. She had been avoiding all social situations for the past several weeks. Certain things set her off, triggering a panic attack. She was getting to like her new home. If she got involved with Cam, she would just leave him, too. That’s what she did. She ran. Always. That was all she knew.

“Hey, Libby. The answer isn’t there in the ocean.”

She looked back at Cam, a smile still on his face, but also something else. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but it was almost like a look of compassion.

“I just want to get to know you. That’s all. I want to spend some time with you.”

“Why?” Olivia asked, her brows furrowed.

“What? Why wouldn’t I?”

“I could give you a thousand reasons,” she mumbled under her breath.

“As friends. That’s all, Libby. Come to dinner with me. Let me be your friend.”

She sighed, petting Nepenthe. “I don’t need any friends. I’m perfectly happy in my little oasis here on the beach.”

“Oh, come on. Don’t make me beg.”

Olivia’s heart stopped. Alexander’s husky voice flashed through her memory… I like it when you beg.

Her lip started to tremble and she jumped off the couch, walking toward the stairs and away from Cam, desperately trying not to fall apart in front of him. She had finally gotten through an entire week without breaking down and crying when she thought about Alexander, but that memory was too much. She couldn’t take it. Her heart was in pieces and she knew it was all her fault, but it still didn’t make it hurt any less.

“Libby, please,” Cam begged, grabbing her arm as she was about to storm upstairs. “Whatever I said, I’m sorry.”

She turned to face him, tears running down her cheeks.

“I just want to make you smile. Please. Come to dinner with me. I promise I’ll help you forget about whatever it is that has you so upset.”

She looked up at Cam, surprised at his height. He was even taller than Alexander, which was a feat at six-foot-five. Maybe he was right. Maybe what she needed was someone to help her forget. She couldn’t possibly go on living her life as she had been. Every day was a struggle to get through. She felt something when she looked at him. It wasn’t sparks and shivers and tremors like it was when she was with Alexander, but something was far better than nothing.

“Okay. I’ll go out with you.”

A smile spread across Cam's face, and Olivia couldn’t help but giggle a little at the look of excitement. “Great!” he exclaimed. “I’ll pick you up at seven.” He left before Olivia could protest.

She fell back onto the couch. For the first time in weeks, she actually had something to look forward to that evening. She was unsure how to feel about that. Would she just find herself in the same situation as she did with Alexander? No. Impossible. She refused to let it get that far. She couldn’t. It nearly tore her apart when she had to leave Alexander, and she vowed to never do that again…even if it meant spending the rest of her life alone.

“Damn it, Nepenthe. What have I gotten myself into?” Her cat stood up and stretched before settling back down on her stomach.













CHAPTER THREE

HOT TRAIL







OLIVIA RUMMAGED THROUGH HER closet looking for something to wear that evening. She refused to call it a date. It was just two friends getting to know each other. Olivia was done dating. Life was better before. It was uncomplicated. She could fuck anyone she wanted and never get attached. That was what she needed in order to get her life back on track. Maybe Cam would help her with that.

But after she had gotten a taste of what a real relationship was like, could she even think about going back to her old ways? She loved the butterflies she felt fluttering in her stomach when she thought about that special someone. She loved the cute things Alexander did for her, like sending her text messages just to say he was thinking about her. Sending flowers to her office for no reason. Is that feeling truly worth it when you know it will end in heartbreak? She wasn’t sure.

Olivia fell onto her bed, wishing she still had all her clothes. She left Boston in such a hurry that she barely had much in terms of acceptable dinner attire. Most days she roamed around her house in a pair of gym shorts and a tank top. Other than that and running clothes, she didn’t have much need for anything else.

She glanced at the clock. It was just a little past noon. She had more than enough time to go to the mall and get back in time for dinner. She threw on a pair of shorts and tank top, and jumped in her car, heading toward Jacksonville. Within an hour, she finally pulled off the interstate and into a crowded mall parking lot.

Shit, she thought. Christmas shopping. She had completely lost track of the days and it was a few weeks before Thanksgiving. People were clearly getting their shopping done early. Instead of trying to find a parking spot, she made a bee-line for the valet and threw the attendant the keys to her Audi before running into the mall in search of a store that could have something for her to wear. As she navigated through the swarms of people pushing and shoving their way through the shopping center, she thought about how much she missed Boston and the convenience of living around the corner from a street lined with designer boutiques. She hated shopping malls.

After finally finding a store with clothing that was her style, she scoured the racks, grabbing more clothes than she could ever wear. The girls at the store were more than helpful, seeing a huge sale in their future.

Olivia reached into her purse, opening her wallet to pay with some of the cash she had grabbed while she was fleeing Boston. She had been using that money to get by on, not wanting anyone to be able to trace her. She suddenly realized that she left the house without grabbing any more cash from the safe. All she had on her was a few small bills and that wouldn’t cover what she was buying.

Exhaling loudly, she handed the saleswoman her credit card, visibly cringing when she swiped it.

Great, she thought. Now there’s a fucking paper trail.




~~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER GROANED WHEN HE heard a loud banging on the door to his penthouse. He must have passed out on the couch again. He had gone to MacFadden’s the night before and proceeded to get incredibly wasted. His brother left, not wanting to put up with him.

He sat up and took in his disheveled surroundings, clothes thrown everywhere. He hoped he hadn’t done anything in his inebriated state that he would regret.

“What the fuck is that?” a female voice called out from the staircase.

“Shit,” Alexander cursed under his breath. “So much for not doing anything stupid.” He rubbed his eyes and made his way over to the door, not turning to look at the tall redhead standing at the foot of the stairs. “Don’t worry about it,” he grumbled, his voice raspy. “Go back upstairs, Chelsea.”

“Fine,” she said, walking back up the stairs. “Are you actually ever going to make it to bed? It’s practically three in the afternoon and you were no use to me last night, Alex.”

“I’ll be right there,” he groaned, rolling his eyes as he opened the door, surprised to see Martin standing in the foyer.

“Sorry to disturb you, sir.” He walked into the penthouse and proceeded to the kitchen, grabbing several aspirin and a bottle of water before handing them to Alexander.

“What the fuck, Martin? You think I need a babysitter? I can take care of myself. Plus, why didn’t you just use your code to get in?”

“I wanted to make sure I wasn’t interrupting anything, sir. I tried calling, but you never answered.”

Alexander put the aspirin in his mouth, then drank the water. After nearly finishing the entire bottle, he turned to Martin. “Well, please, by all means, tell me what the fuck you’re doing here.”

Martin took a deep breath. “Do you remember the conversation we had a month ago when…”

“Do not say her fucking name!” Alexander roared, his eyes wide with fury.

Martin stepped back, his irritation with Alexander’s recent behavior evident by the expression on his face. “Okay…well, you asked me to run her credit cards and keep tracking them to see if they were used at all. For the longest time, the trail has been cold…”

Alexander eyed him suspiciously, his heart rate picking up as Martin continued to talk.

“There’s been a hit,” he said, pausing briefly before continuing. “Her credit card was used a few hours ago at a mall in Jacksonville, Florida.”

Alexander’s eyes went wide as adrenaline rushed through him, his mouth growing dry.

“And then, just thirty minutes ago, it was used at a liquor store in Amelia Island, Florida.”

Alexander swallowed hard. “Martin,” he said softly. “Can you…”

“Prepare the jet? Already on it, sir. It’s on standby for you as soon as you’re ready.” He turned to leave.

“Martin?” Alexander called out, his mind racing, knowing that if he could find her, anyone could.

“Yes, sir?” he replied, turning back to face him.

“I’m sorry I snapped at you before. I know my behavior lately has been a little off.”

“No need to apologize, sir. I just hope it all works out. I’ll be downstairs waiting.”

Feeling alert for the first time in days, Alexander ran up the stairs to the bedroom, his heart beating frantically at the idea that he may finally know where his Olivia was.

“It’s about fucking time, Alex,” Chelsea hissed as he stormed into the master bedroom. She sat on the large bed, watching some crappy gossip show on the giant television. Olivia never watched TV like this, Alexander thought to himself. She always preferred to read. Just thinking about her made his heart break a little bit more, if that was even possible.

“Don’t you have something better to do with your time than watch that rubbish?” he sneered, opening the closet and grabbing a suitcase. He began throwing clothes into it.

“It’s not rubbish. We’re on it from Thursday night at the charity dinner. By the way, it’s a good thing I convinced you to take me because, if I didn’t, you know Adele would have sunk her claws into you again.”

He rolled his eyes. “Don’t remind me.”

“So, going somewhere?” he heard her ask quietly.

Alexander turned and saw Chelsea standing in the doorway to his closet, her arms crossed. He regretted calling her to come over the previous night, but he was desperate to feel something other than the dull pain that had accompanied so many of his nights recently.

“Yeah. Work thing,” he answered quickly before turning back around to resume packing for his mission to find and bring Olivia back home.

Chelsea narrowed her eyes and walked over to him, pulling him to her. “Come on, Alex. What is it going to take for you to forget about her?” she asked, running her tongue down his neck. He groaned, his erection that couldn’t be found the night before finally making itself known. “There’s my boy,” she whispered, grinding against him. She slowly removed her silk kimono robe.

“Chelsea,” Alexander whispered. “I can’t.”

She threw her robe to the ground and stood in front of him, totally exposed. “Can’t or won’t?” Pressing her lips against his, she ran her hands through his hair. “I know you want to, Alex. I can feel it.” She brushed his lips with her tongue, begging for permission to enter.

Alexander didn’t know what to do. Yes, he absolutely wanted to fuck Chelsea at that moment just so he could feel something. But he also wanted to get on that plane to try to find Olivia… His Olivia.

“Please, Mr. Burnham. Don’t make me beg,” Chelsea said coyly.

Alexander’s eyes went wide. “What did you say?” A lump formed in his throat, recalling some rather pleasant memories of Olivia saying the same thing.

Chelsea nuzzled up to his neck. “You heard me.”

Exhaling, his taut stature relaxed. “I need to go, Chelsea.” He pushed her away, walking to the bathroom to grab a few things that he would need.

“Fine. Go. Whatever,” she spat. “Did you ever stop to think that maybe I wanted something more from you than just an occasional fuck?”

Stopping dead in his tracks, he turned to face her. “What are you talking about, Chelsea? We have a good thing going here.”

Throwing her head back, she laughed. “Yeah. Sure. Absolutely. Except the part where you scream out her name and not mine when you’re coming. But, you’re right. We have a great thing going,” she replied sarcastically, grabbing her clothes that had been discarded on the floor the night before.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” he responded quietly, shocked that he had actually been doing that.

“Didn’t know what? Didn’t know that you were calling her name, or that I actually care about you?” she snapped before lowering her voice. “Why are you pushing me away for a girl who ran from you? She left no trace. And now that you have an idea about where she may be, you’re just going to leave and track her down?” She frantically pulled on her jeans and sweater, searching under the bed for her shoes.

“How do you even know?”

“Oh, come on, Alex. Give me some credit. I snooped in on your conversation with Martin.” She grabbed her purse and began heading out of the bedroom.

“Chelsea, please. Stop. I just never knew how you felt about our relationship.”

“Relationship?” she fumed, spinning around to face him. “This isn’t a relationship, Alex! You’re so fucking obtuse sometimes, you know that?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “I’m a guy. It’s how we roll.” He turned his lips up in a small smile, hoping she wouldn’t leave angry. “If you don’t come right out and say something, we’re left in the dark.”

Chelsea stood there, studying Alexander’s face. After several long moments, she broke out in a smile.

“Does this mean you forgive me?” he asked.

She nodded slowly, taking a step toward him, brushing his wayward hair out of his eyes. “Yes. But I know you have to go. I get it. I just hope that you get the closure you’re so desperate for. When you do, I’ll be here waiting for you.” She placed a gentle kiss on his mouth, lingering for several long seconds. Then she turned and left.













CHAPTER FOUR

ALL I KNOW







AFTER FINALLY GETTING BACK to the beach, Olivia grabbed her obscene amount of shopping bags out of the back seat of the car, as well as the liquor she stopped to pick up, and got to work organizing all her new purchases while she drank a glass of bourbon. This is good, she thought. She needed to feel like she had a new home. She loved living at the beach, but it wasn’t home. Maybe meeting some people would make it so, and then she could finally stop seeing Alexander in her dreams every night.

She settled on a form-fitting black dress that hit right above her knees. It was a little big around her waist so she put on an orange belt and accented the rest of the outfit with a long orange beaded necklace and matching earrings. After taming her wavy hair with a hint of gel, she was ready.

At exactly seven, Olivia heard a gentle knock on the door. She slipped on her heeled sandals, taking a deep breath before pulling back the door, her eyes falling on Cam’s tall and lean frame. Her lips parted slightly, her heart rate picking up speed. Cam cleaned up good. The dark gray shirt brought out the silver in his eyes. His jeans hung from his hips in a way that Olivia could tell he worked out.

“Good evening, beautiful,” he said, smiling and handing her a dozen yellow roses. “I hope you don’t mind that I brought you flowers.”

“No. Thank you. That was very thoughtful of you.” She turned to go put the bouquet in some water as Cam hovered in the doorway.

“Ready to go?” she asked, turning around and walking toward the door. She smiled, knowing she just caught him checking out her ass.

“Uh, yes. Let’s get out of here.” He held out his arm for her and she took it, enjoying the feel of his warm body so close to her own.

He opened the car door for her and she couldn’t shake the feeling that the evening was becoming more than just dinner, and she was relatively okay with that. It was a nice change of pace to not have a chauffeur cart her around. It was refreshing and freeing, even.

Cam pulled out of the driveway and onto Ocean Avenue, heading toward the downtown area. Olivia inhaled as the crisp November air blew through her hair.

“I hope you don’t mind that I kept the top down,” Cam said, shifting into third gear.

“Not at all. I thought you had a Wrangler. How many cars to you have?”

“The Jeep is my surfing car and is covered with sand so I figured I’d take the Lexus tonight.”

“Nice. Reminds me of that movie Three Kings,” Olivia observed as she watched the rugged beach transition into a tree-lined boulevard.

“Oh, yeah? How so?”

“One of the lines in the movie is ‘Lexus doesn’t make a convertible’. Of course, that movie was made in 1999 or something so I think, at that time, Lexus didn’t make a convertible.”

He shifted into fourth. “Well, they do now.”

Olivia laughed politely. “Obviously.”

A few minutes later, Cam drove his car through the downtown Fernandina Beach area, easily finding a parking spot on the street. It was the off-season, but there were still a few tourists milling about, checking out the quaint beach shops and grabbing dinner.

“Wait right there,” he said as he turned off the ignition. He swiftly got out of the car and ran around to Olivia’s side, opening the door and bowing in an exaggerated fashion. “M’lady.”

Olivia couldn’t help but laugh. There was something so refreshing about Cam’s personality. He was fun. There was no drama. With Alexander, it was intense from the beginning and never let up. But there wasn’t that spark with Cam. There was something, but it was nothing compared to what she felt when she was in Alexander’s presence.

“You’re a goofball,” she commented, grinning.

“That I am.” He grabbed her hand, pulling her down the sidewalk toward the water. “Is this okay?” he asked, referring to his hand clasped around hers.

She glanced at him and saw a hopeful look in his eyes. “Yes. It’s fine.”

He beamed, his smile reaching his eyes. He had dimples. God, he’s hot, she thought to herself.

“Good. I like touching you,” he said quietly, gently rubbing her knuckles.

Olivia didn’t know whether she should respond to that. She wasn’t sure she wanted to. What would she even say? That she relished his touch more than anything she could remember in recent history, but that she was ninety-nine shades of crazy at that moment, her thoughts consumed by one man she never should have let in? Her craziness was too much for Alexander, and it would surely be too much for Cam.

“You don’t talk much, do you?” he observed as they crossed a set of railroad tracks, walking across Front Street toward a restaurant on the water.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I do, as long as I have something to say.”

“So you have nothing to say?” Cam pushed, a boyish grin drawn on his face.

“I don’t know.”

“Well, surely there must be something going through that brain of yours right now. You have this look on your face and I want to die, it’s so fucking cute.” He stopped walking at the edge of the water.

Olivia felt her skin flush as he turned toward her with a hopeful look, clutching both her hands in his. Her stomach clenched in anticipation, her chest beginning to rise and fall in a more arrhythmic pattern from the intensity in his eyes.

“I don’t know what it is about you, Libby, but I’m drawn to you. I noticed you way back in October. I even remember the date… October seventeenth. It was a Wednesday. You looked so sad, and it killed me. I wanted to find out what made you so incredibly troubled, and I swore I would do whatever I could to fix it.”

Olivia turned her head, gazing out at all the shrimp boats docked for the evening, trying to tame the butterflies that slowly fluttered in her stomach.

“Come on, Libby. Let me in,” he quietly pleaded.

A tear fell down Olivia’s cheek as she continued staring at the blackness on the water. “You don’t even know me, Cam,” she whispered.

He sighed before grabbing her chin, pulling her face toward his so they were mere inches apart. “All I know is that you love the smell of the ocean.” Her body heated, the feel of his breath dancing on her skin making her feel alive. “Every morning, you sit outside, drink your coffee, and close your eyes when a gentle breeze rolls in, inhaling deeply as if the salty ocean air will fix everything.”

Olivia stared into his eyes, not saying anything, her breathing becoming heavy.

“All I know is that you used to take your coffee with cream, but lately you’ve been drinking it black.”

She felt shivers as Cam brushed his hand across her forehead where her scar was.

“All I know is that last week you couldn’t decide what color to paint your toenails so, instead of making that decision, you painted one foot green and the other foot orange.”

She glanced down at her feet and smiled.

“And all I know is that I desperately want to get to know even more about you.” He cupped her cheek, staring into her deep brown eyes. “So please, Libby. I’ll take whatever you can give me. Just let me know you.”

Another tear escaped from her eye. “But what if I’m too broken for that, Cam?”

He pulled her to his chest and she reveled in the warmth emanating from his body. “Then let me fix you,” he whispered.

Her heart raced as she looked into his eyes, wondering why she wanted him to kiss her so badly. Was it because she liked him, or did she just want to forget about Alexander?

Cam leaned down slowly, his hand moving to the small of her back. She licked her lips and his mouth hovered near hers. She met his lips, brushing against them softly before deepening the kiss. Cam groaned, pulling her further into him, their kiss soft but full. He was gentle, letting Olivia remain in control. It was nothing like kissing Alexander. It wasn’t passionate and forceful. It was tender, the intensity present during Alexander’s kisses lacking.

Olivia pulled away, staring into Cam’s eyes, wishing she could feel that spark.

“Your lips are so soft, Libby,” he murmured, brushing his thumb against her lower lip as she stared into his eyes with a blank look on her face. He studied her for a protracted minute, then sighed, his tall stature shrinking. “Come on. Let’s go eat. Okay?”

Olivia nodded, remaining silent.

“Good.” He kissed the top of her head.

He clutched onto her hand and led her toward the restaurant. It was a relatively large place, circular in shape with panoramic views of the water. Of course, with it being evening, all that was visible were the lights on the shrimp boats.

“The view must be spectacular during sunset,” Olivia remarked as the hostess walked them to their table.

“It is. It’s tough this time of year with the sun setting so early, but if you’re agreeable to it, I’d love to come back and share that with you.” Cam winked, making Olivia blush.

“I’d like that,” she replied, thinking she would do anything to try to forget about Alexander. Maybe Cam was her answer.

Once they were seated and a bottle of wine was on its way, she began to relax a little bit.

“You look better,” Cam commented. “I’m sorry about before.” He eyed Olivia.

“What are you sorry about?” she asked, her eyebrows raised.

“I don’t know what came over me,” he explained, grabbing her hands in his. “You just looked so sad, and I really wanted to kiss you.” He smiled, his fingers tracing delicate circles across her knuckles. “I just thought maybe it would make you smile,” he added.

“I’m sorry, Cam. I’m still dealing with a few things, I guess.” She dropped her hands in her lap and gazed across the dark horizon, wondering what Mo and Kiera were doing at that moment. Wondering if they even cared that she left. Again.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

Olivia’s face was blank as she turned her eyes back to him. The emptiness in them was all-consuming. “I’m not ready for that yet, might never be,” she replied dryly.

Cam grabbed her hand across the table once more. “It’s okay, Libby. If and when you ever want to talk about it, I’m here.” He brushed his thumb across her knuckles. “You need someone to listen. You can’t shut everyone out.”

She eyed him suspiciously. “Who says I’m shutting people out?”

Cam exhaled loudly, withdrawing his hand. “I don’t know.” He ran his fingers through his hair, reminding her of Alexander. “It seems like you are. I don’t know anything about your past, but I’m certain that’s what you’re running from. Whatever it is, it’s not worth closing up and shutting off. Just know that if you ever want to talk about it, I’m here for you. I’ll always be here for you.” His eyes met Olivia’s. She noticed the hint of a spark.

Olivia was torn. There was something about Cam that she was drawn to. He seemed patient and understanding with all of her drama, but how long could that really last? Alexander had admitted that all of her pain would destroy him. The same would be true for Cam, and she would end up in the same position again.

Their server finally returned with their bottle of pinot noir, bringing Olivia back from her thoughts. “I’m glad you ordered a pinot. It’s my favorite,” she remarked. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love pretty much any wine, but there’s something about a pinot.”

Cam smiled, taking a sip of his wine and swirling it in his mouth. “I’m right there with you. I hope you like it.” He raised his glass. “To new friends.”

Olivia mirrored his movements. “New friends.” She clinked glasses with him.

“So what made you move to Florida?” she asked several minutes later after the server dropped off their crab cake appetizer.

“It just kind of happened. I don’t know if it was any one thing. I always loved growing up in the south and, let’s face it, there’s nothing like good ol’ southern cooking.”

Olivia smiled, remembering her childhood in Charleston, particularly her summers on Folly Beach where the smell of Low Country Boils permeated the neighborhood practically every weekend.

“I wanted to find somewhere I could see myself settling down. I’m not a fan of huge cities. Then I found this quaint little island, and I was sold.”

“Did you go to school around here?”

“No. California, actually. UCLA.”

Olivia took a sip of her wine. “I lived in Cali for a bit.”

“Really? Where at?”

“All over, really. Spent some time in Brentwood and then needed a change of pace from all the LA craziness so I ended up living in a cabin in the woods in Big Sur. No cable, no internet. It was wonderful. It was actually when I was living out there that I got more into running. I always loved it, but out in Cali, there were so many races that I couldn’t help but take advantage of it.”

Cam eyed her. “Races? What do you mean?”

“Oh, like marathons.”

“You run marathons?”

“Yup. Actually, I qualified for Boston a few…” She stopped short, the memory of leaving Alexander just after running the Newport Marathon still fresh in her mind.

Cam grabbed her hand once more, apparently able to sense her growing unease with the subject. “Hey, Libby. Relax. It’s okay. You don’t have to talk about anything with me that you don’t want to. I’m not going to pry. Whatever you want to tell me, I’m happy with. Okay?”

She sat there, staring into his silver eyes, wishing they were green. “Okay. Thank you.” She took another sip of her wine, desperate for the liquid to work its magic.

“I’ll never hurt you, Olivia. I promise you that,” he said quietly, barely above a whisper.

She sighed. “That’s a pretty big promise. I don’t think anyone can ever keep that promise.”

“You can at least let me try to keep it. Don’t shut me out like you want to. I’m okay if you just want to be friends. I just want to know you. If the only way I can get you is by being friends, then I’m happy.” He gave her an encouraging smile as their entrees arrived.

“I don’t know if I’m ready…”

“I get it. I do. So let’s just hang out. No pressure. Okay?”

The corners of her mouth turned up slightly. “Okay.” She grabbed her fork and dug into her ahi tuna salad, eyeing Cam’s shrimp and grits. “You’re going to have to run, like, ten miles tomorrow to work that meal off,” she joked.

“Sounds like a plan. Want to come with me?”

“I don’t know. Think you can keep up?”

“Is that a challenge?”

“Damn straight it is.”

Cam chuckled as he took another bite of his cheesy grits, exaggerating how delicious the rich dish was.

Olivia was happy to finally feel some sort of normalcy in her life since fleeing Boston. It was good. It was what she needed to finally move on. As she took a bite of the crème brûlée that she and Cam decided to share for dessert, she wondered if Alexander had moved on, as well.













CHAPTER FIVE

EMPTY







ALEXANDER’S JET TOUCHED DOWN at Jacksonville Airport a little after eight that evening. Within an hour, Martin pulled up in front of the Ritz Carlton on Amelia Island. As Alexander sat in his Gulfstream heading south earlier that day, he debated where he should start looking for Olivia. The liquor store was the key. He figured she was probably living on Amelia Island somewhere and not in Jacksonville. Also, doing a bit of research, he found out that shopping on the island was limited mostly to beach-style boutiques. Knowing Olivia as he did, she needed some sort of fashionable store similar to that which she had become accustomed to shopping at in Boston. It made sense that she would find a mall to shop at so he was putting all his money on her living on Amelia Island. He prayed he was right.

“What’s the plan, sir?” Martin asked as he began setting up various computers in the large suite.

Alexander sighed. “I’m not sure, yet. She’s got to be somewhere on this island. Maybe we both should get some sleep so we can wake up refreshed.”

Martin finished booting up all the gear and turned to Alexander, who was sitting on the sofa and drinking an amber liquid. “Yes, sir. I’ll see you in the morning then.”

“Thank you, Martin.”

When he heard the door to his suite close, he walked from the couch out onto one of the large balconies overlooking the beach and the Atlantic Ocean. Had he made a mistake jumping on the plane and coming down to Florida to find Olivia? Maybe Kiera was right. Maybe she didn’t want to be found.

He downed his drink and decided to go for a stroll out on the beach. Changing out of his suit and into a pair of jeans and a polo shirt, he left the suite, wandering out of the back of the hotel toward the beach.

He walked down to where the waves invaded the shoreline, wondering if, at that moment, Olivia was looking out over the same exact waves. If she was there, she had picked a perfect location. The island was small and seemed relatively secluded from what he had found out. It was almost Thanksgiving and there were a few tourists walking about, but it was still uncrowded, unlike so many other Florida beaches.

As he strolled north along the coastline, he thought about everything that had happened over the past several months. He had been so happy with Olivia, but something spooked her and she fled town. It all went to shit in Newport. He should never have let her go run that damn marathon. She started to remember things and it scared her. That Saturday in Newport, she changed. When he stopped to let Olivia run up to Harrison House, it was as if the fun, carefree girl he had become so accustomed to during their short relationship had left herself on the side of the road. After that, she was quiet and reserved. He tried to regain control of the situation and he thought he had it. Apparently, he was wrong.

Alexander lost track of time as he continued walking along the beach. Large hotels and condos transitioned into smaller beach houses. The north end of the island was markedly different from the south end. He wondered whether Olivia lived out on the beach somewhere. Or whether she was really here at all.

As he walked past a noisy bar, his cell phone rang. “Hey, Carol,” he said, answering the call.

“Jesus H. Christ, Alex. What the fuck is going on?”

Alexander laughed. “Oh, not much. Took the jet and I’m in Florida. Just another day at the office.”

“You’re shitting me, right?”

He sighed, looking out over the sand dunes. “Nope. I’m in Amelia Island, Florida. I’ve got a good feeling about this place, Carol.”

“What are you doing there? Did you find out something? This must be about Olivia if you’re there. And if you were able to figure it out…”

“I know! All right? I get it. If I can track her down, so can they. That’s why I need to find her and take her back home with me so I can keep her safe.” His mind began to race. What was he talking about? Could he really keep her safe? Was that what this was all about?

“Alex,” Carol said, lowering her voice. “What if she doesn’t want to come back? What if she sees you and she takes off again? You can’t really think you can keep this up much longer. There are people back home who need you, who love you. I ran into Chelsea just a little while ago and, well, maybe she’s the type of girl you need to be with. Someone stable from a good family. How much longer can you put up with the drama?”

“For as long as I need to, Carol. It’s Olivia we’re talking about here. I love that fucking girl, and I will do everything and anything I can to get her back.”

“Anything?” Carol asked.

“Yes! Of course!” he shouted, staring at the crashing waves. “Except…”

“Except telling her who she is,” Carol added quietly, finishing his sentence.

“Carol, I want to, but I want her to come back to me because she wants to, not because she thinks I hold the answers to her past. I need to fix this on my own terms. We belong together and when two people belong together, nothing…not time, not distance, not a misunderstanding…nothing can keep them apart. I will get her back. It may not be tomorrow or next week or next month or even next year, but I know, deep down, that she will come back. And that’s good enough for me. But for now, I want to beg and grovel and, really, just see her. Make sure she’s okay, or as okay as she can be, considering the shit life she’s been handed. I refuse to always wonder ‘what if’. Maybe I’ll get some closure out of this and I can finally move on. Or maybe, just maybe, she’ll tell me how much she’s missed me. I’ve got to find out. Then I’ll come home.”

Carol sighed on the other end of the phone. “Okay. You do what you have to do, but I swear that if I have to put up with Mom at Thanksgiving and tell her all about what you’re doing in Florida, I will murder you in your sleep and leave no physical evidence whatsoever.”

Alexander chuckled as he rounded the corner to his hotel’s entrance. “Okay. I got it, sis. You have a great night and we’ll talk soon, I promise. Love you.”

“Love you too, baby brother. And just so you know, I’m rooting for you and Olivia.”

“So am I, sis. So am I.”




~~~~~~~~~~




THE FOLLOWING MORNING, ALEXANDER was up at dawn as he took in the beautiful sunrise over the ocean. He grabbed a cup of coffee and, as he sat on the balcony enjoying the gentle breeze, he reminisced about all the mornings he shared coffee in bed with Olivia. This is paradise, he thought. 

Several stories below his suite, people started to wander about on the beach. Tourists and locals seemed to be out getting their morning exercise. His thoughts returned to Olivia, wondering if she was out for a run. He grabbed his laptop and continued doing a bit of research on the island to see if he could figure out where she lived.

Until the previous day, none of her credit cards had been used since she left Boston in October. The day she fled, there was a hefty cash withdrawal from one of her bank accounts. That was the last activity he could find. She clearly didn’t want to leave a paper trail. So why now? Alexander was thrilled there finally was a clue as to where she was. Now he could at least try to find her. He wished he had Carol go with him. He couldn’t think clearly when it came to Olivia, and he needed someone to remain level-headed.

His cell phone rang, breaking him out of his thoughts. “Good morning, Alex,” Chelsea crooned.

“Hi.” He was a little nervous speaking with her after her revelation to him the day before. He never thought she was interested in a relationship with him. He didn’t have to worry about her only wanting to be with him for his money. She also came from money, but he thought all she was interested in was the occasional hook-up. Granted, recently, it had become more than just an occasional thing.

“I just wanted to call and say that I was thinking about you…”

“Chelsea…”

“Alex, please,” she interrupted, her voice strong. “Let me finish. I have no problem telling you my feelings. If you don’t return them, I’m okay with that. I was just thinking about you and I want you to be able to do whatever you feel you need to do. Just know that, no matter what your decision is, I will always be here for you. I won’t run. I will never push you away. The thing is, over the past several years, I’ve come to care for you during our occasional encounters. I should have said something sooner, but I didn’t want you to think I was some clingy girl who went from just wanting a once-in-a-while hook-up to suddenly wanting more.”

The line was quiet for several long moments while Alexander processed her words, thinking that maybe he could start to feel something for Chelsea. He didn’t feel the fireworks like he did with Olivia, but there was something there.

“So, you do want something more?” he finally asked, breaking the awkward silence.

“I do. And I know that, right now, you’re not ready to make that decision. But know that when you come back, I’ll be here. And if, at that point, you’re ready for something more, then I am, too. Until then, know that I’m thinking about you and missing your touch. Good-bye, Alex.”

“Good-bye, Chelsea,” he whispered softly, placing his cell phone on the lounge table next to him, thinking about Chelsea. And Olivia.

As he returned his attention to his laptop, he heard the familiar sound of a woman’s laugh. God, I love that sound, he thought as his body came alive with electricity. It had been over a month since he had felt that sensation. Looking out over the horizon, he held his breath as he searched for the source of that laughter. He heard that sound in his dreams every night. Only one person had a laugh that beautiful. He was certain his Olivia was near. Grabbing his coffee, he walked over to the edge of his balcony, taking in several people running on the beach.

That’s when his heart almost stopped.

There she was, running up the shoreline toward his hotel. He stilled, watching as she placed one leg in front of the other in rapid succession, her hips moving in perfect rhythm. She made running look so easy.

His brain tried to tell his body to move, to run out of his suite and onto the beach. But he remained completely frozen, shock etched across his strong face. He stared as Olivia stopped running, looking in the direction that she had just come from. He could almost feel her smile as she stood gazing up the beach, laughing at something. Alexander followed her eyes to see a relatively tall man running toward her, obviously having trouble keeping up. He kept watching as she took a deep breath, the smile gone from her face. She slowly turned and gazed out over the ocean.

And that’s when Alexander saw it. The sadness. The hurt. The loss. He knew that look all too well.

Because it was the same way he felt.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA LOOKED TOWARD THE shore, waiting for Cam. As she watched a few small children run out from the back of the Ritz and into the ocean, their parents trying to catch up, she felt that familiar tingling sensation. Her eyes began searching the beach as if certain that he was there. But how could that be? She hadn’t told anyone where she was, and she had made it quite clear that it was time to move on. But there was an electricity in the air that she hadn’t felt since the day she left Boston.

She scanned the beach, half expecting to see Alexander running up to her. Part of her wanted to see him, to run into his arms, have him swing her around and declare his undying love to her. But that only happened in the movies, not real life. And her life was as real as it got.

Watching the ocean waves, sadness took over. Her smile disappeared and that’s when she felt it…the emptiness. She thought she had felt empty before, but this was a new kind of void. She realized how big of a mistake she made when she left Alexander, and she began to regret that decision, but those five little words still played over and over in her head… It will destroy me, too.

Hearing a child scream in excitement, she turned. People strolled along the white sand beach behind her. Tourists sat on their balconies of the Ritz, most likely enjoying their morning coffee. She wanted to cry when she thought about all those mornings she drank her coffee in bed with Alexander.

Her heart dropped when she noticed someone on the top floor of the Ritz, standing on a wrap-around balcony, staring down at her. It was too far away for her to make out who it was, but the stature was eerily familiar. Or maybe she just desperately wanted Alexander to come searching for her, even though she had told him to move on.

“Jesus, you’re fast, Libby,” Cam panted, finally catching up to her as she stared at the top floor of the swanky hotel. He wrapped his arm around her waist and gently kissed the top of her forehead. “You okay?” he asked when she didn’t respond.

A blank look on her face, she kept her eyes trained on the man standing on the balcony, knowing there was something familiar about whomever it was. “Yeah. I’m fine.” She closed her eyes, trying to clear her head. She felt as if she was losing her mind. She needed to forget about Alexander. She saw him everywhere and it needed to stop.

Turning to Cam, she placed a kiss on his lips, making him smile. “Ready to go back?”

“No,” he laughed. “But I guess I don’t have a choice, do I?”

“Not really!” she shouted as she took off running, glancing back over her shoulder at the balcony on the top floor of the Ritz, unable to shake the feeling that Alexander was nearby.













CHAPTER SIX

OKAY




THAT BASTARD! ALEXANDER THOUGHT as he watched the tall sandy-haired man kiss Olivia’s forehead near her scar. It made him furious to think that someone else was touching her. His nostrils flared as he watched Olivia kiss him on the lips. Those are my fucking lips!

He wanted to yell. He wanted to scream. But mostly, he wanted to kiss her, to feel those soft lips again. He was losing control of everything.

As she started to run away, Alexander saw her glance back, her eyes trained on his balcony. She was a long distance from him but, in his heart, he knew that she felt the same electricity and turned to find the source.

Pacing back and forth, he needed to figure out what his next step should be. He was lost. She was within his reach. He could have shouted her name. Screamed it. Made her recognize him. Just seeing her made him feel as if he was breaking all over again, if that was even possible.

He faintly heard the door to his suite open and close. “Martin!” Alexander shouted, still shaken up over his first Olivia sighting.

“Yes, sir?” Martin appeared as Alexander continued to pace the length of the balcony, watching Olivia run away, now just a tiny speck.

Alexander’s chest tightened, thinking about how close she was to him. He very easily could have run out of his suite and caught up with her, but he had no idea what to say. No. Before he approached her, he needed more information.

“She’s here, Martin. I just saw her running on the beach. I don’t know what to do, but she ran north. She must live out there somewhere.” His eyes frantically searched Martin’s, desperate that he had a way of finding her. Alexander couldn’t think at that moment. He normally had an answer to everything, but he was so rattled after seeing Olivia that he was delirious, his mind racing.

“I’ll look into public records and see if there have been any transfers of real estate or anything else in the last month,” Martin responded calmly.

“I highly doubt she would have done that,” he said after a protracted pause, his brain function finally returning. “She didn’t want to be found. That defeats the purpose. I think our best bet is just to explore this little island. It’s not that big. It’s maybe three miles wide and ten miles long so let’s not rush this. Let’s not scare her off. I don’t want her to realize I’m here and then run again.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll look into rentals and do some public record checks anyway, see if I come across anything.” He disappeared into the suite, leaving Alexander alone with his thoughts, the sun now shining brightly over the Atlantic Ocean.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA SAW HER BEACH house appear as she rounded the corner and began sprinting, glancing back to see Cam far behind her. She still couldn’t shake the feeling that Alexander was on the island. But how? And why? Would he really track her credit card? Of course he would. She knew that. 

Retreating into her house, she grabbed two glasses, filled them with chocolate milk, and brought them outside, sitting down on her front steps. A few minutes later, Cam ran up, panting.

“Fuck, Libby. You’re an animal.” He exhaled loudly and placed his hands on his knees in an attempt to catch his breath. “Remind me to never take you up on another challenge. Jesus…”

“It’s not as easy as it looks, is it?” She smirked.

“Whoever said it looked easy?”

She shrugged, handing Cam a glass of chocolate milk. He eyed it suspiciously. “It’s chocolate milk,” she explained. “It will help your muscles recover. Trust me.”

“Okay,” he said cautiously, taking a sip. “I take it back. That’s actually really good after a run.”

“Told you,” she replied, bringing her own glass to her lips as Cam sat down on the front steps next to her.

Olivia looked out over the sand dunes, trying with everything to shake off the feeling that Alexander was on the island.

“I can tell the wheels are turning in that head of yours. You have that look.”

Olivia whipped her head back toward Cam. “What look?” she asked, furrowing her eyebrows.

“You know. That look. The one that, last night, I said was so fucking cute that I wanted to die. That’s your ‘thinking’ look, and it’s adorable. But I wonder what’s going through that head of yours. I know you’re not thinking about me, and that’s okay.” He grasped Olivia’s chin, bringing her face toward his. “But I really wish you would think about me, and forget about whatever or whoever did all this to you.”

“Did what?” Olivia asked softly, her breathing increasing along with her heart rate.

“This,” he responded quietly. “I know there’s a spirited, energetic, and passionate young woman in there somewhere, desperately screaming to get out. And I’m going to do everything I can to bring that person back.”

“Oh, Cam,” she exhaled, looking to the sky for guidance as she watched the seagulls swoop into the ocean, searching for their next meal. “I wish it was that easy. I think that girl stayed in Boston.”

“Aha!” he exclaimed. “Boston.” A huge grin crept across his face.

“What?” Olivia eyed him skeptically.

“Nothing. I’m just hungry for information, but I’m not going to press you. At least now I know where you came from, beautiful.” He winked.

“Yeah. Boston…”

“Do you miss it?”

Olivia considered his question as a truck pulled up along Ocean Avenue, a bunch of surfers getting out to catch some morning waves. Cam nodded a greeting.

“You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, Libby,” he said, turning his attention back to her.

Did she miss Boston? Or was it something more?

“It’s hard to say if I miss it or not. When I got in my car with the few possessions I chose to bring, a strange feeling overtook me. I wasn’t just leaving my friends, but I was also leaving behind the girl I was at that time in my life. Leaving Boston was so much more than saying good-bye to the city I had grown to love over the last ten years or so of my life. It was also saying good-bye to the person the city turned me into.” A tear escaped as she thought about the girl she was back then.

When Olivia first moved to Boston right after she finished high school, she was shy and scared, her only outlet being music. She still remembered the day she met Kiera like it was yesterday. She had just gotten back from a run around the Charles River late one evening and there were quite a few people hanging outside the small three-story apartment building in the Allston section of the city.




Olivia lowered her head, trying to avoid eye contact as she made her way up the steps. “Hey!” she heard as she unlocked the front door to the building. “You’re the girl who just moved in, aren’t you? The new tenant in 1B?”

She turned around to see a petite girl with soft red hair, tons of freckles, and fiery green eyes. She looked far more sophisticated than Olivia. She guessed the girl had to be in her mid-twenties. There was something about her that was so open and honest and she felt, for lack of a better word, comfortable.

“Yes. That’s me. I’m Libby,” she said, extending her hand to the redhead.

“Libby! So happy to finally meet you.” She wrapped her arms around Olivia, obviously not caring that she was drenched in sweat from a long run around the river during the humid August heat. “I’m Kiera!” she exclaimed after releasing her.

“Hi, Kiera. Good to meet you. I’ll be seeing you.” Olivia retreated into the building, heading toward her apartment.

“Hey, Libby!” Kiera shouted, running down the short hallway to Olivia’s left rear apartment. “I’m having people over tonight, as you can tell. You should come, too. My boss sent a shit ton of liquor over, and I need someone to help drink it!”

“I don’t know,” Olivia responded, facing Kiera, noticing the hordes of people in the apartment across the hall.

“Oh, come on. Go shower, then come over. It’ll be fun. Plus, if your butt isn’t out of your apartment within an hour, I know where you live. I will come drag you out.”

Olivia rolled her eyes, turning to go into her apartment. “Okay. I’ll see you in a little bit then.”

“Goody!” Kiera said, jumping up and down as she rushed back out front to where a few people were smoking. “You know that shit will kill you dead!” she scolded her friends. Olivia laughed at her new acquaintance.




That night, she and Kiera had become friends. Over the next month, they had become inseparable. She even got Olivia a job at the bar on Boylston Street where she worked. It was Kiera who broke her out of her shell to begin with, but it was Alexander who opened her heart again.

“Hey, Libby. Come back to me, sweetheart.”

Olivia snapped out of her memory when she heard Cam’s voice. She looked up to see him standing in front of her.

“There’s my girl,” he crooned, grabbing her hand and pulling her up. “Listen, I need to get back home. Can I call you later?” 

Olivia looked down at her feet.

He noticed her apprehension. “What is it?”

“You’re going to laugh.” She met his eyes.

“Try me.”

 Olivia shrugged. “I don’t have a phone. I left Boston and didn’t want anyone to be able to find me so my phone is still sitting in the kitchen of my old house, along with the rest of my possessions.”

Cam stared for a long moment and Olivia could just tell he was curious about why she wanted to leave her life behind. “Okay,” he said finally. “Well…can I see you later? We’ll go up to the Ritz. They have a great bar. We can talk or just do absolutely nothing.”

Reluctant to agree at first, she hesitated. But what harm was there in just going out as friends? Turning and kissing him gently on the lips, she smiled. “I’d like that.”

He beamed at her as he picked her up, playfully swinging her around. “Good because I’d be in a terrible mood if you turned me down.” He kissed her neck and placed her feet back on the sandy road. “Even after a long run, you still smell divine.” He jumped into his Jeep and started the engine, rolling down the window. “I’ll see you later, gorgeous.” He blew her a kiss and drove away, leaving her feeling surprisingly content. For the first time in over a month, she felt okay. Not happy, but okay. And, for now, that was, well…okay.

 But she still wondered why she felt that Alexander was on the island.













CHAPTER SEVEN

FOUND




ALEXANDER DECIDED THAT THE best thing to do was to spend some time exploring the island and try to get a feel for the place Olivia now called home. At least until he knew where she lived.

After breakfast, he grabbed a rented Mercedes convertible and drove out of the hotel complex, passing by a golf course on his way toward the western part of the small island. He soon found himself driving in the downtown Fernandina Beach district. Large Victorian homes dotted the area, giving way to a marina that housed several shrimping boats.

He parked under an old moss tree and decided to get out to do a bit of exploring. As he strolled down the tree-lined street, he knew why Olivia came there to escape. It really was cute and quaint. The downtown district was just six short blocks. It almost reminded him of his boyhood home in Mystic.

And Olivia’s childhood home.

In the back of his mind, he wondered whether that had something to do with her decision to come there.

There were tourist shops lining the boulevard, as well as some beach boutique stores. And, of course, the one building that had a line out the door – an ice cream parlor. After walking around for a few hours, he made his way down one of the side streets and found a Mexican restaurant, thinking that maybe a few shots of tequila, some beer, and a little food would help him with the next step of his mission…finding Olivia.

Martin had a bunch of feelers out around the island, asking about a girl who had arrived in mid-October. On an island this small, he was confident someone knew her. It would only be a matter of time before Alexander found her. When he did, he was unsure of what to do, especially after seeing her running on the beach that morning. His jaw clenched when he remembered seeing some guy kiss her on the forehead. It made him raging mad to think that someone else was near her, touching her, enjoying her essence.

But, then again, he hadn’t remained faithful, either. Did he really expect that she wouldn’t meet someone else, as well? Maybe it wouldn’t hurt so much if he knew she hadn’t moved on. That was what hurt the most.

After ordering a shot of tequila and a beer, his cell phone rang. “Martin. What is it?”

“Are you ready for this?” he asked.

Alexander exhaled. “Shoot. I can handle it.”

“Okay, sir,” he said, then paused. “I have an address.”

A heaviness set in Alexander’s stomach, his heart racing wildly. It seemed too easy after months of searching with no luck.

“It’s a cottage in Fernandina Beach on Ocean Avenue on the north end of the island. She’s been renting it for the past few weeks. Paid for six months up front. Owner is a Terry Robinson. Lives a mile or so inland from where the beach cottage is. He took cash in exchange for no paperwork being filed regarding the rental. You’re right that she had no intention of being found, sir.”

Alexander signaled the bartender for another shot after downing the one in front of him. “How did you find this out?” He was floored at Martin’s efficiency. He made a mental note to give him a raise and a bonus.

“When the search through property records turned up nothing, I started looking into beach rentals. I found one online that was booked through April with no availability whatsoever. Not even one day. So I made a phone call. Mr. Robinson was rather helpful. But I’m not sure you’re ready for that conversation yet, sir. With all due respect,” he said.

Alexander downed his second shot of tequila. “You’re probably right about that. I’m having trouble processing the fact that we’ve actually found her. And I don’t need you to remind me that if we can find her, so can anyone else.”

“Yes, sir,” Martin replied. “How would you like to proceed?”

Alexander thought for a moment. He wasn’t sure. He wanted to see Olivia. To hold her in his arms. To convince her that she didn’t need to run, that he would never leave her. But then he recalled his sister’s words from the night before. What if she got scared and ran again? No. He needed to have a plan. He couldn’t risk her fleeing, not when he was so close.

“Give me some time to process this. I’ll go over there soon.” He hung up and signaled the bartender to pour him another shot.













CHAPTER EIGHT

NEW LEAF




“EVENING, BEAUTIFUL,” CAM SAID sweetly as Olivia opened the door. Stepping toward her, he kissed her softly on the cheek, lingering just a few seconds longer, shifting the kiss from friendly to affectionate.

Olivia closed her eyes, savoring the feeling of Cam’s lips on her skin as she inhaled his delicious scent. It wasn’t the same as Alexander’s, but she reminded herself to stop comparing everything about Cam to Alexander. Cam was a breath of fresh air. He was easy-going and understanding. He had a sense of humor. And, most of all, he didn’t pressure her into talking about anything she didn’t want to.

He pulled back, beaming at her as he stood on her front deck, the ocean air blowing through his wayward sandy hair. His white linen shirt rippled as the wind picked up. “Ready to go?” he asked, extending his arm out to her.

“Yes. Thank you,” she responded, grabbing her clutch and slipping on her beige pumps.

“You look amazing, as always,” Cam said softly, his eyes raking over her red halter dress, pausing briefly when they settled on her chest.

Blushing, Olivia took his arm and he led her out to his Lexus. A few short minutes later, they pulled up to the Ritz Carlton. “Where are we going?” she asked as they walked through the impressive lobby.

“Just a bar I really like. They have this fantastic five-diamond restaurant here, and the bar is killer. A nice change of pace from the normal ‘beachy’ southern bars that dot the rest of this little island,” he replied, leading her into a classy dimly lit lounge.

Olivia took in her surroundings, observing that the place appeared to be relatively busy for a hotel bar. “It seems quite popular,” she remarked.

“It is. It’s a little gem on this island. So, table or bar?”

“Let’s sit at a table.” Normally, she would opt for a few stools at the bar, but something about that evening made her want a little bit more privacy. She wanted to get to know Cam. She wanted to begin to open up to him. It was the only way she could start moving past Alexander.

Cam beamed his brilliant white smile as he led her past a piano player, placing his hand on the small of her back and walking her to a secluded table with tea candles lit. He held out the chair for her, and Olivia’s brain rewound several months to that first night with Alexander. How he walked her from the elevator to her office in order to retrieve her things. How his simple touch sent fireworks through her entire body. And how, when Cam repeated the same gesture, her nerves didn’t stand on end.

Within a matter of moments, a server came over to take their drink order and returned rather quickly. Points for fast service, Olivia thought. She took a rather large gulp of her Manhattan as her eyes met Cam’s. The way he looked at her, Olivia felt a little something stirring in her body. He seemed genuinely happy to just be with her, to spend time with her. He had said that he didn’t care where their relationship led. There were no expectations, which made Olivia feel comfortable with him when, normally, she wouldn’t want to open up to anyone.

“My parents died in a car accident when I was six,” she said out of nowhere, breaking the deafening silence.

Cam placed his beer on the table, obviously shocked at Olivia’s sudden decision to share information about her past. “I’m sorry, Libby. That’s awful.”

She shrugged. “Yeah. I still dream about the crash nearly every night. I don’t really remember my parents all that much. After they died, I was shipped off to a private boarding school in Charleston. I stayed there until I went away to college. I had an uncle who was my guardian, but we weren’t really all that close so I pretty much had to raise myself.”

“Hmmm. I get it now.”

“What? What do you get?” Olivia asked, raising her voice slightly.

“Just why you seem so closed off. You didn’t have a parental figure in your life after your parents died. That could have stunted your emotional growth. It’s common. You see it all the time, especially after such a tragedy.”

“Wait a minute,” she snapped, holding out her hand. “How do you know all that shit?”

“I’m a psychiatrist when I’m not chasing a certain beautiful woman around the island, trying to get her to talk to me.” He winked. “But, please don’t hold that against me, Libby. I beg you,” he pleaded with her, seeing her demeanor change from one of calmness to one of anger. “I didn’t want to scare you off. I knew you were going through something and I was so worried that if I told you what I do for a living, you would bolt. I just couldn’t stand the thought of that.”

Olivia pushed her chair back, contemplating doing what she always did. She wanted to run as far away as she could.

“Don’t run, Libby. Please. I couldn’t bear the thought of you running again because of me. I want to give you some stability in your life.” He ran his hand through his hair, reminding her of Alexander yet again. “Yesterday, when you finally agreed to come to dinner with me, I couldn’t relax the rest of the day. I was so fucking excited to be able to spend some time with you.”

He reached across the table, grabbing both her hands, lowering his voice to just above a whisper. “When you opened the door, my heart fucking stopped, Libby. You are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen, and I have a feeling you always will be. I like you. A lot. You’re the first thing I think about every morning. You have been since I first set eyes on you. I fall asleep with a smile on my face every night because, with nightfall, I’m that much closer to seeing you again the following morning. And I’m both scared and confused as to why and how I feel this way about a woman I barely fucking know. But, please, let me get to know you. Let me in. That’s all I ask.”

Olivia sat there, her heart racing as she listened to Cam’s heartfelt plea. She knew she couldn’t keep running her entire life, but that’s all she had known up until that point. When things became too complicated or scary, she ran. She was tempted to run again, but the more she thought about it, the more she knew it wasn’t going to solve anything. She would end up in a new town or city where she would inevitably meet someone else, and she’d find herself in the same position all over again.

She took a deep breath and turned her eyes up to look at Cam. “Okay. I’ll stay.”

“Good.” He beamed, his silver eyes brilliant. “Are you okay, though? And not with what I just told you. I’m worried about you, Libby,” he remarked, sincerity etched across his face. “Are you okay? I mean, really okay?”

Olivia looked out the window, her chin quivering as she gazed at the moonlit beach, honeymooning couples holding hands and strolling along the white sand paths.

“Hey, Libby.” Cam brought her attention back to him. “It’s okay to admit that you’re not okay, but you need to at least realize that something is making you sad or upset or angry. Too many people walk around saying that everything’s fine when, in all reality, things aren’t fine. Sometimes we’re bruised, beaten, shattered, or destroyed. I just hope you’re not, but if you are, let me be the one to fix you. I’m not talking to you as someone who happens to be a therapist. I’m talking to you as someone who is so incredibly attracted to you that it hurts sometimes.”

A tear fell down Olivia’s cheek. “I’m not okay, Cam, but I want to be. Hopefully the more time that goes by, the more okay I’ll be.” She stood up. “I’m just going to go powder my nose. I’ll be right back.”

Cam eyed her suspiciously. “You’re not running, are you?”

Olivia took a deep breath. “No, Cam. For the first time in my life, I’m not going to run. I can’t run from things that scare me for the rest of my life so I may as well turn over a new leaf.”

Standing up, he snaked his arm around her waist and pulled her close to his body. “Is this okay?” he asked quietly, a bit of huskiness in his voice.

Olivia gazed into his eyes and, unable to find her own voice, simply nodded.

He leaned down and planted a gentle kiss on her lips. “Is this okay?” he asked, his lips still pressed lightly against hers.

She nodded again and could feel his mouth turn into a smile.

“Good because I can’t seem to get enough of your lips.” He pressed another gentle kiss on them before sending her on her way to the ladies’ room.

When she returned, their evening continued on a much lighter note, both sharing stories from their childhood.

“So, where in South Carolina did you grow up?” Olivia asked after they ordered their third round of drinks. The liquor helped her open up a bit, and Cam seemed to enjoy learning about her.

“Myrtle Beach, actually. And the answer is no, I absolutely do not golf,” he joked.

“That’s too bad,” she responded, placing her martini glass on the table. “I was just thinking how hot you’d look in some plaid pants.” She giggled.

“That’s quickly becoming one of my favorite sounds,” he said in a low voice.

Suddenly, Olivia’s face grew pale. It felt as if the floor fell out from under her. It was the second time in two days that Cam said something that reminded her of Alexander. She rewound back to that day she bumped into him running through Boston Common. He had told her the same thing.

“Libby, where did you go?” Cam asked, his voice full of concern.

“You know what, Cam?” Olivia said before draining her glass. He signaled the server to bring her another. “It’s not the bad memories that hurt,” she quivered. “It’s the good ones that cause the most pain. Those are the memories that stay with you, making you smile. Then you realize that the source of those memories is gone and you’ll never have that feeling again.” She took a deep breath, her voice barely a whisper. “And that is what is most painful.”

Cam grabbed Olivia’s hand, gently brushing her knuckles. “Lucky guess, but we’re not talking about your parents here, are we? It’s something, or someone, that you ran from up in Boston, isn’t it?”

She opened her mouth, unsure of whether she could speak the words about what happened between her and Alexander.

He held his hand up to stop her. “I told you. I’m not going to pressure you to talk about anything you don’t want to. Let’s stop with all this heavy stuff and just enjoy each other’s company. I’m sorry for whatever I said that would cause you any pain. That’s the last thing I want to do.”

The server dropped off another Manhattan and Olivia began to feel rather tipsy. She felt that familiar tingle and electricity, wondering whether it was simply the effects of the liquor. Whatever the reason, she didn’t care.

Cam picked up her hand, softly kissing her knuckles and her body shuddered. She was feeling something.













CHAPTER NINE

FIVE LITTLE WORDS




THAT FUCKING BASTARD! ALEXANDER thought as he sat at the far corner of the bar, his eyes trained on the table near the windows. He couldn’t believe that she was at his hotel, at the bar where he was drinking. What were the chances? And there he was, comforting her when she got upset and kissing her perfect fucking skin. It was taking all of his self-control to not walk over there and cause a scene.

Now was not the right time. He had been drunk nearly all day, and he was certain that nothing he could say to her at that moment would be swoon-worthy. And that’s what he needed. 

He signaled the bartender to pour him another scotch as he sat there staring at Olivia. His Olivia. He was concerned about her drinking, but that was like the pot calling the kettle black. But four Manhattans? Really?

He couldn’t understand why he kept freezing up when she was nearby…on the beach earlier, now at the bar. He was unable to tell his legs to put one in front of the other and walk over there. Maybe his brain was trying to tell him something.

He watched as the guy sitting across from her caressed her skin, signaling their server for the check. Then she giggled and Alexander lost it. How could someone else be making her happy? That was his fucking job! Throwing several bills on the bar, he downed his scotch and walked out. He didn’t know where he was going, but he knew he needed to get away from there.




~~~~~~~~~~




“READY TO GO, BEAUTIFUL?” Cam asked, extending his arm and helping Olivia up from her chair. She wavered slightly, the multiple strong drinks affecting her balance. “Easy there, Libby. You drank a bit tonight.”

Olivia smiled. “I definitely did,” she slurred, clutching onto Cam’s arm. “I’m shmammered.” She wished she hadn’t ordered so many Manhattans. Cam was smart, ordering only beer. She should have stuck to beer because she was fairly drunk right now. And when she was drunk, she made awful decisions.

“Shmammered? What’s that?” he asked, smiling at her.

“Kind of like a combination of smashed and hammered,” she giggled as Cam led her out to the lobby, snaking his arm around her waist to help steady her. His body felt so warm against hers. She enjoyed the closeness that she was beginning to feel with him.

“Shit!” she exclaimed just as they reached the front doors to the hotel. “I left my clutch in there.”

“I’ll go get it,” Cam said quickly.

“No. I’ll go. I need to use the ladies’ room anyway.”

“Are you sure you’ll be okay?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.

She grinned lazily as she placed her hand on his chest. “I love that you worry about me,” she whispered into his ear. She planted a lingering kiss on his neck before turning around to head back into the bar. “I’ll be right back. Promise.”

Cam chuckled as he watched her sway her hips, his breathing growing shallow. “Okay, gorgeous. But if you’re not back in five minutes, I’ll send out a search party.”

Olivia turned her head and winked as she walked back into the bar, searching for her clutch.




~~~~~~~~~~




AFTER LEAVING THE RESTAURANT bar and roaming around for a while, Alexander walked into the lobby bar. He was less than impressed with their scotch selection, but he desperately wanted another drink, needing to forget about seeing Olivia with another man. It drove him crazy to even think about it.

He decided that one more scotch was in order so he returned to the restaurant bar he had just left, still feeling the unbearable pain. He wanted something to numb it all. Placing his order with the bartender, he glanced over at the empty table where Olivia had been sitting. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a small purple clutch lying on the floor under the chair.

He took a deep breath before walking over there with the purpose of turning it over to the bartender. After bending down to grab the small wristlet, his heart stopped as he stared into those big brown eyes again.

Olivia wavered a bit, obviously drunk from all the liquor he had watched her consume that evening. He noticed a small tear escape her eye and her chin quivered. The atmosphere immediately changed from one of hurt to one of hope. He could see it in her eyes. There was still hope for him.

He held out the clutch. “You left this. I didn’t want anyone to steal it,” he said quietly.

Olivia didn’t know what to think. That morning, she had a feeling that Alexander was on the island. And now there he was, standing in front of her, handing her clutch to her. Knots formed in the pit of her stomach. Leaving him was so easy when she didn’t have to look into those green eyes. She took the coward’s way out, writing him a letter saying good-bye. Now that she was face-to-face with him, could she really tell him that she didn’t want to be with him?

Slowly, she reached her hand out to grab the clutch, Alexander’s fingers softly brushing hers. Inhaling quickly, she dropped her eyes to his fingers delicately caressing her hand. It was such a simple gesture, but the fireworks erupting within her body sent shivers throughout.

“You still feel that?” Alexander asked sadly, noticing her reaction.

Olivia looked into his eyes again, opening her mouth, willing her brain to say something. Anything. But she couldn’t. A lump formed in her throat and she knew she made a mistake leaving Alexander and Boston. Then his words echoed in her head. “You always try to stay strong, ignoring the past, but you can’t keep it all inside, love. It will destroy you. It will destroy me, too.”

It was selfish of her to string Alexander along, knowing full well that the baggage she carried was too much for him to deal with. That’s how this all began. Those five little words… It will destroy me, too. Olivia knew they were true. And what she did no longer seemed selfish. It was selfless. She was saving Alexander from the inevitable pain of her path of destruction.

“I…I can’t do this, Alexander. I have to go,” she cried, turning abruptly and running out of the bar.

“Olivia, love,” he called after her, trying to catch up. He saw her bolt out the front door of the hotel into a silver Lexus convertible. “Damn it!” he shouted as the car drove off, but not before she turned her head around, meeting his eyes one last time.

Reaching into his pocket, he grabbed his cell phone and punched a button. “Martin,” he growled, his speech slurred. “Go over there and keep watch for me. Alert me if there’s any movement.” He hung up before retreating back to the restaurant. He downed the scotch on the bar and retired to his suite for the evening. Tomorrow was another day, and he wouldn’t start drinking at noon.













CHAPTER TEN

FEEL AGAIN




“ARE YOU SURE YOU’RE okay, Libby?” Cam asked as he drove down the tree-lined streets on the south end of the island. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost or something.” Her eyes were red and her face was pale. The playful Olivia was nowhere to be found. “Come on, Libby. Don’t shut me out. We were making so much progress.” He grabbed her hand after shifting into fourth.

She tilted her head toward him. “I’m sorry,” she replied dryly. She was desperate to get the evening out of her head. It had started out so nice. Earlier, she actually felt something she hadn’t in so very long…hope. Hope that she could survive life after Alexander, and then he had to go and show up at her little oasis.

After a silent car ride that felt as if it had lasted hours instead of mere minutes, Cam pulled up outside of Olivia’s beach cottage. She didn’t even wait for him to open the door for her. She bolted out of the car, anxious to forget the whole night.

“Libby, wait. Please,” Cam begged, catching up to her as she fumbled with her keys, frantically trying to unlock her front door with shaky hands. “Please,” he repeated, grabbing the keys out of her trembling fingers. “Let me fix this.” He trailed his hand down her arm, trying to calm her down.

Olivia turned around and met his eyes as he unlocked the door. “There. All better,” he said quietly, pushing the door open.

“Would you like to come in?” she asked, her voice soft.

Running his hand through his hair, a look of hesitation spread across his face.

“Please, Cam. I just don’t want to be alone right now,” she begged, her eyes brimming with tears. She wanted to forget about seeing Alexander, and she needed Cam to do that.

Sighing, he nodded slightly. “Okay. I won’t leave you, Libby.” He followed her into her quaint house.

“Would you like a coffee?” she asked as she made her way through the open living room and into the airy kitchen, placing her clutch on the island and throwing off her heels.

“If it’s not any trouble,” Cam replied, following her into the kitchen and sitting on a barstool.

“No trouble at all. How do you take it?”

“Black.” He winked.

Olivia smiled, remembering how Cam had noticed the little things about her, like how she began drinking her coffee black. She felt it matched her mood lately.

After preparing two cups of coffee in her one-cup brewer, she handed one to Cam and led him over to a large white couch in her living room. It was a small space, but the high ceilings made the room seem much larger and open.

“This is a great view you have,” Cam remarked, looking out the enormous front windows at the ocean.

“I’m quite fond of it myself,” Olivia replied, sitting on the couch, facing the large windows. “Who needs TV when you have this view? And, of course, the hot guys who come here to surf aren’t bad to look at either.” She winked, nudging Cam with her elbow. Her lips turned up gently in the corners as if inviting him to respond. This is good, she thought. She was letting him in. Even if it didn’t work out, she knew it was a pain that she could deal with.

“Well, I’ve known a few surfers who blow off work in the morning just to come and try to get a certain girl to notice them.”

“Slacker,” Olivia joked, sipping her coffee.

“Definitely,” he responded, placing his mug on the coffee table in front of him. “Give me that,” he said, grabbing her mug and setting it beside his.

Olivia turned to face him, her body instantly becoming warm as his eyes bore down into her. She knew it wasn’t fair to him, but she needed to feel close to someone. Desperation took over as she took his face in her hands and placed her lips on his, the kiss gentle at first before exploding into a passionate exchange.

His tongue entered her mouth as they feverishly explored each other’s bodies, Olivia pushing Cam down on the couch and straddling him. She broke her lips away from his, trailing kisses down his neck and collarbone, nibbling on his earlobe as she felt his erection grow between her legs.

“God, your lips are soft, Libby,” he breathed as she continued torturing him with her mouth, kissing his chest through his shirt. She wanted to feel something, but as she traced her tongue against his neck, savoring the taste of his salty skin, her body refused to ignite on fire.

Grinding her hips against Cam’s midsection, she sat back and reached for the buttons on his linen shirt, unbuttoning it, hoping to feel even the hint of a spark. At the very least, she wanted to forget about seeing Alexander. But, if that was true, why did she wish Cam’s blazing silver eyes were green when she looked into them? She closed her own eyes, and lowered her lips to his bare chest, tracing circles with her tongue.

“Libby,” Cam said. “You don’t have to…”

Olivia held a finger over his mouth, hushing him. “I know,” she said, her breathing ragged. “I want this, Cam. I need this. Help me feel again, please.” She continued circling his midsection, finally beginning to feel a familiar throbbing between her legs.

She knew she was just using Cam, but she needed to feel again. She didn’t care if there were no sparks or fireworks. She was tired of feeling so numb and empty.

Returning her lips to his, Olivia savored the feeling of his muscular body beneath her own. She trailed kisses from his lips to his neck and down his chest, toying with his little trail of hair, eager to see where it led.

Groaning, Cam flipped Olivia onto her back, his tongue continuing its exploration of her mouth as his hand roamed up and down her long legs. With each journey up, he went a little further north, drawing her dress even higher, finally feeling her ass.

She moaned, deepening the kiss before pulling back and dragging Cam’s lower lip between her teeth, nibbling gently. She wrapped her legs around his waist, trapping him.

“Easy, Libby, or I’m not going to last long,” he exhaled into her neck. “I want this to last.”

“Please, Cam. I need to feel you…” Olivia pleaded with him.

“And I want you to feel me,” he whispered into her mouth, pressing his lips to hers. “I want you to feel so fucking complete when I’m moving inside you that you forget about whatever it is that’s got you scared.”

Olivia’s heart swelled at Cam’s gentle words and touch, the heat emanating from his body making her desperate for him to keep touching her.

“Do you want that?” he asked, pulling back and looking down at her as she lay panting on the couch.

“Yes, Cam,” she said breathlessly. She wanted that more than anything. She wanted him. She needed him. He was the only one who could make her forget about him.

He grabbed the bottom of her dress, looking into her eyes as if asking permission. She bit her bottom lip and nodded. Within seconds, she lay on the couch wearing only a red lace strapless bra and matching panties. She felt Cam harden even more between her legs.

“Fuck, Libby.” He lowered his head to her chest, tracing his tongue across the top of her breasts.

Olivia squirmed under his mouth, the heat sending shivers through her body. His fingers slid underneath her bra, lowering it and exposing her nipples. The cool air and her desire for him made them harden. He ran his tongue over one nipple, tugging lightly with his teeth. She let out a soft moan.

“You like that, Libby?” Cam asked, tracing her other nipple.

She nodded, her breathing picking up pace as she bucked her hips, desperate for some sort of release.

Cam pulled back and looked at her, a sexy smile across his face. “Patience, gorgeous. Let me help you feel again.” He reached down and slipped a finger in her panties, finding her clit and rubbing it. “Do you feel that?” he asked softly, feathering his lips across her neck.

“Yes,” she murmured, throwing her head back and reveling in the sensation of his touch on the most intimate part of her body.

“Good,” he replied before lowering himself and grabbing her panties by the hips, sliding them down her long legs. “I want to taste you, Libby,” he said in a husky voice. He slowly trailed kisses down her stomach, watching her chest rise and fall in a quick rhythm. “Do you want that?” he asked as he circled her bellybutton with his tongue, his finger slowly entering and withdrawing from inside her.

“Yes, Cam. God, yes,” Olivia breathed softly. She didn’t know how much more she could take. The anticipation was killing her. She was desperate to feel something other than the numbness that had taken over her entire being since fleeing Boston. For the first time in over a month, she was feeling something. And it felt amazing.

He continued trailing kisses down her stomach, pausing before pressing his tongue against her clit, slowly lapping up her juices as he continued pleasuring her with his finger. “I love the way you taste, Libby,” Cam commented before returning his tongue to the spot that made her feel for a change. “You feel that?”

“Yes, Cam. I feel it.” She closed her eyes, desperate to block out the rest of the world and only concentrate on the amazing sensation of Cam’s mouth between her legs.

“Good.” He began sucking ever so gently as he inserted another finger inside her. She felt like she was on the brink of exploding, the incredibly full feeling of his tongue on her and fingers inside her about to unglue her. It wasn’t as intense a feeling as she felt with Alexander but, at that moment in time, she was finally feeling.

“Faster, Cam. Please,” she moaned out as he continued his gentle movement.

He glanced up and met her eyes as his tongue moved at a quicker pace over her clit, picking up speed with his fingers. “You like that, Libby?” he asked before returning his mouth to her, slipping another finger inside of her.

All of a sudden, it became too much for her to handle. Her body began to tighten around Cam’s fingers. She was torn at that moment. She wanted her release, but she didn’t want to not feel anymore.

“Come on, Libby. Feel it.” He thrust his fingers even faster inside her, sucking on her clit.

She screamed out in pleasure as she came apart underneath his tongue, the waves of gratification overtaking her entire core, her vision blurry from the intense sensation. When the last of the aftershocks subsided, she reached down and grabbed Cam’s face, bringing it to hers. She kissed him deeply, tasting her juices on his lips.

“Cam,” she said quietly. “I need you inside me.” She pressed her lips on his, running her hands down his back, savoring the feeling of his muscles through his shirt.

He groaned and reached into his pocket, pulling out a foil packet. He lowered his pants and removed his shirt, his eyes locked on Olivia’s. “Are you sure, Libby?” he asked when he returned to the couch.

She nodded fervently, reaching for his arm and pulling his body down on top of hers. “I need it, Cam. Please.”

He leaned back and tore open the condom packet, sliding it on. Propping himself on one arm and positioning himself at Olivia’s opening, he kissed her. “I’ve been waiting for this since I first set eyes on you, Libby,” he breathed against her lips as he slid into her, filling her with his arousal.

“You okay?” he asked as he steadily moved back and forth inside of her, stretching her to match his size.

Olivia nodded her head. “Yes, Cam. Don’t stop,” she begged as he picked up his pace. She began thrusting with him, meeting the tempo he set, desperate to find her release again, but she had a feeling it wasn’t going to happen. The electricity wasn’t there. Not like it was with Alexander.

“You feel that, Libby?” he grunted as his pace quickened.

“Yes, Cam. Yes,” she exclaimed loudly.

“God, you feel amazing,” he said against her neck, tracing lines up to her earlobe. “What are you doing to me?”

His words flooded her with guilt. What am I doing to him? she thought. She knew she was using him. It was clear Cam had real feelings for her. She gazed into his eyes, hoping to feel something for him. But it never came. Not wanting to look at them anymore, she pulled his face to hers and kissed him, running her hands up and down his chiseled back.

His tempo increased and he grunted against her neck. Olivia knew he was close. She could feel it in the way he thrust into her. She dug her nails into his back, setting him off.

“Oh, Libby!” he quivered, his body shaking on top of her as he shuddered, finding his release and pumping into her a few last times. He collapsed on top of her, totally spent, as she gently caressed his sweat-drenched hair, both their breathing still ragged.

After lying there for several long moments, Cam slowly got up, withdrawing from her. He removed the condom and pulled on his boxer shorts, sitting back down next to her. She gave him a kiss on the lips. “Thank you, Cam.”

“What are you thanking me for?” he asked, running his hand up and down her arm.

“For making me feel again. I needed that.”

Cam smiled. “Well, anytime you need to feel, I’m more than happy to help. Damn, Libby,” he exhaled, running his hands through his hair. “That was fucking intense.” 

Olivia beamed, his compliment sending sparks through her body. Not fireworks, but it was still better than nothing.

“I hate to do this, but I should probably get back to my place. I do need to work tomorrow.” He stood up, grabbing his shirt and pants.

Olivia grabbed her underwear and slid them on. “Wait, Cam. Stay. Please. I don’t know if I can bear being alone tonight.” She met his eyes and could sense his reluctance. “Please,” she whimpered, her chin quivering at the thought of the nightmares that were to come.

“Okay,” he relented. “Anything for you, beautiful.” He winked and grabbed her hand. “Bedroom is upstairs, I assume?”

Olivia nodded and followed him up the stairs.

That night, for the first time in over a month, she fell asleep with a man’s arms around her and it felt good.

Until those haunting green eyes invaded her dreams again.













CHAPTER ELEVEN

HUMANITY




“JESUS, LIBBY, WAKE UP!” Cam shouted, shaking her.

Her eyes flung open, taking in her surroundings. It was warm, and there was something else in her bed. Cam. He’s still here, she thought.

“Fuck, Libby. What’s going on with you?” he asked, flipping her around so she faced him. Olivia searched his silver eyes that were awash with concern and compassion. Reaching out, he wiped her tear-stained eyes with his thumb, brushing his lips against her forehead. “You’re worrying me,” he whispered.

Olivia bolted from the bed, grabbed a t-shirt, and threw it on. “I’m fine, Cam,” she spat out viciously. “I don’t want you to worry about me. I don’t want anyone worrying about me. Just let it go, okay?”

She scurried down the stairs, trying to forget her dream. The boy with the green eyes continued haunting her dreams, and he kept morphing into Alexander.

“Libby, wait!” Cam cried, running down the stairs and into the kitchen as Olivia opened a semi-full bottle of whiskey and drank straight from it. “What are you doing?”

She took a breath before throwing the bottle back, drinking more. “What does it look like?! This is the only thing that takes those fucking dreams away, Cam!” she cried out, her hands shaking. “How the fuck would you feel if, every night, you watch your parents die?! Every! Fucking! Night!” Her cries became more and more desperate with each breath. “And then you see the person who saved you and you don’t know who the fuck it is, but you know that you should! I don’t know how much longer I can do this,” she moaned, sinking down to the kitchen floor, clutching the bottle in her hand as if her life depended on it.

Cam lowered himself to the ground and sat next to her. He leaned against the cabinets and watched with sympathy as she threw back the bottle once more, taking another long drag. He said quietly, “You know, there are pills you can try if you don’t want those dreams anymore.”

She shook her head vehemently, her sobs heavy. “No. I’m not going to use chemicals. My doctor already gave me valium, which I refuse to take, to help with the panic attacks.”

He raised his eyebrows. “So, then, what’s the deal with that whiskey bottle you’re holding?”

“Fuck you!” She glared at him.

Cam sighed, placing his arm around her shoulders, trying to comfort her. “Sorry, Libby. I just hate to see you upset. Tell me what I can do and I’ll do it.”

Olivia took another swig of the bottle. “Nothing, Cam. There is nothing you can do. There is nothing anyone can do. This is my fucking life. I destroy people so you should stay far away from me because I’ll just destroy you, too.” She stood up and threw the now empty whiskey bottle into the garbage before walking over to the window, staring out into the dark ocean. She noticed a black SUV parked a few hundred yards down the sandy road. Her heart fell as she stumbled over to the couch, falling flat on her stomach. She was emotionally drained. She wanted to shut it all off. Why did he have to come to her island and find her?

“Easy, Libby.” Cam scurried off the kitchen floor and into the living room, kneeling down next to the couch. 

“I’m broken, Cam,” she slurred, turning her head to look at him. “I’m broken and he keeps popping up. I can’t make it fucking stop.”

He pulled back slightly. “What are you talking about, Libby? Who are you running from? Did somebody hurt you?” The worry in his voice mirrored the unsettled look now etched across his face.

Olivia sighed. “Nobody hurt me,” she murmured. “Although I probably deserve it. I’m the one who did the hurting. I ruin things, Cam. I ruin everything. I ruined everything.”

He brushed away the brown tendrils of hair that had fallen into her eyes, caressing the scar on her forehead. “I don’t know what you’re talking about right now, Libby, but I want to know. I want to help you.”

Olivia eyed him suspiciously.

He chuckled. “Not as a therapist. As a friend.”

Wiping her cheeks, she stared into Cam’s eyes, wishing they were green. “I could really use a friend right now. I hate feeling so alone.”

“I promise you. I’ll never let you feel alone again. Okay, Libby? You can trust me.”

Fuck! Those words. Olivia howled, her sobs overtaking her entire body.

“Come on, Libby. Calm down. It’s all okay,” he reassured her, rubbing her back, obviously confused at what could have set her off like that.

“No. I don’t think it will be.” She shook her head back and forth, closing her eyes. “Maybe it would be better if I couldn’t feel anything, Cam. I just don’t want to feel anymore.”

He continued soothing her sobs, wrapping his arms around her small frame. “You don’t mean that,” he said, kissing the top of her head. “I know sometimes our feelings can be a little overwhelming, but that’s what makes us human. You don’t want to shut that off, Libby. Now, let’s get you back to bed so you can try to forget all about whatever’s upsetting you, even if for just a minute.”

Cam helped her off the couch and brought her back to the bedroom, pulling her to his body, gently comforting the last of the tears away. He sighed as he heard her breathing become even, indicating that she had finally found sleep.

Over the course of the night, he held her tightly, comforting her screams and cries when she woke up. He was terrified for her having to deal with those dreams nearly every night. He wondered if what she told him was true. Could simply reliving the night of her parents’ deaths really be causing all this pain? Or was it something else? Was it someone else? As he listened to her breathing, he heard her start mumbling the name Alexander over and over again.

Cam knew he had his answer.













CHAPTER TWELVE

BROKEN




THE FOLLOWING MORNING, ALEXANDER woke up early, nursing a hangover, and checked in with Martin. He was somewhat evasive when responding to his questions so he decided it was time to see for himself where Olivia lived. He grabbed the Mercedes and set out for a short drive to the north side of the island. The sun had begun to rise through some rather ominous-looking clouds over the horizon, and he wondered whether Olivia was up and feeling as miserable as he was.

He watched large condo towers turn into smaller stilt houses as he made his way north. Turning onto Ocean Avenue, he drove a few short blocks before finding the house he was searching for. He nodded to Martin as he sat watch in the SUV, indicating that it was okay for him to go. Looking over the two-story beach cottage, he saw Olivia’s Audi parked in the driveway, but there was another car, too. It was the Lexus from the night before.

Alexander pulled onto the side of the sandy road between Olivia’s house and the sand dunes, punching the steering wheel, the veins in his neck straining against his skin. How could she move on so quickly? He became sick at the thought of someone else kissing her, touching her, making her feel good. He wanted to do that. It was his job. But, no. She pushed him away and now here he was, ready to beg for her to come back.

Putting his car in park, he watched as surfers rode some large waves into the shore, the sun trying to peek out behind black storm clouds lighting the entire beach in an orange hue that made Alexander want to see red. He felt as if his entire world had been ripped apart. His heart ached thinking about another man lying in the same bed as Olivia…not caring that he hadn’t remained faithful.

He heard a door open and close. The only other sounds were the ocean waves and the distant rumble of thunder. Observing a tall, lean man walk out of Olivia’s house, he had to control his desire to walk up and punch him for no reason other than that he was fucking the love of his life. At least, that’s what Alexander assumed.

Olivia’s overnight guest appeared to be somewhat ruffled as he made his way from her front deck to his Lexus. It was readily apparent that he was upset about something. Then the front door opened and Olivia ran out.

“Cam, wait!” she shouted. “I’m sorry. I just…I just don’t do this thing very well.”

The fucker’s name is Cam, Alexander said to himself as he crouched down in his rental car, listening to their conversation, thankful that he was close enough to overhear it above the crashing waves and wind.

“Don’t do what, Libby?” he heard Cam cry out. Her name is Olivia, fucker! It took all of his willpower to not run up to her at that moment and sweep her into his arms. She looked miserable.

“Because there is something going on with you, and I don’t know what the fuck to think!” Cam exclaimed and Alexander could hear the exasperation in his voice. He had sounded that way with her on countless occasions himself. “Didn’t you enjoy last night?”

Red! Red! Red! All Alexander could see was red. The thought of someone else being inside of her made him wild with anger. There was a pounding in his ears, his pulse elevated as he tried to swallow through the lump in his throat.

Seething, Alexander looked at her, noticing a touch of hesitation as she gently caressed Cam’s cheek.

“Of course I did,” she responded reluctantly. “I just needed to feel something again, Cam. But I don’t know how to do the relationship thing very well. So, please, let’s just start over, okay? I’m sorry if I sounded so cold before. I was wrong. Please.”

“Damn it, Libby! All I did was ask if I could see you tonight and you flipped out, asking why I would ever want to spend time with you! Why are you doing this? You’re pushing me away. Don’t do that. Please. Just…” Cam dropped his voice to an almost whisper. “Just let me in. I beg you.” He brought his thumb up to Olivia’s cheek, wiping a tear that had begun to fall.

“I don’t think I can. I already gave my heart away once and, the thing is, I never really got it back. Not all of it, anyway. I’m broken and I don’t think I’ll ever really be able to let you in. Not all the way.”

Cam pulled Olivia into his arms, gently kissing the top of her head. “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. I’ll take whatever it is you can give me. If you can’t give me all your heart, you don’t have to. Just give me something. I just want to be able to spend more time with you. Okay?”

Olivia pulled out of his embrace. “I guess I don’t understand why you want to spend time with me so badly, knowing that I can’t give you what you probably want.”

He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I don’t care about that, Libby. Maybe today you can’t give me what I want. And maybe not next week or even next month. But maybe, just maybe, you’ll wake up one day and finally see what’s right in front of you.” He brushed her lips with his, kissing her gently. “And knowing that you may open your heart eventually is good enough for me. You deserve to be with someone who makes you happy, someone who won’t hurt you.” Clutching her hands in his, he took a deep breath. “I don’t know what it is about you, Libby, but I can’t stay away. Please. Don’t push me away.”

Pulling her bottom lip between her teeth, she searched his eyes.

“Don’t say anything right now. I’m going to go to work. Let’s forget about tonight. Take some time to yourself, and I’ll see you tomorrow morning like old times. Surfing. Then you can tell me what you think you want. Okay?”

Alexander watched with bated breath as Olivia contemplated Cam’s words. Tell him to fuck off!

“Okay. I can do that.” Olivia looked down at her feet, something that made Alexander’s heart race. She always did that. Then she stared at the horizon before settling her eyes on his Mercedes. Her spine stiffened and she took a quick inhale of breath when her eyes met Alexander’s before he refocused his attention to the storm bringing crashing waves to the shore.

“Are you okay, Libby?” Cam asked. He turned his head to follow Olivia’s gaze.

“Yes. I’m fine,” she responded, keeping herself turned in the direction of the Mercedes and her eyes met with Alexander’s once more.

“Okay, beautiful.” Cam grabbed her hand and planted delicate kisses on her knuckles. “I’ll be thinking about you all day.”

She blushed, returning his gaze.

“Until tomorrow, angel,” he said, his voice husky as he pulled Olivia into a tight embrace, kissing her deeply on the mouth.

She half-heartedly returned the kiss and Alexander could feel her lack of enthusiasm. Good, he thought to himself.

Obviously noticing Olivia’s hesitation, Cam pulled out of the kiss, walked down the front steps of her deck, and retreated into his car.

Once the Lexus pulled down the road, Alexander jumped out of his Mercedes. “Olivia, love!” he shouted, leaping up the stairs and onto her front deck, grabbing her arm before she could lock herself inside her house. He spun her around, making her face him. “Please. I beg you. I just want to talk,” he said, his eyes pleading with her as thunder sounded in the distance.

Crossing her arms, she gazed into his deep green eyes that held so much pain. She knew she had caused that pain, but she couldn’t be with him. Those five little words still replayed in her memory each and every day. They haunted her dreams at night. It will destroy me, too.

“Please, Olivia. I don’t know who I am without you…” he said quietly, taking a step closer and lightly caressing her bare arm. Shivers ran up and down her spine from the contact. “I know you can still feel it,” he whispered, his breath hot against her neck. “I feel it, too. Don’t deny your body…or your heart.” A large rain drop fell on the deck followed by several more.

His words broke Olivia apart. “No, Alexander. I’m not doing this. I told you why I left. I’ll only hurt you. So, please, forget about me. I beg you.” She whipped around quickly, frantically seeking the comfort of the four walls of her beach house.

“Just answer me one question, Olivia,” Alexander bellowed loudly over the rain that had begun to drench them both. His tone gave her pause. She slowly turned around to face him.

Taking a step toward her, he brushed her damp hair back, caressing the scar on her forehead. “Does he make you come the way I do?” he asked, his voice husky with desire for her.

Olivia’s head shot up.

“Does he know how to make your body react with just a simple touch?” He ran his fingers down her arm, making her want to melt into his embrace. “Does he drive you wild when he’s inside you?” Placing his hand on the small of her back, he pulled her against him. She inhaled, losing herself in that familiar scent she had been missing since she ran. “Is he strong enough to be with you? Does he make you feel whole?”

Flinging her eyes wide open, Olivia straightened her spine and scrambled to get out of his embrace, needing to distance herself from him. She lowered her head, not wanting to look into the same green eyes that found her in her dreams each and every night.

“Olivia, look at me.”

She snapped her head up, her body betraying her by so eagerly obeying Alexander’s demand.

“Do you really want to live life without me in it?!” he cried out.

Olivia’s chin trembled as she thought about what life without Alexander had been like. She hated every second of it, but she couldn’t be with him. It would only end badly for all involved. “I can’t, Alexander,” she quivered. “I wish I could, but I just can’t.”

“Why, Olivia? Please. Tell me why and I’ll leave you alone. Why him and not me?”

She stared into his eyes as they fought back tears. “You want to know why?” she spat out. “Because I’ll never love him. I can walk away from Cam anytime because I don’t feel anything for him. And I just don’t want to feel, Alexander. I’m done feeling. It hurts too much. My entire life, everyone I’ve ever cared about has been ripped from my world. You said it yourself. I’ll just destroy you, too. So, please, go home. Find someone else and forget that I ever walked into your life that night back in August. Please. I beg you. I’ll never be able to get over my past.” She brought her hand up to wipe at the tears that were flowing down her cheeks.

“That’s not your decision to make.” Alexander placed his hand on the small of her back again, pulling her body toward his. “I want you to feel, Olivia,” he whispered. “I want you to feel me. Don’t deny your body what it needs.” He leaned down, his lips feathering soft kisses along her neck. “I’ve missed the smell and feel of your skin, love.”

She stilled, not wanting to get pulled back into his web. “Do. Not. Call. Me. That.” She pushed against him, ridding herself of his embrace, and headed toward her front door.

“Please, Olivia…” Alexander begged.

“I’ve kept my end of the bargain, Alex,” she hissed, spinning around, her eyes blazing. “I told you why him. So leave.” She lowered her voice. “Please. You need to forget about me.” He was so close and Olivia could feel her resolve starting to melt.

He narrowed his eyes on her. “Tell me you don’t want me in your life and I’ll go. I want to hear you say the words, Olivia. Tell me you don’t care about me. That you’ve moved on. That you’re happy. Say the words, and I’ll leave right now and forget all about you.” A tear fell down his cheek as a lump formed in his throat from the thought of losing his Olivia once more. “Say the words, love, and you’ll never have to see my face again.”

Olivia stared at him while rain pummeled the coast, causing her to shake from the dampness and cold air. “I’m happy, okay?!” she shouted. “I’m so fucking happy without you in my life!” She spun around, trying to get away from him. Olivia had no idea what had come over her. She didn’t mean those words, but she said them anyway.

As a last desperate act, Alexander grabbed her, pulled her body into his, and crushed his mouth against hers. His hands roamed her body. She tried to push him away, but his strength was too much. The feeling of his tongue exploring her mouth and his hands caressing her body sent tremors through her. It was everything she had missed and craved. Moaning, she melted into the kiss and he dipped his hand into her shorts.

“You can’t possibly tell me you don’t feel this, Olivia,” he growled, inserting two fingers inside her. “Your body betrays your words. I don’t believe a fucking word you say.” He covered her mouth with his before she could even protest.

He forced her against the door, reaching for the handle with his spare hand as he continued his relentless assault against her.

She didn’t know what to think. She needed Alexander out of her life, but her body was on fire from his mouth pressed against hers, his tongue and fingers invading her. She couldn’t help but to kiss him back, running her hands through his hair and pressing her body against his. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t get close enough to him.

Alexander dragged her inside, pushing her up against the wall as he closed the door.

“Alex,” she whimpered.

“Tell me you don’t want this, Olivia. I need to hear you say the fucking words.” He continued thrusting his fingers inside of her. He lowered her shorts before quickly unbuttoning his own, sliding them down. He positioned himself at her wet entrance and she panted from the proximity. “Tell me, Olivia,” he growled, waiting for her to respond. “Say you don’t want me.”

Olivia couldn’t form any thoughts, the feeling of his arousal on her clit overwhelming. Staring into his intense green eyes, her mouth refused to form the words that weren’t true.

“God damn it, Olivia.” He slammed into her, causing her to throw her head back in ecstasy. “Tell me Cam makes you feel like this when he’s fucking you. Tell me he drives you crazy like I do.”

“Lift me up, Alex,” Olivia breathed out. “I need to feel you closer,” she begged.

Alexander did as she asked and lifted her up, steadying her as she wrapped her long legs around his waist.

“Is that better?”

“God, yes,” she responded. “Faster, Alex. I need to feel you.” She began thrusting against him and he matched her tempo. Something about Alexander being back inside her made everything seem all right again. She was climbing higher and higher toward her peak, and she could see the edge in sight. But, unlike so many other times, she didn’t know if Alexander would always be there to catch her. She didn’t know if she wanted him to catch her anymore.

Her breathing became heavy and she felt that familiar clenching. He continued driving into her, pushing her over the edge. She screamed out his name, her entire body convulsing around him as her vision became cloudy.

“Tell me every time Cam fucks you he makes you come like that!” He thrust one last time, emptying himself inside of her. He kept her pinned to the wall for several long moments as he tried to regulate his breathing.

After she finally came down from her earth-shattering orgasm, Olivia opened her eyes and took a quick inhale of air. What the fuck just happened? Tears flowing, she pushed against him, ridding herself of his grasp. She couldn’t let Alexander back in. With shaky hands, the aftershocks of her orgasm still ravaging her body, she raised her shorts and stormed upstairs, embarrassed about what had just happened.

“Olivia!” Alexander shouted, his chest heaving as he adjusted himself. “Answer me! Does Cam make you feel as good as I do? Do not run away from me!”

Her face reddening, she bolted back downstairs and slapped his cheek with all the strength she could muster. “You want a fucking answer?!” she shrieked. “Yes! He makes me come better than that every fucking time! His dick fills me up like I’ve never been filled before! Now get the fuck out of my house!” Tears streamed down her face as she fell to the ground, unable to muster the strength to stand anymore. “Please,” she whimpered. “Leave me alone.”

His mouth agape, Alexander stared at her, unable to make sense of the broken woman sobbing in front of him. And he knew it was all his fault. He thought about telling her everything, but he couldn’t form the words that she probably needed to hear. So, instead, he remained silent as he took in her shaking form.

“Please. Move on. I beg you. Forget you ever met me. I need you to do that,” she pleaded quietly. “I can’t survive if you don’t.”

“Olivia,” Alexander whispered, his voice soft. “Is that really what you want?”

She looked up at him, the hurt in her eyes overwhelming. “Yes,” she answered.

Alexander’s heart sank, not really believing her but deciding to respect her wishes. He had no fight left in him. “Okay. I’ll go then.” He took a few steps toward the front door and opened it. “I’ll be sure to have your credit card reported as stolen so no one else can track you.”

His stature shrunken, he walked out of her house, hearing loud crying wails as he made his way down the front steps and into his rain-soaked car, angry at himself for causing her such pain. He thought about going back, but knew it would only make matters worse.

He grabbed his cell phone and dialed a number. “Martin, Burnham here. Prepare the jet. We’re leaving immediately.” He threw his phone on the seat, not caring about the torrential downpour covering him with water as he drove through the streets of Amelia Island for the last time.













CHAPTER THIRTEEN

A STEP IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION




OLIVIA STAYED CURLED UP on the hardwood floor of her beach house for most of the day, bawling her eyes out, certain that her loud cries overpowered the steady rain that pounded the shore that cold, miserable Monday in November. Her entire body hurt from lying on the hard floor, but it was a pain she welcomed with open arms. It helped dull the ache in her chest. She could still feel his hands on her, she could still smell his scent covering her body, and she could still feel the overwhelming sensation of pure ecstasy from him being inside her.

Screaming, she shot up, desperate to wash every trace of Alexander off her. She gazed out the large windows to see that night had fallen. Out on the horizon, lightening streaked through the sky, highlighting palm trees swaying steadily back and forth in the strong winds. The weather fit her mood perfectly. Dismal.

Running up the stairs to her bedroom, she nearly tripped over Nepenthe as she stripped out of her clothes, eager to burn them. They still smelled like him, too. She turned on her shower to the highest setting possible and, over the next twenty minutes, tried to scorch Alexander off her body, scrubbing frantically at every inch of herself.

After finishing her shower, she got dressed, tossing her clothes into the garbage. She crawled into bed, wanting to forget the day. Sleep avoided her most of the night, Alexander’s green eyes appearing every time she closed hers.

As she watched the sun begin to rise on the horizon, she screamed, desperate to find some relief from the pain that she felt. Then she remembered that Cam would be there soon to go surfing. A sudden feeling of relief washed over her. That was her answer. Cam. He could take the pain away, just like he had done the past few days.

She jumped out of bed and ran downstairs to make a cup of coffee, hoping that Cam hadn’t already been there. Grabbing her now filled coffee mug, she ran to the front door, searching for his Jeep. She breathed a sigh of relief when it wasn’t parked out front. As she sat down, taking in the waves that the storm from the previous day had left in its wake, she heard the familiar rumble of his Wrangler driving along the sandy road.

“Morning, beautiful,” Cam called out, hopping out of his Jeep and walking the short distance toward where she sat on her deck. Approaching, he stopped dead in her tracks and Olivia knew he must have realized something was off. “You okay?” he asked, a concerned look on his face. “Your eyes…”

“I’m fine,” she interrupted. “Just didn’t sleep last night.” 

“Anything I can do to help?” he asked.

She wanted to tell him all about Alexander unexpectedly showing up, but she just couldn’t. She wanted to tell him that she fell apart when Alexander pressed his body against her, making her feel things that she had pushed away those last few months, but the words never came. Instead, she weakly smiled. “No. I’ll get over it.” 

He leaned down and gave her a quick kiss on the forehead. “I’m going to go catch some waves. See you in a little bit?”

Olivia nodded as she watched him run away toward the shoreline and her mind was consumed by Alexander once more.

“Penny for your thoughts?” a voice said several minutes later.

She shot her eyes up and smiled at Cam. “What are you doing back so soon?” she asked, taking in his naked chest as he stood in front of her with his wetsuit unzipped and hanging off his hips, that delicious little V showing. Her heart raced as she thought of Sunday night and his rather talented tongue. For a brief moment, she forgot all about Alexander and the heartache she felt from pushing him away. Again.

“I missed you. Why surf when I can spend time with a beautiful woman?”

Olivia blushed as Cam sat down in the wicker chair next to her, staring her deep in the eyes. “Have you given any thought to what we talked about yesterday, doll face?”

She exhaled loudly, placing her coffee mug on the small lounge table in front of her. In truth, she hadn’t really given much thought at all to what she wanted with Cam. She knew that, once she slept with him, things would change. But she wasn’t sure she wanted that. Maybe all she really wanted was someone to make her feel something other than the emptiness and void.

“Come on, Libby. Talk to me. You’ve got that look again, and it’s taking all my willpower to not pull you into that house and bury myself inside you.” His voice was husky and sexy. Olivia thought about how much she would really enjoy that. She wanted to erase all traces of Alexander from her life and she needed Cam to help her. “But I’m not going to do that,” he admitted, bringing Olivia back from her thoughts.

“Why?” she asked, the hurt apparent across her face.

“Because, Libby. You use sex as a coping mechanism so you don’t have to deal with your real emotions. And, as fucking great as it was, I can’t, in good conscience, sleep with you again, knowing that it’s only stunting your emotional development.”

Olivia stood up quickly. “You know what? Fuck you. You don’t know anything about me, Dr. Cameron,” she hissed snidely. “So take your psychobabble bullshit somewhere else, okay?” She stormed across the deck toward her front door. He saw right through what she was doing and she hated him for it.

“Jesus Christ, Olivia. Calm down!” he exclaimed, shooting up and grabbing her arm before she could retreat into the house, locking away the world and all its problems as she wallowed in her own misery. “I like you, Libby. A lot. And I want to help you feel again. And, holy shit, do I ever want to feel your body spasm as I make you come. But I think we rushed into things. I genuinely care about you. I want to sleep with you for the right reasons and not the wrong reasons.” He took a step closer, brushing a wayward curl behind her ear. “I’m scared to lose you,” he said quietly.

Olivia stood there, staring at her feet, the warmth from Cam’s body sending tiny shivers up and down her spine. “I’m not yours to lose, Cam.” A tear fell down her cheek. God, she was sick of only feeling pain. When would it all end?

“Olivia, please. I want you to be mine, but I also know you have problems that you need to start addressing. I couldn’t live with myself if I don’t at least recognize that. It’s going to take all my willpower to not sleep with you right now. I want to help you…as a friend who really wants to get into your pants again.” He winked. “We need for you to find a more healthy coping mechanism than sex. That would be a step in the right direction. Please, Olivia. For me.” He grabbed her hand, caressing her knuckles. “And for you.”

“I need to make a phone call,” she said dryly. 

“But you don’t have a phone. Who are you calling?”

“You’re the doctor who told me I need to find a healthy coping mechanism. I’m following your fucking advice,” she explained.

Cam raised his eyebrows at her, looking for further explanation.

“Are men really that obtuse? Music. I need a piano.”

A smile spread across his face.




~~~~~~~~~~




AFTER LANDING BACK IN Boston, Alexander went about his normal routine. Get up. Shower. Walk the dog. Eat. Work. Go home. The last vestige of his military training: When it all goes to shit, remember the routine. So that’s what he did. He resumed his routine, trying to block Olivia from his memory.

He had his answer. He tried to make her want him, to need him, but she didn’t. It was time to move on. As he poured himself a scotch to dull the pain, the door buzzer sounded.

“Chelsea,” Alexander said breathlessly as the door slid open.

“Alex. I heard you were back in town,” she said quietly, her eyes roaming the penthouse as if looking for any indication as to whether he had a guest or not.

“You heard right,” he responded, running his fingers through his hair. “I’m sorry. I meant to ca…”

“It’s okay, Alex,” she interrupted. “I was just wondering if you’ve thought about what I said on the phone…”

“I have,” he said, his voice firm.

Chelsea raised her eyebrows.

Taking a deep breath, he closed the distance between them, pulling her body against his. “I’m sorry I was such a fool, Chelsea,” he breathed against her neck. “I should never have ignored what was right in front of me. I want to make it up to you. I want to do this right.”

Chelsea searched his eyes. “So, you want…”

“Yes, Chelsea. I want something more, too. Let me take you to dinner. A real date.”

A smile crept across her face. “I’d like that, Alex,” she responded.

He placed a kiss on her forehead before grabbing her hand and leaving the apartment, eager to forget that he ever found his Olivia all those months ago.




~~~~~~~~~~




IT FELT LIKE CHRISTMAS came early later that week when a large truck pulled up outside of Olivia’s cottage. Within ten minutes, a piano sat in the spare bedroom downstairs, waiting to be played. Olivia wondered why she hadn’t thought about buying one before.

Earlier that week, Cam drove her to a piano showroom in Jacksonville where she purchased a Kawai console piano. Thankfully, on that shopping trip, she remembered her stash of cash from home. Cam raised an eyebrow when she pulled out stacks of hundred dollar bills to pay the six thousand plus sum for the piano.

“I told you. I don’t want to be found. No paper trail.”

“It’s not that. It’s just…I don’t know. You don’t work, yet you just pull out six grand in cash like it’s nothing. I mean, I do well for myself, but what did you do? Rob a bank or something?” he asked semi-jokingly.

Olivia shrugged. “Mom was loaded. She left me with more money than I can even fathom spending in a lifetime. It’s not all it’s cracked up to be. I’d give up the money in a second if it meant my mom would still be alive.”

As she sat in front of her piano, recalling Cam’s reaction to that, a warmth spread through her core. After her admission, he pulled her body into his, kissing her full on the mouth right in the middle of the piano showroom. “God, Libby. You get more and more attractive every minute I spend with you.”

She wished she had the same enthusiasm for him as he appeared to have for her. To her, Cam was just someone who could dull the pain. Nothing more.

Just as Olivia placed her fingers on the cool ivory that breezy Thursday morning, she heard a gentle knock on the door. She smiled weakly when she saw Cam standing on her deck wearing his wetsuit.

“Morning, beautiful,” he crooned, a sparkle in his intense silver eyes. “Everything okay?”

Olivia shrugged, turning away, leaving the door open for him to follow her. “As okay as it’ll ever be, I suppose.”

Cam stopped. “Don’t do that, Libby.”

She turned around from the coffee maker, thrusting a cup of coffee into his hands. “Do what?” she spat.

He narrowed his eyes at her. “You know what,” he said quietly, taking a long drink from his mug. “You’re doing it again. You’re trying to push me away.”

Olivia sighed. “Please, Cam. I just want to be alone right now. I want to sit at my piano and play until my fingers bleed. You said yourself that I needed a healthy coping mechanism. So unless you want to sprawl me out on my bed and fuck me, I suggest you leave me be.”

Setting his coffee mug on the kitchen island, he placed his hand on the small of Olivia’s back, pulling her body toward his and gently pushing his erection between her legs. “Has anyone ever told you how exasperating you can be sometimes?” he whispered in a carnal voice, the warmth of his breath hot against her skin. “And, for the record, I’d love to fuck you, but I refuse to be your enabler.”

Olivia’s body was aflame with desire, her mind consumed by the thought of Cam being inside her to dull the heartache. She pushed her body even further into his, wrapping her arms around his neck and running her fingers through his hair.

“Cam,” she exhaled breathlessly. “Either fuck me or let me get back to playing my piano.” She dragged her tongue against his neck, savoring in his early morning scruff.

“Damn, Libby.” He reluctantly stepped back. “I’ll let you get back to your music.”

Olivia frowned. “What’s it going to take to get you to crack?”

“A lot more than just a pretty smile, although yours is spectacular.” He winked before walking out the front door toward the shoreline.

Returning her attention to the piano, she poured her heart and soul into the ivory keys, willing it to dull the pain. After playing all morning, the heartache was still there, all the songs reminding her of Alexander. She wished she could just erase him from her mind. And her heart.




~~~~~~~~~~




OVER THE NEXT SEVERAL weeks, Olivia remained glued to her piano, seeking comfort among the white and black keys. Comfort that never came. She thought about Alexander, wondering whether he had moved on. She hoped he had. As much as the thought of his lips touching someone else made her want to scream, she needed him to move on.

Cam’s visits were the only thing she looked forward to, although she would never admit it. She remained distant and aloof, still trying to get him to break down and sleep with her to take away the ever-present pain. He remained strong, but Olivia could tell it was only a matter of time before he cracked.

“Happy Thanksgiving,” he said one morning as he walked into her kitchen after she opened the door for him.

“It’s Thanksgiving?” she asked, a confused look on her face. “I guess I completely lost track of time.” She shrugged, returning to the guest bedroom and the only friend she felt she had in the world. Her piano.

“Yes, it’s Thanksgiving, and I’m not going to let you spend the holiday alone,” he said, following her into the guest room and closing the cover on the piano. “Come out with me tonight. It’s Open Mic night and I think you could really benefit from playing in public again.”

Olivia eyed him suspiciously.

“Come on, Libby. Just the other day, you said how much you missed performing in front of an audience. This is the perfect opportunity. Even if you don’t want to get up on stage, at least come out with me and the guys tonight. It’ll be fun. I promise.”

Olivia searched his eyes. “I don’t know. I’m not so sure it’s a good idea.”

“Libby, you need to get over whatever it is that’s keeping you down. Staying locked up and playing piano all day is not the way to do that. You’re closing up again. Please. Come back to me.”

Exhaling loudly, she took a sip of her coffee as her eyes remained glued to Cam’s. “Fine,” she said, caving in to his request. “But I’m not getting up on stage.”

“You don’t have to,” Cam responded quickly, putting his empty mug in the dishwasher. “Gotta run, gorgeous.” He kissed her cheek sweetly. “Pick you up at eight.” He planted a more affectionate kiss on her neck, leaving her body wanting some form of release as she watched him walk out the door.













CHAPTER FOURTEEN

GONE




THAT EVENING, CAM WAS at Olivia’s house a few minutes before eight. “You’re on time,” she said, opening the door, her eyes void of any emotion. “You’re always on time.”

“I hate being late,” he replied, holding his hand out for her. She grabbed it and he led her to his car, helping her in. He raised her hand to his lips, kissing it gently, reminding her of all the times that Alexander used to do the same thing. “You look beautiful tonight, Libby.”

She returned a half-hearted smile, sick of how empty she felt. Nothing worked. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Alexander’s green eyes and felt his hands all over her body. She felt lifeless without his touch, her heart aching at the thought of never feeling his hands on her again.

They headed west toward the downtown area and pulled in front of a local bar. Olivia scowled when they walked up to the old building. From the outside, it appeared rather rundown.

“I know it doesn’t look like much, but the drinks are strong and the music is good. I promise.” Pressing his hand to the small of her back, he opened the door and steered her toward a table. She recognized three of the guys from surfing a few weeks earlier.

“Hey, Olivia! How’s your head?” Benny asked as Cam held a chair out for her.

“Better, thanks,” she said, smiling. “Please, call me Libby.”

“This is my girlfriend, Elsie,” Benny said. Olivia smiled across the table at a tall woman in her twenties with raven black hair and bright red lipstick.

“Are you going to play anything tonight?” Elsie asked Olivia cheerily.

“I hadn’t thought about it,” she replied. She was happy to get out of her house and meet some new people. If this was to be her new home, maybe setting down new roots would help her forget about her old ones. But she didn’t know if she could get on that stage and pour her heart out through music. The pain was still too raw.

“Libby used to go to Open Mic night every week up north before she came here,” Cam offered.

Olivia shot daggers in his direction.

“She even used to sing in a band.”

“That settles it then,” Chris said excitedly. “You’ve got to get up there.”

“Go put your name on the list,” Jason chimed in.

She looked around the table, noticing how different all the guys looked out of their wetsuits. They all had that typical surfer appearance…sandy hair, tan skin, and a sparkle in their eyes.

“If you don’t do it, I will,” Cam said. Olivia glared, ready to kill him. “It will make you feel better, I promise,” he whispered before signaling a server. “What would you like to drink, sweetheart?”

The way the term of endearment rolled off his tongue in his slight southern accent sent shivers up her spine, a glow spreading through her. Hell, maybe if she got up there and performed, he would finally cave and give her what she needed.

“Well, if I’m getting up on that stage, I need something strong. Sapphire and tonic, easy on the tonic.”

“That’s my girl,” he replied as Olivia got out of her chair, walked up to the small table next to the stage, and wrote down her name on the sign-up sheet. There were only about five people in front of her so it wouldn’t be too long before it was her turn. She just hoped she had enough time to down a few drinks.

Olivia returned to the table, thankful that her drink had arrived. “I ordered you a double, just in case,” Cam said, bringing his drink to his mouth. Olivia’s heart rate picked up a bit as she watched him lick his lips after tasting his whiskey.

“Thanks. I’m going to need it.” She glanced around the bar, noting that it was starting to fill up. A large stage filled the front wall, lit with just a few key lights casting low ambient light on the various guitars. There was a full-sized keyboard set into the shell of a baby grand piano, as well as a drum kit. As more people arrived and the atmosphere buzzed with excitement, she actually started to look forward to performing.

After twenty minutes or so, an M.C. jumped onstage, warming up the crowd before announcing the first performer. Butterflies fluttered in Olivia’s stomach. Cam looked over at her, dropped his hand underneath the table and, finding Olivia’s, clutched it. “You’ll do great,” he said quietly, his breath warm on her neck. She held onto his hand, desperately wanting to feel something. Anything.

After a few more performances, the M.C. walked back to the microphone stand. “Looks like we have a new one this week.” Everyone cheered enthusiastically. Olivia assumed the bar got a lot of repeat performances. “Miss Olivia Adler.” 

“Good luck, Libby,” Cam whispered in her ear and Olivia felt a sliver of a tingle. Maybe Cam was right. Maybe she needed to get back on stage and perform to help her rid herself of the hold Alexander still had over her.

Sitting down at the keyboard, she adjusted the microphone to her level. She played a short chord, checking the feeling of the keys. “Thanks. This is Gravity by Sara Bareilles. Hope you enjoy it.”

She took a few breaths and began playing the opening lines, the melody slow and haunting. As she sang, she thought about the hold Alexander still possessed over her, causing her heart to ache from the loneliness of life without him. But it was a necessary self-imposed loneliness. It was almost Christmas and she had no one left with whom to celebrate the holidays. She pushed everyone away again, refusing to let anyone in. She wished that her entire life was just a bad dream and that she would wake up in bed with Alexander any day. But she knew that wasn’t the case.

 Cam sat on the edge of his seat watching her performance, her sweet voice cutting through the room, unable to mask her obvious pain.

Benny elbowed him. “She’s good, man. Seems a little sad, but she’s rocking.”

Cam simply nodded, staring at Olivia as she sang the first chorus, a hurt expression on her face while she pleaded to be set free. At that moment, Cam knew something happened to her. Something recent. Maybe something to do with a man named Alexander, the name she murmured over and over again in her sleep that one night. Maybe he was the reason she left Boston and ended up on the little island. Nothing about her said it was a planned move. Cam had a hunch that she ran from something, but what? He told Olivia time and time again that he wouldn’t pry, but how could he really help her get past it if he didn’t know what it was?

Olivia continued singing as Cam scanned the room. Everyone was immersed in the performance. She definitely knew how to capture an audience. The emotion of the song was raw and real, and Cam was sure everyone in the audience could feel her pain. He could feel her pain. He wanted to take her pain away. He knew that if she begged him, he would crack. He didn’t want to, but the pain was unbearable. He could see it now.

As she sang the bridge, Olivia turned her eyes from the audience, staring out into the distance as if singing to someone far away, and Cam knew that she was. That song wasn’t meant for anyone in the room. The person the song was aimed at was in Boston. The song reached a fevered pitch and she belted out a desperate plea, the audience cheering wildly for the strength of her voice ringing through the bar. She moved on to the last chorus, her voice soft once more. 

Olivia closed her eyes as she played the final chord, trying to swallow back the lump in her throat. Almost immediately, the crowd erupted in cheers and applause. She opened her eyes and stood up, turning to look at the audience cheering for her. She took a slight bow and walked off the stage, heading in the direction of the restroom.

As she stood in front of the bathroom mirror, composing herself, Elsie walked in.

“Hey. There you are. Cam was getting worried, but I told him you probably just went to the bathroom. You okay?”

Olivia looked down at Elsie. She was absolutely beautiful. There were some girls who made a few extra pounds look attractive and she was one of them. She had such a bright personality.

“Yeah. Sorry. I just needed a minute before going back to the table.”

“Tough break-up, huh?” Elsie asked, leaning against the wall.

Olivia eyed her suspiciously. “How could you tell?”

She turned toward Olivia. “I’m a girl. We just know these things.” She angled her head, looking at Olivia as if she was trying to put a puzzle together. “That’s it!” Elsie shouted. “I knew you looked familiar. Duh!”

Olivia stared at her. “What do you mean?” she asked.

“You’re the girl who used to date that rich guy up in Boston, right? Or who was rumored to be dating him anyway. Sorry. I’m obsessed with all those gossip magazines. Your picture was in there a few times. Well, at least you look like her. I mean, there were only rumors and what not, but damn… Alexander Burnham. What a hottie! He’s the type of guy that you just look at and think, ‘Let me take your shirt off… And your pants’.” Elsie laughed.

Olivia stood frozen, her eyes wide, unable to formulate any response.

“Oh, whatever,” Elsie continued. “Doesn’t matter. But you look like her. That girl he was rumored to date. Never knew her name, though. No one did, but I guess he’s dating someone else now. I was so distraught when I found that out. I was hoping to nab him next.” She winked.

Olivia continued to stare at her reflection in the mirror. What did she mean Alexander was seeing someone else? So soon? It hadn’t even been two weeks since he showed up on her doorstep, pleading with her. Was he already seeing someone back then? She wanted him to move on and forget about her, but the reality that he had done so tore her apart.

“You must be thinking of someone else,” Olivia said, finally finding her voice, trying to talk past the ache that had begun to form in her chest. “It wasn’t me, whoever that girl was.” She stormed out of the bathroom, wanting to be alone.

Making her way past the bar, she stole a quick glance at the table where Cam sat speaking animatedly with his friends, then walked out the front door into the brisk Florida night. She looked up and down the street, trying to figure out where she was. Once she had her bearings, she headed east, deciding to walk the roughly three miles back to her cottage.




~~~~~~~~~~~




“HEY. WHERE’S OLIVIA?” CAM asked when Elsie returned to the table without her.

“She left the bathroom,” Elsie replied, looking around the bar. “I thought she came back here. I hope she’s okay.”

“What did you say to her?” Cam growled.

“Hey,” Benny interrupted, glaring at him. “Back off, man. Elsie isn’t like that.”

Cam took a deep breath, trying to settle his unease. “I know. Sorry. What happened?”

“Well, we were talking about how stupid men are,” she replied, shooting Benny a glaring look as she feverishly typed something into her cell phone. “And then I saw her face in the light and it totally reminded me of that girl who was rumored to be dating that hot rich guy up in Boston. That Navy SEAL hottie who has, like, a gazillion dollars and his own private security firm.” The guys stared at her as she kept her eyes glued to her phone, looking for something. “Whatever. It’s a girl thing, I guess. He’s like the J.F.K., Jr. of the twenty-first century. He’s one of the most eligible bachelors in the country. He’s all over those gossip websites.”

“Because we read those,” Benny joked.

“Anyway,” she said, rolling her eyes, keeping them locked on her phone. “I told her she looked like that girl, but she didn’t say anything so I just shrugged it off and said it wasn’t her. Then I told her the hottie was dating someone else. Here.” She handed Cam the cell phone. “It looks like her so I wasn’t totally crazy.”

He studied the photo. It had apparently been taken at a restaurant with a nautical theme. A fairly well-built man sat at the table, smiling at a beautiful woman, a dozen oysters sitting in front of them. The woman had dark hair and dark eyes. She was smiling a beautiful smile that lit up her entire being.

“Damn it, Elsie,” Cam hissed, shoving the phone back into her hands and standing up from the table. “It didn’t look like her. It is her.”

He left the bar in a panic, running down the street and jumping in his car. He drove down Atlantic Avenue, desperately looking for Olivia. Unless she found a cab, which was hard to do on the island, she would be walking.

After about five minutes, he finally spotted her. He slowed and pulled up beside her, lowering the window. “Olivia. Get in the car. I’ll drive you home.”

She didn’t even glance at him. “No, thank you. I could use a walk. Clear my head and all. I’ll be fine.”

Cam pulled the car along the side of the road. He got out and sprinted toward her. “Hey,” he said, running in front of her, stopping her in her tracks. “Don’t be stupid. Let me give you a ride. Something could happen to you. It’s not safe to walk at night.”

Olivia glared at him. “Why do you care?”

His jaw clenched, his back straightening. “Because that’s the kind of person I am, Libby!” he exclaimed, exasperation heavy in his tone. “I care about people, and I want to make sure you get home safe. That’s all. I made you come out tonight, and you clearly did not enjoy yourself so just let me drive you home.”

Olivia glared at him, not saying a word for several long moments. “Fine,” she agreed reluctantly. “But the only reason I’m agreeing is because my feet hurt. I don’t need you to be my ‘white knight’, saving me. Got it?”

“Fine. Fine. You’re coming with me on your own terms. Got it.” Cam winked.

“I really hate you sometimes,” Olivia spat out, throwing open the door to the Lexus. Cam simply grinned at her.

A few minutes later, he pulled up in front of Olivia’s cottage. He walked her to the front door and stood by her side as she unlocked it. Pushing it open, she turned to face him, searching his compassionate silver eyes.

“I’m sorry I walked out on you,” she said dryly.

He exhaled and looked down. “I know you’re going through some stuff.” He ran his hand through his hair, closing his eyes and taking a deep breath. “And, well, I just want to say…” His eyes returned to hers, blazing, as he leaned in, his face inches from hers. “I’ll help you, Libby,” he said, his voice husky. “I’ll do whatever you want me to, as long as I never have to hear the pain in your voice that I heard tonight when you sang.”

A tear fell down her cheek, unable to hold it in anymore. “Will you make it stop hurting, Cam?” she pleaded. “I don’t want to feel anymore.” She stared into his eyes, willing herself to feel anything other than the pain. But nothing came. Just the same dull ache and emptiness that she had grown so accustomed to.

“How do you want me to do that? I need you to tell me exactly what you…”

Olivia crushed her lips to his. He moaned as he walked her into the house and, closing the door, pushed her against it, his mouth never leaving hers. He grabbed her ass and lifted her legs, wrapping them around him, savoring the contact. He moved from her mouth down to her neck, both of their breathing heavy.

“Do you know how hard these past few weeks have been, Libby? God, I was trying so hard to remain strong when all I’ve wanted to do is bury myself inside of you…to make you feel again.”

“That’s all I want,” she said breathlessly. “Take away the pain.” Her legs found the ground as he grabbed her breasts through her dress and squeezed gently.

“Tell me what you want, Libby,” he growled, reminding her so much of Alexander. Except he wasn’t nearly as forceful.

His hands roamed her body from her neck to her chest, her legs to her ass, and everything in between. Olivia threw her head back. “I want to feel anything other than the pain, Cam. I want to feel something.”

“How do you want me to do that?” He crushed his lips to hers, pressing her to his body. “I need you to say exactly what you want from me.”

Olivia felt as if she was having an out-of-body experience. She was in total control of what was happening. It was like all those times that she sought comfort from so many other men. With Alexander, she felt as if she had no control. He held it all. But here, Olivia was sure that Cam would do whatever she wanted.

“I want you to fuck me, Cam,” she answered, her voice firm and unwavering. “Fuck me and take it all away.”

His eyes met hers and his hand disappeared underneath her dress, feeling the warmth between her legs.

She closed her eyes, moaning as he caressed her through her underwear, thankful that he had finally lowered his guard. He slipped a finger inside her panties, toying with her clit. “Fuck. You’re so wet, Libby.”

She cried out, finally feeling something if only for a minute. Cam pressed his lips to hers as he continued torturing her. He growled and ripped her panties from her, throwing them to the floor.

He reached into his pocket for a foil packet and tore it open as he unzipped his pants, pulling himself out. Olivia stared at him, the blank expression still on her face. She pulled his mouth to hers, not wanting to look at him. He pushed into her in one quick motion as he lifted her up, wrapping her legs around his body again.

“God, you’re so tight,” Cam grunted, thrusting into her. He set a punishing pace. Unlike the previous time they had sex, he was rough, pulling and biting on Olivia’s skin. It was almost as if he knew she needed that.

“Do you feel that, Libby?” he growled. “Am I taking the pain away by fucking you?” 

Olivia met his eyes and could see the conflicted expression on his face, as if he hated what was going on. As if he felt he was taking advantage of her situation. “Yes. Take it all away,” she panted breathlessly.

Cam groaned, biting her neck and pushing her even further against the wall. Olivia was immediately reminded of the day Alexander found her and tried to convince her to take him back. She closed her eyes tight, wanting to forget that moment. 

“Harder,” she breathed. Cam pumped into her with even more enthusiasm.

“No. Bite me harder.” The pain of his teeth on her neck distracted her from everything else. She needed the pain now, but it was an entirely different kind of pain. A pain she craved to dull all the other hurt she felt.

He bit down even harder, breathing rapidly against her skin.

Olivia screamed out, a mixture of pain and pleasure coursing through her body.

Cam released his hold on her neck. “You like that, Libby? You like it when I hurt you?” Beads of sweat fell from his forehead.

She stared into his eyes, noticing a confused look on his face. “Yes. I need it, Cam. I need you to hurt me.”

“Fuck,” he growled as he continued thrusting into her, slamming her back against the door with each motion. He lowered his head and sucked on her nipple through her thin dress, biting down. She flinched, gasping in pain, the feeling sending her over the edge. She spasmed around him and he thrust even faster before grunting as he found his own release, holding her while their breathing slowed.

In the aftermath of sex with Cam, Olivia felt embarrassed. She didn’t know what came over her. This time, it was clear she was only using him. Granted, he didn’t seem to mind, but would he expect to see her again now? Olivia wasn’t sure she wanted that anymore. She wanted to hide inside the comfort of her beach house and never see another human being for the rest of her miserable existence.

“You should probably go,” Olivia said, breaking the silence, lowering her legs to the ground, and adjusting her dress before walking toward the bathroom to clean up.

“Libby, come on. Don’t be like this,” Cam pleaded with her as he pulled off the condom and threw it into the nearby garbage.

“Don’t be like what, Cam?!” she shot back. “This is who I am so take it or leave it! I don’t really care either way!”

“Damn it, Libby! For crying out loud! You just let me fuck you like that and now you’re kicking me out?” He stared at her, dropping his voice. “I thought we were past all this bullshit.”

She shrugged her shoulders at him. “Cam, I’m not the girlfriend type. I don’t do relationships. I like to fuck and that’s it. So if you’re looking for someone to fill another role, look elsewhere. You know where the door is.” She turned and walked into her bathroom, slamming the door.

Cam took a few steps closer to the bathroom, feeling guilty for what just happened as he listened to Olivia’s sobs emanate from the room. For the first time, he didn’t know what to do. The girl he had grown to care for seemed so empty and broken. Instead of trying to rectify the situation, he turned and left the house, his shoulders slumped forward, wondering what had come over him. He had sworn he would not enable her to use sex as a coping mechanism, but he completely lost his head when he heard the pain in her voice. Then she kissed him, and it all escalated so quickly.

He drove away from the beach house, hoping to find some clarity in the light of day, but he had a feeling that clarity would never come.

When Olivia finally heard the front door open and close, she left the bathroom and ran up to her bedroom, stripping off her clothes and changing into a pair of gym shorts and tank top. She ruffled through her belongings and finally found what she was looking for…her laptop. She knew the answer would destroy her, but she needed to know.

Powering up her Macbook, she ignored her thousands of unread e-mails, went straight to the Google search page, and typed in Alexander’s name. Her search returned several recent news articles, if you could call gossip websites news. She clicked on the first link and let out a small gasp, willing herself not to cry. Alexander was at a formal function, dressed in a tuxedo. On his arm was a very beautiful woman with red hair and small brown eyes. Olivia scrolled down and read the article. 




Alexander Burnham was spotted during a charity dinner at the Four Seasons in Boston on Saturday evening, accompanied by his new flame, Chelsea Wellington. Chelsea, the daughter of a wealthy architect, has been seen on Alexander’s arm for the past several weeks although, apparently, their relationship goes back almost ten years.




Olivia scrolled down even further and let out a small cry. It was Alexander kissing the red-haired woman. That was supposed to be her kiss. Why did she push him away when he found her? Why couldn’t she take a leap?

“I can’t believe he moved on,” Olivia whispered. “What did I do?” she cried out to no one. Flopping onto her bed, she grabbed a pillow and brought it into her chest, clutching at it as if her life depended on it. 

All of her walls came crumbling down as her body shook. It was a silent cry. Her eyes became blurry from all the unshed tears that immediately rushed forward. She stared at the laptop still open to that awful website, and wanted to scream. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t talk. She couldn’t even make a sound. She finally realized that she pushed away the one person who meant the world to her. It wasn’t until he had let go of her that she realized Alexander was really gone.













CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE APPLE OF MY EYE




“ANY WORD, CHERYL?” DONOVAN spat into the phone. He was losing control. He hated that feeling.

“I’m sorry, sir. Nothing. The trail has gone cold. I think he’s given up on ever finding her. The last trace was a large cash withdrawal the day she left town. After that, nothing other than a stolen credit card that turned up to be a dead end.”

“What about that suspicious trip he took back in October? Make any headway on that?”

Cheryl sighed. “I’ve tried to get flight records, but those are sealed tight. I didn’t want to arouse suspicion by asking Martin about the trip.”

“Well, stay on it, if you can. Proceed discreetly. The second anything turns up, let me know.”

Cheryl exhaled loudly. “I honestly believe he’s moved on. He seems happy now. At least, I think he does. Maybe it’s for the best, sir.”

He banged his fist on his desk. “No, damn it! Those documents are still out there. I know they are! I won’t be happy until they are destroyed. Neither will my client and I don’t need to remind you what is at risk if we fail to turn those documents over in a timely fashion. Until we find that box, everyone is at risk of being exposed.”

“Yes, sir. I understand. I’ll remain vigilant in finding the girl. How should we proceed when I do?”

“Let me worry about that.” Donovan hung up and ran his fingers through where his hair once was.




~~~~~~~~~~




“HEY, MO!” ALEXANDER SAID upon arriving at Johnny D’s and seeing Mo sitting at a table alone. He couldn’t pull himself away from the bar. Not yet, anyway. Even though Olivia was gone, Mo and Kiera still showed up every Thursday night for Open Mic. Alexander had moved on like Olivia wanted him to, but it was still comforting to see people who had a connection to her.

“Hey, man. Good to see you. How’s Chelsea?” Mo asked, taking a sip from his beer.

“She’s great. Thanks for asking,” he replied, his eyes dropping.

“Hey,” Mo said, placing his hand on Alexander’s arm. “It’s okay to move on. It’s what she wanted you to do.”

“I know, but she’s still on my mind.” He looked down, trying to cope with his mixed feelings.

“And she will be, at least for a while,” Mo said, obviously remembering how he felt the first time Olivia ran. “But you just wake up in the morning and get through the day and, eventually, it will get easier. Then you’ll move on. She’ll always be there in the back of your mind but, soon, it won’t hurt as much.”

Alexander simply nodded. “I guess I’m officially a member of the Olivia Adler Survivors Club, aren’t I?” he laughed, clearing the air a bit.

“Yeah, and it’s quite a club, isn’t it?” Kiera said, sitting down at the table.

“Hey, Kiera. Any word?” Alexander asked the short redhead hopefully, wondering if Olivia had contacted her friends for the holidays. He never told them he had found her, the pain of her rejection still too raw.

“No. Nothing. It’s been a few months and nothing.” Kiera met Alexander’s eyes and could see the hurt there. “I know it’s stupid, but I even made her a tofu turkey for tomorrow. I guess I’m just still hoping she’ll show up. No one should be alone on Christmas Eve.” She looked away, trying to hide her tears.

Mo wrapped his arms around her petite frame, comforting her. 

“We’re quite the fun bunch, aren’t we?” Alexander said, lightening the mood.

“You doing anything tonight?” Mo asked, trying to change the subject.

When Alexander arrived home after finding Olivia in Florida, he knew he needed to try to get over her. He was still angry. He wasn’t coping very well without her in his life. That’s when he turned to music, just as Olivia had done all those years ago. He found that it helped to have an outlet for his emotions, instead of keeping them all bottled up.

“Yeah, and I think it’ll be the last time. It’s time to let go.”

Mo simply nodded his head. “You do what you gotta do.”

They all turned their heads when the M.C. jumped back on the stage. “Okay, next up, Alex! Get on up here!”

Alexander took a deep breath and made his way to the stage for the last time. He sat down at the piano and adjusted the microphone. “Thanks everyone, and thanks for letting me play a little bit these past few weeks. For those of you who don’t know, I went through a pretty nasty break-up a few months ago. It felt as if my entire world was ripped out from underneath me when this girl left. I tried to figure out where it all went wrong, but now I know I need to let her go and move on because finally, there is someone in my life who I think could make me happy. But before I can move on, I just need to do one last song. For me. And for the girl I lost. This is Eve, the Apple of My Eye by BellX1.”

Alexander placed his hands on the piano and began to play the slow melody. As he sang the words, all he thought about was his Olivia, how he was certain she still cared about him. But when he confronted her in Florida, she turned him away, desperate to protect herself. He still loved her with every fiber of his being, and he knew he probably always would but, at the same time, he needed to move on. He hadn’t been living those past few months. He’d simply been existing.

He still didn’t understand why Olivia ran in the first place. Maybe things moved too quickly. She was a girl who was dealt such a shit life. She had never really coped with anything. Over the past several months, he had become angrier with his father over everything that had happened in Olivia’s life. He covered up her very existence, ripping her from the only friends and family she had. Now, twenty-one years later, she couldn’t form any meaningful relationships because of her fear that she’d lose those very people. It was tragic, in a way, how empty she was.

Now that he was singing the words to the emotional song, he realized that maybe he and Olivia were never heading in the same direction. He had waited most of his life to find the girl who stole his heart all those years ago, but maybe there was a bigger reason she was taken from him. It was time to accept what had happened between them. Olivia could make any relationship sink or swim at the turn of a dime, and he couldn’t put himself through that again.

As the final note rang in the air, Alexander stepped off the stage to polite applause. He walked toward Mo and Kiera’s table, almost breaking down upon seeing Kiera’s tear-stained eyes. “I need to take off guys,” he said, a lump in his throat.

“Well, have a Merry Christmas, Alex,” Mo said, shaking his hand.

“Thanks. You, too.” He turned to leave the bar and was met by fierce brown eyes standing near the door.

“Who’s your Eve, Alex?” Chelsea asked quietly, the hurt in her voice evident after hearing Alexander sing the song, clearly thinking about Olivia and calling her the apple of his eye.

“Chelsea…” he said, taking a step toward her. “How did you…”

“What? Know you’d be here?” she spat out, her eyes wide with fury. “I followed you, Alex. You don’t tell me anything. You say you love me, yet you lie about some bullshit meeting. Did you not think I would figure it out when you make up the same excuse every Thursday night?”

Alexander looked down.

“Please, Alex,” she begged, her voice soft. “Just answer me. Who’s your Eve?”

He shook his head, running his hands through his hair. “I’m sorry, Chelsea,” he said, grabbing onto her arms, his eyes blazing into hers. “I really am. I just needed to do that for me. So I can move on. Olivia was my past. You’re my future. I know that now. I do.” He was surprised at the words coming out of his mouth. He had never given too much thought to a future with Chelsea before, but the more he thought about it, the more sense it made.

A smile crept across his face and he dragged her body flush with his, hoping to calm her fears before continuing, “I guess, in a way, she’ll always be my Eve. She’ll always be the one girl who got away. That’s why I had to do that song. To remind myself that she isn’t the girl for me. She only brings me down.” He pulled back, staring into Chelsea’s eyes. “Being with you has made me realize that the entire time I was with her, I was sinking. I’m so sorry you had to see that,” he whispered, his voice pleading for forgiveness.

Chelsea wrapped her arms around him, sighing as she took in the warmth of his body. “No. I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I should never have doubted you. I just get nervous sometimes that you’re slipping away from me. I know these past few months haven’t been easy on you, but you have to know that I’ll never leave you. I love you, Alex.” She gazed at him, her devotion and admiration clear. She didn’t try to mask it or hide it.

He planted a deep kiss on her lips, her honesty and openness a breath of fresh air. “I love you, too, Miss Wellington. Now, let’s get out of here.” He winked, grabbing her hand and leading her out of the bar.

He knew he had strong feelings for Chelsea, but was it love? He couldn’t be sure. He cared about her quite a bit. He was surprised how quickly he fell for her once he realized she wanted something more than just an occasional hook-up. He enjoyed her company, but that feeling of electricity running through his body anytime she touched him was missing. She wasn’t Olivia.

Olivia would always be the one he cherished above all others, the apple of his eye, but she pushed him away. Chelsea was the type of girl he could see himself spending the rest of his life with. Even though they had only been dating for a few months, he had known Chelsea for nearly a decade. She had hinted she was ready for the next step.

And maybe he should be, too.













CHAPTER SIXTEEN

LAST NIGHT




ON NEW YEAR’S DAY, Olivia lay on her couch, her tank top and gym shorts no longer fitting properly. She clutched onto Nepenthe, desperate for him to work his magic and take away her sorrow. For the past few weeks, she had remained a relative recluse in her little beach cottage. Hoping to avoid Cam, she no longer took her coffee on the front porch. Instead, she tortured herself nearly day and night, looking at photos of Alexander on the internet.

New photos poured in on an almost daily basis. Her heart would catch in her throat once in a while when she stumbled across one of her and Alexander that had been taken early in their relationship. But she was now just a footnote in his life, reporters never even finding out her name. She didn’t want to be in his life. She had to keep reminding herself of that.

As she started to drift off to sleep, she heard a loud banging on the door. She remained on her couch, refusing to get up and answer. The banging continued. After several minutes, she got up, swearing as she swung open the door.

“Hey. There you are,” Cam said, a wild look in his eyes. “Are you okay?” he asked, taking in Olivia’s disheveled appearance, wondering if she had heard the news.

“I’m fine, Cam.” She started to close the door, feeling self-conscious. In the back of her mind, she tried to remember the last time she showered. Her face felt oily and she was sure the grease in her hair would give the Exxon-Valdez spill a run for its money.

“Hey. Hold on,” he said. “I thought maybe you’d want to go have oysters or something later. We can watch the shrimp boats come in. It’ll be fun.”

Oysters. Why was it always oysters?

“No, thank you.” Olivia tried to shut the door again, but Cam put his hand on the jamb, preventing her from closing it all the way. He regretted leaving things the way he did all those weeks ago. He should have kept a better eye on her but, for some reason, he couldn’t bring himself to knock on her door each and every morning. Now, looking at how broken she appeared, he regretted his decision. She needed a friend and he failed.

“Listen, Libby. I know things have been off for you since the last time we, well, ya’ know.” He looked at her, hoping she would open up to him. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“No, Cam. I don’t want to talk about it. All I’ve done my entire life is fucking talk about it and, well, I’m all talked out. So, if you don’t mind, I’d like to crawl back into my hole and return to my future of being the crazy cat lady.”

“Okay. I was just trying to be a friend.” Cam took a step back and stared at her, not knowing how to react. “We don’t have to talk. I can just keep you company.”

“That’s what Nepenthe is here for. Have a nice day.” She turned around and Cam took in her side view.

“Wait, Olivia,” he said, making her stop. “When was the last time you ate anything?”

Olivia searched her brain. It was probably the same day she showered and she couldn’t be sure of when that was. 

“You have no idea, do you?” 

She looked down, avoiding his concerned eyes. She didn’t need his help. She didn’t need anyone’s help. She could take care of herself, but she didn’t want to. She wanted to turn everything off. That way, it wouldn’t hurt anymore.

She retreated inside, not closing the door. “If you’re so worried about me, feel free to come in then.” 

Cam stepped into the house, taking in his surroundings. All the shades had been drawn and no lights were on. The place was dark and depressing. “First things first…” He walked into the living room toward the front windows. “Vitamin D is important.” He opened the shades and sunlight streamed into the living area.

He headed into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator, hoping there was something she could eat. He found a few containers of Greek yogurt and, after checking the expiration date, grabbed a blueberry-flavored one, opening it.

“Here. Eat this,” he said, thrusting the container into Olivia’s hands as she sat on the couch, eying him with disgust. “I’m not kidding, Libby,” he barked. “You’re on the verge of being malnourished. You need food.”

She rolled her eyes, and shakily began to spoon the creamy substance into her mouth.

“See. You’re so weak you can’t even raise your spoon.”

“I’m eating, okay? So you can leave if all you’re going to do is criticize me,” she sneered.

“I’m not leaving until I know you’re okay.” He sat down next to her, his eyes trained on her.

“Then you’ll be stuck here a while because I don’t think I’ll ever be okay.” And that was the truth. She was done hiding from her own feelings. She was in pain. She pushed away the one good thing in her life and, in the crosshairs, lost her two best friends. She had no one. She was all alone. It was exactly what she wanted, but now that she was alone, she felt lonelier than she could handle.

“I’m not going to ask you if you want to talk about it, but just tell me what to do and I’ll do it,” Cam said, clearly concerned.

Olivia raised an eyebrow, remembering their last encounter when he said the same thing.

He laughed. “Well, except that. That didn’t work out too well, did it?”

Sighing, she leaned back into the couch. “Can you turn the clocks back a few months? I made the biggest mistake of my life. Why do I always do this?” she cried out. “You saw it. You tried to get close to me so I kicked you out and avoided you for the past God knows how many weeks. And why do I do that?” she laughed. “Because I’m scared I’ll get close to someone and then they’ll leave me. Does that make sense? I’m scared of being alone so I push everyone away, and the result is the same. I still end up all alone.”

“Is this about Alexander Burnham?” he asked quietly.

Olivia shot up and glared at him, her eyes narrow. “How do you know about him?”

“I’m sorry. I just figured as much. Elsie told me what she talked to you about at the bar that night, and since then, you’ve been locked in your house. You’ve barely eaten. It looks like you haven’t slept. You haven’t been taking care of yourself. I’d guess you’re dealing with a broken heart here. It’s got all the signs,” he said, smiling, trying to lighten the atmosphere in the room.

“I was the one to do the breaking so I have no reason to be upset. It’s my own damn fault. I pushed him away, and then he found me and begged me to go back to him. I told him I wanted nothing to do with him and to forget about me. He’s moved on, and it’s exactly what I wanted. But, if it’s what I wanted, why does it hurt so damn much?”

Cam pulled her close, trying to calm her down. “Sometimes, to protect ourselves, we hurt the people who mean the most to us. It doesn’t make us a bad person, and it doesn’t mean we’ve moved on. I can guarantee he hasn’t moved on, Olivia. If you were mine, I wouldn’t let you go without a fight.” He pulled a strand of her hair, tucking it behind her ear.

“I didn’t let him fight. I left without saying a word. I told him everything in a letter, making sure he wouldn’t find it until I was three hours out of town.” Tears kept streaming down her face. “And then, when he found me, I made it quite clear I no longer cared about him. I lied through my teeth.”

“Well, maybe it’s not too late. Maybe it’s time to go back to Boston. Tell him you made a mistake. At least give him a chance to tell you to your face that he’s happier without you. I think you need closure.”

She pulled back, her eyes wide. “I can’t do that. I left town, running like the coward I am. I can’t go back and face everyone.”

“Can’t? Or won’t?”

“You sound like my therapist,” Olivia laughed.

“I just want to help you. Yes, when I first started noticing you, I wanted nothing more than to get in your pants…”

“And you did,” Olivia joked.

Cam held up his hands in surrender. “Hey. I’m just trying to be honest here. You’re a beautiful young woman. And that night, after you kicked me out, I realized you were still hung up on some other guy. And that’s okay. When you were nowhere to be found the past few weeks, I got worried. I know when people are depressed. All the signs were there. I just wanted to make sure you didn’t do something stupid.” Also, Elsie’s text still hung heavy over his head. He wondered how long he could keep Olivia occupied without her finding out about that news. He knew he would have to tell her, but he wanted to make sure she was emotionally in a better place before he did so.

“I need a glass of water,” she said, getting up from the couch.

“Libby, let me ask you a question,” Cam said as she grabbed a bottle of water and poured it over ice.

“Okay. Shoot. But, first, I just want to make sure you’re not expecting me to pay your hourly rate.”

“No,” Cam chuckled. “I’m just here as a friend wanting to help out a friend.”

“Okay. Go ahead with your question then.” She leaned against the kitchen island.

Cam stood up, walking into the kitchen and sitting on a barstool. “Have you always had problems communicating your feelings? It just seems like you hide them from everyone, and even lie to yourself about them.”

Olivia narrowed her eyes, taken aback by his observation. “You barely know me…”

“Yes, I know,” he interrupted. “But I know people. So just humor me and answer the question.”

“I guess I’ve always had problems with that. It goes back to the whole ‘worried that people would leave’ thing. I always worry that once people know how I feel, it would make them run.”

“So you run instead, keeping all your feelings locked up inside.”

“Yes, Dr. Cameron,” Olivia responded sarcastically.

“So how do you communicate your feelings? You can’t keep them all locked inside. No one could survive carrying that burden.”

She lowered her eyes, looking at the floor, noting how dirty it had gotten.

“Libby,” Cam said, bringing her attention back to him. “It’s New Year’s Day. You’ve been here for nearly three months, running from your feelings. Just confront those feelings and let the chips fall where they may.”

She stared at him for several long moments, his eyes fierce and full of compassion. “Fine,” she relented. “I’ll go. But what am I going to say to Kiera and Mo?”

“And they are?”

“My best friends. This is the second time I’ve run out on them.”

“Well, you’re going to have to deal with that. Call them. I’m sure they’ll be thrilled to hear from you.” Cam stood up and walked over to the couch, lying down. “Take a shower. Freshen up. I’ll wait here.” He grabbed a fitness magazine off her coffee table and started flipping through it.

Olivia eyed him suspiciously. “For what?”

“I’m taking you out to dinner so go get ready.”

“I don’t need you baby-sitting me, Cam. So either leave and let me get ready in private, or leave and don’t come back.”

His mind began to race. What if he left and she found out? Could he risk that? Should he just tell her? But maybe she wouldn’t return to Boston if she found out, and she needed to go back for her own sake.

“I mean it, Cam. Get the fuck out.”

Sighing, he raised himself off the couch and walked over to the front door, opening it. “Fine. I’ll be back in an hour and we’ll go for oysters.”

“No oysters,” Olivia said, raising her hand.

“Okay. Okay. No oysters. Promise. See you in a little bit, Libby. We’ll celebrate your last night on the beach.” He hated that he was leaving her, but knew she would become even more suspicious if he insisted on staying while she got ready for dinner. He hoped he made the right decision.













CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

OVERBOARD




AFTER CAM LEFT, OLIVIA took a shower. It was the first time she had looked in the mirror in days, or possibly weeks. The reflection looking back disgusted her. Her face was sunken, her skin clearly too big for her frame. After toweling off, she threw on a pair of jeans that wouldn’t stay up. She felt weak and needed to sit down. She wondered how she would get through dinner if she could barely stand to get ready.

As she collapsed on her bed, she heard a ding on her laptop, signaling her to a new Google search alert. She had set one up several weeks ago for Alexander, realizing that it was far easier to keep track of any new developments that way. As she clicked on the e-mail, she felt her heart shatter into millions of tiny pieces.

With shaky hands and desperately trying to subdue the painful lump in her throat, she navigated to the link contained in the e-mail. The story seemed to be headlining not only various gossip websites, but also more respectable news outlets. Her breathing shallow, her eyes fell on a photo of Alexander standing next to that woman. They were clearly out at a formal gathering for New Year’s Eve, him in a tuxedo and her in a tight fit silver gown. Beaming, she stood in Alexander’s arms with her left hand placed on his chest. 

And on the ring finger of her left hand sat an enormous diamond.

Olivia scrolled down and read the news article through her tears.




One of the country’s most eligible bachelors is no longer eligible after proposing to his now fiancée, Chelsea Wellington, at a swanky New Year’s Eve Ball last night in New York City. Although they have only been dating for a few months, the couple appears to be rather excited to get on with their future, their eyes focused on a February wedding. Good luck and congratulations.




The pain was back. It never really left, but Olivia had been hopeful earlier when she decided to return to Boston and pour her heart out to Alexander. But now it had returned and the hurt was too much. She needed something to dull the ache. Her chest felt like it was tightening and she struggled to breathe. Running to the bathroom, she rummaged through her medicine cabinet for the bottle that Dr. Greenstein had prescribed to help with her anxiety.

She grabbed it and walked downstairs with her laptop, searching for the bottle of bourbon with her name on it. Popping two valium, she gulped down the liquid, thankful for the warmth spreading through her body. After throwing another couple of valium pills into her mouth and finishing almost half the bottle of alcohol, the pain of seeing Alexander’s ring on another woman was finally dulled. The last thing she remembered was staring out at the crashing waves of the ocean before the numbness took over.




~~~~~~~~~~




CAM LEFT HIS HOUSE early, anxiously hoping that Olivia hadn’t found out the news in the past hour that he’d been gone. He sped through town, recalling the fragile state she was in earlier that day. The longer he sat at each stop light, the more irritated he became. As storm clouds rolled in, a bad feeling formed in his gut.

He pulled up to Olivia’s house and leapt up the stairs onto her deck, tapping gently on the door. There was no answer. Then he heard a gentle scratching on the other side of the door, coupled with a loud meow. He stilled, continuing to listen. He heard it again, wondering what Olivia’s cat was doing. He knocked again, becoming more and more concerned. Several moments passed and all he could hear was Nepenthe’s scratching and meows. He tried the door, but it was locked. Walking over to the front window and peering inside, his heart fell. Olivia was sprawled out on the floor, a liquor bottle lying beside her, the contents of a prescription bottle poured out on the coffee table.

“Olivia!” he shouted, running back to the front door, desperately trying the lock again. When it wouldn’t give, he took a deep breath and kicked the doorjamb, forcing the door open.

He ran to her, grabbed her in his arms, and carried her to the bathroom, frantically checking for a pulse. Sticking his hand down her throat, he tried to force her to vomit, praying he wasn’t too late. Finally, he felt her shudder and gag before she emptied the contents of her stomach into the toilet. Cam breathed a sigh of relief when he saw four blue pills fall out of her mouth, hoping that was all she took.

He rubbed her back while she came around, dry heaving. “Let it go, Libby. Just let it go,” he comforted her as she collapsed on the bathroom floor, curling up in a ball.

“It hurts too fucking much, Cam,” she wailed out, convulsing on the cold tile.

Fuck. He had never heard pain as intense as the hurt in Olivia’s voice. He wouldn’t wish that on even his worst enemies. It was excruciating watching her shake, clutching her knees as her body continued to spasm.

“You need help, Libby. You just fucking overdosed. If I didn’t find you when I did…” His voice trailed off, not wanting to think about what would have greeted him if he left his house a minute later.

“I’m not suicidal, Cam. I felt a panic attack coming on so I took a few pills.”

“How many did you take?”

“Four. I just wanted to be numb for a little bit.”

Cam wrapped his arms around her, thankful that she expelled all the pills she took. “You’re only supposed to take one, and not with alcohol, Libby. Jesus…” A tear fell down his face, the adrenaline pumping through his body finally subsiding.

“He’s engaged.” The aftershocks of violently ridding her stomach of its contents continued to consume her body as she shook in Cam’s arms. “He’s really gone now, and it hurts,” she sobbed.

“Come on, Libby. I know there’s a fighter in there somewhere. Are you really going to give up? I saw the pictures. If you ask me, that’s not a guy who’s too sure about anything. He doesn’t look happy, and I’m not just saying that to make you feel better. You need to go talk to him, at least. Get closure.” He gently rubbed her back, leaning down to kiss her head. “Make him tell you to your face that he’s happy with that redheaded bimbo.”

Olivia laughed through her tears. “She does look a little bit like a bimbo.”

“There’s my girl,” Cam crooned as he continued rocking her in his arms. “How do you feel?”

“A little light-headed,” she responded, her voice raspy.

“Probably because you have no food in your system.” He squeezed Olivia tight, relieved that she was coming around. “Here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to order a ton of pizza, and we’re going to stay in and watch stupid movies all night long. Sound good?”

Olivia looked through her tear-soaked eyes into Cam’s vibrant silver ones brimming with hope. She nodded.

He leaned down and kissed her forehead before lifting her in his arms and carrying her over to the couch. As he ordered pizza, Olivia grabbed her laptop, finding the photo that sent her over the edge less than an hour ago. Cam eyed her suspiciously as he placed the rather large order with a local pizza house. She gave him a reassuring nod before returning her eyes to the screen in front of her.

Cam was right. There was something very off about Alexander’s expression in the photos. And it wasn’t just in one. It was in all of them. He looked like a shell of his former self, as if he was simply going through the motions, desperate to overcome something…to overcome her. At that moment, Olivia knew that he hadn’t moved on, but she had to act fast.

“So what are you going to do?” Cam asked, plopping down on the couch next to her after putting on a Blu-Ray of Old School.

She shrugged. “What I have to do. I need to see him, beg him to take me back, even after everything I’ve put him through, and hope that there’s part of him that still cares enough to forgive me.”

Cam put his arm around Olivia and pulled her close. “Good,” he said quietly, trying to hide the lump that had formed in his throat at the thought of her no longer being in his life. It was bittersweet, but he knew Olivia needed to go for her own survival. And as much as he wished she would be able to forget about Alexander Burnham, he knew that would never happen. He was still concerned about her, particularly after what had happened that evening, but he knew that once she was back where she belonged, she would get the closure she needed. Then she could begin to move on.

That night, Cam savored his time with Olivia, knowing that she would leave the island in the next few days. They sat on her couch for hours, gorging on pizza, mozzarella sticks, and fried zucchini as they watched movie after movie, laughing. Every time Cam thought how he could get used to doing that with her, he had to remind himself that she needed to leave. His heart ached, but he refused to be the one to keep her in pain and hurting.

As Olivia slept with her head on his lap, he decided it was time to go. He tried to re-adjust her body so he didn’t wake her, but had no such luck.

“Where are you going?” she asked drowsily, wiping the sleep from her eyes.

“It’s late. I should go home.”

“Wait. No. Stay. Please.”

Cam looked at her, the hesitation clear on his face.

“It’s just, I’m going to miss you when I leave, and I want to spend as much time with you as I can before then.”

“When are you planning on heading back?” Cam asked.

“Day after tomorrow, I think. I have to pack so I’ll need a day to do that. Please. Stay with me until I go.”

Cam sighed, dropping back down on the couch next to her. “Do you have any idea how impossible it is to say no to you?”

Olivia giggled as she nuzzled into his arms.

“God, I’m going to miss that sound.”













CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

BELONG




“SO LOOKS LIKE YOU’RE all set then,” Cam said a few days later after he finished loading up Olivia’s car with all her things.

“Looks that way,” Olivia answered sadly. She didn’t want to admit it, but she was definitely going to miss Cam. Over the past few months, he had been her rock, the only person who understood her. A tear fell down her cheek, thinking how she would no longer see his smiling face every morning as she enjoyed her coffee. She wished she hadn’t avoided him those last few weeks.

“Hey, hey,” he said, wiping Olivia’s tear. “Enough of that. This isn’t good-bye, but you can’t stay here, Libby. You know that. You need closure so you can get on with your life. And then, if it all goes to hell, I’ll be here waiting for you.” He wrapped his arms around her. “I’ll always wait for you,” he whispered, kissing her gently on the top of her head before helping her into the car. As he watched her Audi disappear down Ocean Avenue, a lump formed in his throat, hoping that wasn’t the last time he would ever see her.




~~~~~~~~~~




THE FOLLOWING EVENING, OLIVIA pulled off the Mass Pike and onto Huntington Avenue, heading toward her house, feeling overwhelmed as she drove past Boston Common Park. She missed her home, and that’s what Boston was. It was home.

She pulled her car in front of her house and grabbed Nepenthe, wondering how she would feel being back in the place filled with so many memories of Alexander. Her hands shaking, she punched her code into the keyless entry and opened the door before disarming the security system.

She walked into the kitchen and let Nepenthe out of his cat carrier. After helping him settle back into the house, she ran out to her car and finished unpacking her items before driving down the side alley, parking in the back.

Leaving all her things in the living room, she headed up to her master bedroom. Everything was exactly as she had left it. Her bed was still covered with the clothes she haphazardly threw around as she was packing to flee town. Nothing had changed, but everything was different. Everything reminded her of Alexander. She flopped down on what had become Alexander’s side of the bed and inhaled. Months had passed, but it still smelled like him. She shot up, tears threatening to fall once more. She couldn’t stay there.

She ran downstairs and put Nepenthe’s bowls out, filling his food and water. “I’m sorry, pal. I just can’t stay here, but I’ll be back every day to check on you.” She picked up her cat and gave him a kiss before he leapt out of her arms, more interested in his food.

She grabbed her suitcase and re-armed her system, leaving her house again. But this time, she wasn’t running. She just needed to collect her thoughts. And she couldn’t sleep in that bed, not when it smelled so much like Alexander.

She drove around town and soon found herself parked in front of Mo’s house in Arlington. She sat there for several long moments, staring blankly at the steering wheel before finally gathering enough courage to get out of the car. As she walked up the front steps and rang the doorbell, she thought about how Mo would react when he saw her standing on his doorstep after being gone for so long. A few moments passed and she didn’t hear anything stirring. She rang again and finally heard some shuffling.

Mo pulled back the door to his house, curious as to who it could be that late at night. He almost couldn’t believe his eyes. Olivia stood at his front door, looking frail, a shell of her former self. He had seen her at her lowest of lows, but this was unlike anything he had seen before.

“Livvy?! Oh, my god! Get in here!” He pulled her toward him, hugging her tightly.

Olivia tried so hard to stay strong, but she couldn’t take it anymore. All her emotions and everything she had felt over the past several months came rushing forward. She sobbed as Mo walked her toward his living room. He gingerly lowered her to the couch and simply held her as she cried, thankful she was okay. Or as okay as she could be.

After several minutes of just sitting there, Olivia’s tears started to wane. Mo kept holding onto her. He didn’t want to say anything. He just wanted to hold her, hoping that he wouldn’t wake up and it all be a cruel dream. Brushing her hair behind her ear, he placed a gentle kiss on the top of her head.

Olivia stared into his dark eyes. “I’m so sorry, Mo,” she exhaled, tears starting to flow down her face again.

“Hey. Don’t cry, Livvy. It’s okay. Just tell me what’s going on and I’ll do whatever I can.” He had a feeling that after news of Alexander’s engagement got out, she might return to Boston. But never did he expect to see her looking as horrible as she did.

“I ruined everything, like I always do. I push people away trying to protect myself, but it never works out, does it?”

“I won’t ask if everything’s okay because that seems like such a stupid question. I know things aren’t. But tell me what I can do right now.”

She looked at him and snuggled into his embrace once more. “You’re doing it. Thank you.”




~~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER’S PHONE HAD BEEN buzzing all night, but he was enjoying his time out with Chelsea. She had become a breath of fresh air those past few months, and he was actually starting to look forward to their wedding. While he still thought about Olivia more than he should, Chelsea was the one to bring him back from the low point in his life.

He walked out of his favorite Italian restaurant in the North End, the memory of taking Olivia there after the Red Sox game all those months ago still strong. But he was eager to replace all those old Olivia memories with new ones. Happier ones.

Martin pulled up in front of them. “My place, Miss Wellington?” Alexander asked, taking Chelsea’s hand and kissing it gently.

She giggled. Alexander cringed a little. It was a high-pitched squeal type of a giggle. It wasn’t Olivia’s giggle. “I’d love to, Alex.” She pushed him aside and got into the SUV. “But you do know that, at some point, we are going to have to move in together.”

Alexander had been putting that off, wanting to enjoy his last few months of being single. Plus, Chelsea wanted him to get rid of Runner and he wasn’t ready for that just yet. He loved that dog, although he was another painful memory of Olivia. He started to wonder whether he would ever be able to fully rid his life of her. He didn’t think he could even if he wanted to. And he wasn’t sure he really wanted to, as much as he knew he should.

As he walked around to the other side of the car, Martin stopped him. “Sir, Carter has been trying to get in touch with you. He wouldn’t say what it was about, but you should probably call him.”

“Okay, Martin. I will when I get home.” He opened the door and climbed in beside Chelsea, grabbing her hand and planting a sensual kiss on it.

After a quiet car ride as he considered what Carter needed from him so urgently, Alexander led Chelsea into his large penthouse apartment.

“Jesus Christ, Alex!” She scowled as Runner bounded down the stairs. “Will you get rid of that fucking dog already?” She winced when the dog jumped on him, his tail wagging, obviously happy to see him.

“Why don’t you like animals?” he asked.

“They’re just so dirty.”

“Runner, down.” Alexander glanced at Chelsea, who appeared horrified. “Give me a minute. I’ll put him somewhere. And I need to make one quick phone call. I’ll be right back.” He turned to Runner. “Come here, boy.”

He walked away from Chelsea and the dog followed him down the hallway toward his office. After punching his code into the keypad, he strode over to the desk as Runner walked to his doggie bed in the corner and lay down. Picking up his phone, Alexander called Carter.

“Sir.”

“What is so important tonight, Carter?”

“Sir, it’s Miss Adler,” he replied. Alexander could almost hear the hesitation in his voice. “You asked me to remotely monitor any entry or exit on her home security system. Well, tonight, there was an entry just after eight and an exit a few minutes before nine.”

Alexander sunk into his chair, his heart dropping to his stomach. Just when everything was starting to go well. Just when he had finally gotten over her, or so he thought. “Has there been any follow-up?” he asked, his voice quiet.

“Yes, sir. No one who had access to her key-codes has been there.”

“Okay. Thank you, Carter.” He hung up and went back out to the living area. Chelsea was sitting on the couch, batting her eyes.

“Chelsea, I’m sorry, but I have some work business I need to attend to this evening. I need to go. Martin will drive you home.” He turned abruptly and dashed to the elevator, pressing the call button repeatedly. An elevator car arrived almost immediately.

Within a few moments, he jumped into his Maserati and drove the few miles to Olivia’s house. He leapt out of his car and ran up the steps, banging on her front door. It all seemed so familiar. He did the same thing the day she left. Why was he getting roped back into her life when everything seemed to be going so well with Chelsea? He was supposed to be getting married in a few weeks.

There was no answer. He banged again. “Olivia! Are you in there? I just want to make sure you’re okay. That’s all. Then I’ll leave you alone.” Nothing. No movement. He checked inside and the house looked dark. He punched the code into her keypad door lock and disarmed the security system, surprised that nearly three months later, he still remembered those numbers.

Walking through the foyer and into the kitchen, he took in his surroundings. A thousand happy memories came rushing back before he noticed her cell phone still lying on the island, the battery long dead. Has she even been here?

He heard a faint sound coming down the stairs and he spun around. “Nepenthe!” he exclaimed when the cat appeared in the doorway. Olivia was back. And she would be coming back there. She would never leave Nepenthe alone for too long. He sat on the couch and let the cat snuggle next to him for a while, thinking about what Olivia being back in town meant for her own safety. And for him.

He had moved on, but he needed closure. He knew she lied to him all those months ago when he confronted her. He willed himself to remain strong. She had hurt him more than any other person had in his entire life. If he simply took her back, could he possibly survive when she left him again? He didn’t know. And she would, inevitably, leave him again. It was what she did. It was all she knew. Raising himself off the couch, he knew that he would just have to be patient.













CHAPTER NINETEEN

TEAM OLIVIA




THE NEXT MORNING, OLIVIA sat at the table in Mo’s kitchen, reunited with her two best friends.

“I swear to god, Libby. If you ever pull a stunt like that again, I will cut a bitch. And that bitch will be you,” Kiera said, laughing. “I knew something was up last night when Carter called asking if I had gone to your house for any reason.”

“What are you talking about?” Olivia asked, raising her eyebrows in confusion.

“Well, I guess Alexander asked them to monitor your alarm system and let him know if there were any entries or exits. And last night there were.”

“Controlling bastard,” Olivia muttered.

“That he is.” Mo laughed. “So what did you come back here for? It surely wasn’t just for me and Kiera.” He eyed Olivia and she could tell he knew exactly why she came back but wanted her to actually talk about it.

“No. You’re right,” she sighed. “I mean, you’re part of the reason, but after hearing about Alexander’s engagement to that Chelsea girl…”

“Ugh,” Kiera interrupted. “Don’t even get me started on that fake bitch.”

“She’s not that bad,” Mo commented.

Kiera glared at him. “Team Olivia all the way!” She threw a donut hole at him.

“Please don’t turn my life into a stupid love triangle.”

Kiera whispered, “Go Team Olivia!”

Olivia couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah, well, anyway, after I found out he had been seeing her, I just snapped. I shut myself in my house and barely ate, probably didn’t shower, and just closed the world out. Then I found out about the engagement and things got worse. I wanted to stop feeling and forget, but this surfer boy I got to know fairly well helped me snap out of it. He pretty much pushed me into my car and made me drive back up here.” She left out the part about them screwing and him finding her practically comatose on her living room floor.

“Well, he’s officially my new best friend,” Kiera said, clutching Olivia’s hand. “I’m just so glad you’re back.”

“So am I.” She smiled weakly. “But I won’t feel like I’m home until I do one more thing. Maybe I just need some closure. If he’s happy with Chelsea, so be it. I get it. But I just need to see Alexander face-to-face and tell him those things I said when he…” Olivia stopped short, wondering how much she should tell her friends about what happened when Alexander found her in Florida.

Kiera stared at her. “When he what, Libby?” she asked calmly.

Olivia took a deep breath. “When he tracked me down in Florida,” she responded.

“He what?!” Kiera screeched. “That fucking bastard never said anything to us about that! What the hell happened?”

Shrugging, Olivia raised her coffee mug to her lips. “He found me on my little island in Florida and confronted me, begging me to tell him to his face that I wanted nothing to do with him. He said if that was what I really wanted, then he would leave and never bother me again. And, of course, stupid me told him exactly that, even though I didn’t mean it. So not only did I push him away once, but I did it twice.”

Kiera gaped at her, her eyes wide.

“What are you going to do?” Mo asked.

“I don’t know yet. I just want to talk to him. Explain everything. And if he still hates me, I guess I’ll have to live with that.”

“I don’t think he hates you, Olivia,” he said. “But you hurt him pretty bad.”

“Wait a minute. How do you know that?”

Kiera and Mo shared a look. “We got to be pretty close friends these past few months,” he explained.

Olivia stared at her two best friends, shocked at what they were saying. She immediately felt a twinge of jealousy. Her best friends were hanging out with Alexander on a regular basis. Then she remembered it wasn’t her place to be jealous. She lost that right.

“You have to stop running when things get bad. You need to start letting people in, Olivia,” Kiera said, interrupting her thoughts.

“I know,” Olivia sighed. “And it took my surfer boy psychiatrist friend to help me realize that.”

“Ooh… So surfer boy is a shrink? Kinky.” Kiera laughed.

Mo shoved her playfully. “Get your mind out of the gutter, babe.”

Olivia gave them a look, wondering if they finally hooked up. She made a mental note to talk to Kiera about that later.

“Yes. He’s a shrink. I realized that the pain I felt when I found out Alexander was engaged to someone else, even though I told him to move on, was worse than anything I have ever felt in my life. I just wanted to end the pain. I tried to turn it off. To stop from feeling. That way I wouldn’t hurt anymore. But it didn’t work. Nothing did. And I was the one that caused the pain. Me. Not anyone else. And I think that’s what made it hurt even more. If I hadn’t been so selfish and thinking only about myself, I could have avoided that hurt. But, instead, I did it to myself so it’s my own damn fault if Alexander slams the door in my face. He should, especially after the way I treated him when he found me and begged me to come back to him. But I, at least, want to talk to him.”

“When are you going to do it?” Mo asked, ever the practical one.

“I was thinking about just heading over to his office today,” Olivia said, her hands growing clammy at the thought of possibly seeing Alexander that day.

“Great,” Kiera said excitedly. “Have you thought about what you’re going to wear?”

“No.” She slowly shook her head. “I haven’t thought about that yet.”

Kiera stood up and grabbed her hand. “We’ll be back later, Mo. Girl thing.” She dragged her out of the house and, within a few minutes, they were on their way back into the city.

“So, what’s the deal with you and Mo?” Olivia asked. “I noticed something a little different between you two. Come on. What’s the status?”

“Status?” Kiera asked, a look of disgust on her face. “I’m not one for labels. Just, suffice it to say, he’s my one-way ticket to pound town, okay?”

Olivia laughed, happy to be back home.













CHAPTER TWENTY

THE HURT




WITHIN A FEW HOURS, Kiera had successfully helped Olivia find a new outfit to wear when she confronted Alexander. Their last stop was a swanky shoe boutique on Newbury Street. Boston was flooded with tourists still milling about in the city after celebrating the New Year. Shops were packed, and there was a chill in the air that Olivia had missed when she lived in Florida. The gray clouds made it feel like the sky would open up at any second and cover the streets with a fluffy blanket of snow.

“I don’t know, Kiera. I don’t think I really need another pair of shoes. Have you seen my closet?”

Kiera stared at her friend, indignant. “Of course I have, and I’m incredibly jealous. However, never underestimate the power of footwear. Cinderella is living proof that a pair of shoes can change your life.”

Olivia wrinkled her nose. “I’m not so sure Cinderella could be classified as ‘living proof’. Aren’t you in publishing?”

“Yeah. I read that somewhere. Isn’t it great?” Kiera laughed.

Olivia ended up buying the shoes because her friend was right. She wanted to face Alexander feeling the best she possibly could, given the circumstances. The shoes were pricey, but she had missed Christmas so she considered them a gift to herself.

The girls got back to Olivia’s house and Kiera helped her get ready. She put on her tight black sweater dress and accented it with a thin red belt. Then she pulled on the overpriced black leather boots.

“Hot!” Kiera announced when Olivia walked downstairs. “You look fucking smoking!”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence. Want to give me a ride?” Olivia asked, butterflies forming in her stomach.

“Okay. Come on.”

A short ten minutes later, Kiera pulled up outside the office building in the Financial District and turned to Olivia. “Nervous?”

“A little,” she responded, fidgeting with her coat. “He might not even be here.”

“Well, at least you’re giving it a shot.”

Olivia opened the car door, her hands shaking.

“Good luck, Libby. And, no matter what happens, I love you.”

She smiled. “Thanks, Care Bear.”

Olivia’s heart began to beat rapidly as she walked into her old work building, trying to fight off the nausea that was settling in her stomach. She made her way across the large lobby toward the turnstiles, unsure of whether she would actually be able to follow through with what she was about to do.

“Olivia! You’re back!” Jerry shouted as she swiped her keycard through the turnstiles.

“Yeah. For now, at least.”

“Hey. Are you okay? It looks like you lost a lot of weight. And you didn’t have it to lose.” He looked at her, the concern apparent on his face.

“I’m fine, Jerry. Don’t worry about me,” she said dryly.

Olivia hit the call button for the elevator and one arrived almost immediately. She pressed the button for the top floor, sliding the extra key card Alexander had given her months ago into the slot. She took a quick inhale of air when it actually worked. All too soon, the doors opened and she walked on unsteady legs into the reception area in front of Alexander’s office.

“Oh, Miss Adler.” His secretary jumped up almost immediately. “How are you?” She ran over to Olivia, taking her coat and hanging it up in the closet.

“Fine, thank you. I was wondering if Alexander is around and available. I only need a few moments of his time.”

“Oh, of course. Mr. Burnham had mentioned you might stop by.”

Arrogant bastard, Olivia thought to herself.

“He is in a meeting right now, but has instructed that you are welcome to wait in his office. He should be out within the next ten minutes.” She walked over to the large glass door and buzzed Olivia in.

“Thank you.” She walked down the long corridor leading to Alexander’s office. Low voices reverberated as she passed the conference room and she stopped dead in her tracks when she heard Alexander’s. Could she really go through with this? Just hearing his voice again made her heart ache.

Taking a steadying breath, she continued to his office, thousands of memories rushing back when she stepped over the threshold. The first night she met him. How he gently took care of her after Simon attacked her. The numerous times during their brief courtship that he summoned her upstairs and all the things they would do on his couch.

She walked over to the sitting area and ran her fingers across the back of the large sofa. “A lot of great memories on that couch,” a voice said, interrupting her thoughts. She spun around, her heart dropping to her stomach. Alexander stood in the doorway, wearing a crisp black suit and a green tie.

“Oh, my god, Olivia. Are you okay? Is something wrong?” He rushed toward her, wrapping his arms around her, his eyes panicked. “Are you sick or something?” His eyes raked over her frail appearance. She had lost too much weight. He wondered whether she had eaten at all over the past few months, and he felt partly responsible.

“Why does everyone ask me that?” Tears fell from her eyes at the concerned sound in his voice.

Stepping back, Alexander released his hold on her. “Because you don’t look like yourself, Olivia. You look…upset.”

“Well, you could say that,” she replied, glancing around the room, trying to hide her eyes from him.

“Here. Have a seat.” He led her to the love seat across from the couch and helped her sit down before he took his place next to her.

“So, what is it that I can do for you today?” he asked very matter-of-factly. Mr. Businessman was back.

Olivia took a deep breath and straightened her spine, looking for the inner strength to tell him what she had come there to say. “This is kind of hard for me to say so, please, just let me get it all out before you interrupt me.”

“Okay.” He nodded.

“Here goes nothing.” She turned toward him. “Alex, I fucked up. I know that now. I pushed you away because it’s what I do. Or did. I got scared because I was getting so close to you. I thought I would never be able to make you truly happy and that killed me. I cared about you so much that I hated myself for doing that to you. So I figured I would push you away, which was the most difficult thing I ever had to do.” She took a deep breath as she stared into his green eyes. “That last morning in Newport…” she said softly.

“On the yacht?” Alexander interrupted, his voice trembling.

“I needed you one more time. I was so addicted to your body, and the thought of never being able to feel you inside of me again broke me apart.”

“So that was you saying good-bye then?” he asked, his eyes meeting hers before she looked away.

“It was the only way I knew how,” she replied, staring at her fingers.

“Look at me, Olivia.”

She obeyed, lifting her water-filled eyes to meet his.

“I knew there was something different that morning, but I never would have guessed you would run from me. I had a feeling you were slipping away from me, but I thought we got that spark back after the race. You say you thought I could never be happy with you. That wasn’t your decision to make. I was so deliriously happy with you, Olivia,” he said quietly, his voice full of hurt. “And I knew you were going through some issues. I was more than willing to be patient with you while you worked through those, but you pushed me away. Twice.”

“I know!” she exclaimed, clearly agitated. She fidgeted with the hem of her skirt, trying to fight off the lightheadedness she felt. Taking a deep breath, she met his eyes once more. “Just let me finish,” she pleaded.

“Okay.”

“When I first arrived in Florida, every morning I woke up hoping, in the back of my mind, that you would show up on my doorstep, begging for me to come back. And then I met Cam and I thought he would be the perfect person to help dull the pain because I felt nothing for him. And nothing was better than the hurt. When you confronted me…god, Alexander. It took all my willpower to not melt into your arms. You’re right. My body did betray me. I’ve never felt as fulfilled or complete as I did with you. You’re the only one who gives me an orgasm so intense that I feel my entire world shake, and it scared me all over again. So I lied. I told you what you needed to hear to leave me alone.”

Olivia stared into Alexander’s intense green eyes, tears beginning to fall down both their faces. “I’m so sorry, Alexander. I took the coward’s way out. I pushed you away to prevent myself from being hurt. But, in the end, I was the one who hurt myself. I experienced inexplicable pain. And then I saw all those photos of you with another woman and heard about your engagement, and I shut down. I tried to shut everything off. Because that pain, Alex…” Her voice trailed off, her chin trembling. She took another steadying breath. “That pain is worse than anything I have ever experienced. Knowing that you’re with someone else is tearing me apart.”

“Olivia,” he exhaled, his eyes roaming his office as he processed everything. Olivia had come back to him. It was what he always hoped for and wanted. But now that she was here, could he really dive head-first back into her life? “Do you have any idea how hurt I was when you left? Do you have any idea what the words you said in Florida did to me?”

Olivia nodded her head. “I do now. I realize the pain that I cause other people when I leave. And I swear to you, I’m done running. I’m begging you, Alexander. You need to believe me. I am ready for this, whatever it is.”

Alexander stood up, needing to distance himself from her. “I’m not sure I’m ready. You hurt me, Olivia. You let me go, and I had no choice but to do the same. I moved on, just as you asked me to. It was hard but, each day, it became easier to get out of bed and think about you a little less. You never left my thoughts and I don’t think you ever will, but I can’t put myself through that again.”

Olivia stood up and walked toward Alexander. She grabbed his hands in hers, that spark of electricity back.

He stared down at her, not wanting to feel that anymore.

“I understand, Alexander. Just answer me one question and, I promise, I will be out of your life.” Looking deep into his eyes, she asked, “Are you happy?”

He broke his gaze from her, looking out the large expansive windows surrounding his office. He thought about the question for a while, Olivia waiting patiently for her answer. His eyes slowly returned to hers. “I am happy. Chelsea’s not perfect but, right now, she is what I need, Olivia.”

She brought her lips together, closed her eyes, and nodded. Releasing Alexander’s hands, she walked toward the door, turning to take one last look at him. She noticed that his shoulders had dropped. “I know this is good-bye then. Before I go, promise me one thing.” She paused. “Promise that you’ll never forget me.”

“Olivia, please,” Alexander said, taking a step toward her, his eyes pleading.

She held her hand up, stopping him from getting any closer. “Let me get this out, Alexander. I need to.”

He nodded, his heart unsure of whether he could listen to her words without breaking all over again.

“Promise me you’ll always remember me. Walking out on you, then coming back here and losing you all over again has been painful enough. But as long as it wasn’t for nothing, as long as it meant something, then maybe I can move on like you have.” She opened the door and glanced over her shoulder at him, taking one last look at the only man who really saw her and accepted her for who she was.

“I don’t think I can go on knowing that I mean nothing to you. I think I could have loved you, Alexander.” She took a deep breath, holding his gaze. “I just thought you should know that.”

As she walked down the hallway, she heard Alexander speak one last time. “You’ll always be my Eve, love.” She was about to turn around, wondering what he meant by that, when she ran into someone coming through the security door.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Olivia said, raising her head, unable to believe her luck. “Oh, my. You must be Chelsea.”

“Yes, that’s me. Are you friends with Alex?” Her voice was high-pitched and annoying.

“Yeah. Olivia Adler.” She held her hand out.

Chelsea gawked at her. “You’re Olivia? Jeez, I thought he had better taste.”

“Listen, I’ve had a rough day. I just got my heart stomped on by that man in there. You won, okay? You get to keep him. I hope you appreciate just how wonderful of a human being he is. I mean, really appreciate it. He deserves someone like that. He is unlike anyone I’ve ever met. He deserves to have every happiness so you better make him happy…”

Chelsea simply stared at her as she took a deep breath, her lip trembling.

Olivia lowered her voice, her chin quivering with emotion. “I wanted to be the one to do that, ya’ know? Make him happy. But I didn’t realize that soon enough. And now that I have, I guess it’s too late. But it’s hard to tell your mind to forget about someone when your heart aches for that person.” She scurried into the reception area, desperately needing to get away from everything that reminded her of Alexander. She pushed the button for the elevator and got in before realizing that she had forgotten her coat.

Fuck it, she thought. I don’t need it.













CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

HELP MYSELF




“CHERYL, PLEASE TELL ME you have some good news,” Donovan said calmly into his phone. “It’s been nearly three months!”

Cheryl laughed. “Well, I have some for you. I just read Carter’s reports from last night. Olivia is back, and here’s the kicker… She just left Burnham’s office. I was in a briefing with him and stayed a few minutes after to discuss some things with a few of the other agents when I overheard her in the hallway. She stormed out of there pretty quickly.”

“Has she left the building?” Donovan asked, standing from his desk, his mind racing.

“Yes, sir. I grabbed some camera feeds and she was seen leaving the building on foot through the front doors, turning right onto State.”

He exhaled loudly, thankful that, after several quiet months, he finally had a location on the girl. He didn’t care that he had promised Simon he could finish her off. She had disappeared and now that she was back, he needed to act. “I’m on it. Thank you, Cheryl. Keep me posted.”

“Yes, sir.”

He hung up and immediately dialed another number. “Grant. It’s me. It’s go time. She was seen leaving Burnham’s building on foot. Get on it,” he growled.

“Yes, sir.”




~~~~~~~~~~




A GENTLE KNOCK WOKE Alexander from his daydreaming. Chelsea was going on and on about some shopping spree she just went on and, of course, various wedding plans. All he could do was think about Olivia and whether he had made the right decision sending her away.

“Come in,” he said.

His secretary entered carrying a red belted coat. “Sorry to interrupt you, sir, but Miss Adler left without this. I tried to stop her, but didn’t get to her in time. I apologize.”

He grabbed the coat from her. “Thank you. I’ll make sure it is returned to her.” His secretary nodded and left. He looked out the windows and noticed that snow was falling from the sky.

“Shit,” he muttered.

“What?” Chelsea asked as she filed her nails, her voice annoyed.

“It’s snowing and Olivia doesn’t have her jacket.”

Chelsea exhaled loudly. “Who cares? She’s a big girl. She’ll be okay. I mean, you don’t really need a jacket in a car anyway.”

“She wouldn’t have driven over here,” Alexander said, realizing how much he really did know about her and how little he knew about Chelsea. He knew Olivia was probably walking around the city at that moment. How could he just let her leave? He should have at least made sure she got home okay. He hadn’t been thinking clearly and now he feared for her safety.

“I have to go.” He ran out the door.

“Alex, wait!” Chelsea shouted.

Alexander ignored her cries and ran down the hallway, thinking how it was the second time in so many days that he walked out on Chelsea. He called Martin, telling him to meet him outside with the SUV immediately. Within a few minutes, he jumped into the car.

“Martin, she’s walking around out here without a jacket. I need to find her. Just drive to her house. Maybe we can catch her on the way.”

Martin didn’t even need to ask who. He knew there was only one person who could cause Alexander to look so rattled. At that moment, he knew that Olivia was back.




~~~~~~~~~~




AS SHE WALKED THROUGH the Boston streets after leaving Alexander’s office, snow falling at a steady clip, Olivia didn’t know what to do. She needed something to dull the pain. Her mind went to the first thing she could think of…alcohol. She spotted a liquor store and ran into it, grabbing several bottles and paying. Back outside, she continued down Boylston Street, clutching her bag of alcohol as if her life depended on it.

Out of nowhere, a broad-shouldered man stepped in front of her, glaring. “Olivia,” he sneered. “I knew you would come back to town.”

She gaped at him, wide-mouthed. “Could my luck get any worse today?” She tried to push him aside but he grabbed her, holding her in place. He looked familiar, but she couldn’t place him. “Listen, if we used to sleep together, great. But I’m so not interested, okay?”

“Oh, we never slept together, but if you’re offering…” A crooked smile crept across his face as his fingers traced down her damp dress.

Her heart started racing as she attempted to step back. “How do you know my name then?”

“We’ve been looking for you for quite a while, Olivia. Or do you go by Sarah?”

Olivia swallowed hard, a sudden chill enveloping her. The street was bustling with rush hour commuters coming and going. Cars crawled at a sluggish pace along the busy road. No one appeared to notice her predicament so she did the only thing she could think of…she opened her mouth and screamed as loud as she could before pushing the man aside and bolting down the street. Her hands were shaking and numb from the cold as she clutched her brown paper bag.

The strange man gained on her as she desperately ran away from him, wondering why no one thought it was odd that a large man was chasing a woman during a snow storm on one of Boston’s busiest streets. Her eyes darted around, searching for a cab.

“Olivia!” a familiar voice shouted, giving her pause. Turning around, she saw Alexander running toward her, clutching her jacket, a severe look on his face. She shook her head before she continued down the busy street. Almost instantly, she heard a scuffle behind her. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Alexander on top of the strange man, punching him repeatedly.

Fearful he would do some serious damage, she ran to him, almost slipping on the slick snow. “Alex!” she cried out. “Stop!” She took a deep breath as he raised his eyes to meet hers, his fist in mid-air, ready to strike again. “Please,” she begged.

Alexander glared at the man he had pinned to the ground and he moaned out in pain. He looked familiar, but he couldn’t remember where he had seen him before. That was never a good sign.

“You go near her again, I’ll fucking kill you.” Alexander slammed his head into the pavement one last time before standing up, watching as the strange man raised himself off the ground and limped away in the opposite direction.

He approached Olivia. “You forgot your jacket,” he said softly, handing her the coat in his hand, switching from angry, temperamental, controlling Alexander to sweet, caring, compassionate Alexander.

She glared at him, still clutching her brown bag.

“You shouldn’t be out here walking. It’s not safe,” he said quietly.

Olivia grabbed her jacket out of his hands. “Stop trying to save me, Alex,” she hissed. “I don’t need your help.” She spun on her heels and continued down the street.

“Well, then, what do you want from me, Olivia?” he asked loudly, watching her walk away.

She reeled around abruptly and searched his eyes. “I don’t want you to always feel like you have to come and help me, Alex,” she whimpered, her throat beginning to close up again, thinking about the man who was no longer hers. “I just want you to stand by my side while I try to help myself.”

Her words caught Alexander off-guard. He had always tried to protect her. He failed to do that at an early age and spent the last several months trying to make up for it.

Her eyes narrowed, staring at him as he remained silent on the busy Boston street. “Do you think you can do that?” She looked at him as snow continued to blanket the sidewalk, desperate for him to say that yes, he could do that. That he would stand by her side. That he would forget all about her running out on him. That he would do anything he could to make sure she never did the same thing again.

But, instead, Alexander simply stood there and stared, not saying a word.

Several moments passed, the silence deafening. “That’s what I thought.” Her eyes fell as she turned and continued to walk, shivering from the snow and the last pieces of her heart shattering.

Alexander tried to open his mouth to say something, anything. Tell her to wait. Stop. He made a mistake. But nothing came out. He knew he had just let the only woman he would ever truly love walk out of his life, and he did nothing. He watched his entire world fall apart and he didn’t do anything to stop it. All of a sudden, he felt more lonely than he had ever felt in all his thirty years.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA FLUNG OPEN THE door to her house, soaked from the snow that continued to fall steadily around the city. She bolted the door, not wanting to see anyone, even some well-meaning friend. She needed some time alone. Stripping off the sexy black boots that, just a few hours ago, made her feel confident and ready to face the world, she walked into the kitchen and poured some Sapphire gin over ice, wishing she could turn the calendar back to October. Taking a gulp, she exhaled loudly, feeling the effects of the alcohol warm her stomach.

She grabbed the bottle and collapsed on the couch. Nepenthe walked over and sat down over the floor heater, warming his body. Olivia was chilled to the bone, but she had no desire to go upstairs and change. The cold helped take her mind off how much pain she felt.

“Why did I ever come back here?” she sobbed to no one at all. “I don’t belong here… I don’t belong anywhere.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“GRANT. DID YOU GET her?” Donovan asked, hopeful.

“No, sir. I was in pursuit, but Burnham tackled me to the ground.”

“Shit,” he spat into the phone. “Did he recognize you?”

“I don’t believe so.”

“Why is one girl so fucking hard to kill?”

Grant laughed. “I didn’t realize we were going to kill her. I just thought we’d abduct her and make her lead us to those documents.”

“Well, yes. And then we’re going to kill her, Grant. I don’t leave any loose ends.”

“Then what’s the plan?”

“The plan is to lay low. There have been too many fuck-ups. Burnham could have recognized you and, even though he’s engaged to that other woman, he’ll probably be on high alert over the next several weeks. So we wait. Let Burnham forget that we’re after her. Once he lets his guard down, we make our move. When they least expect it.”













CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

THE SURE BET




“HEY, ALEX,” TYLER SAID as he pulled up a barstool next to his brother on a Thursday night in early January. “How’s everything going?”

“I’ve been better,” he replied, downing a shot of tequila and signaling the bartender to pour him another shot and beer. A group of college students sat on the stage at Johnny D’s, performing to a captive audience. Alexander didn’t know why he asked Tyler to meet him there. He knew he shouldn’t have gone, but a part of him held out hope that Olivia would be there.

“Shit. What happened?” Tyler inquired.

“She’s back, Ty,” Alexander said, staring down into his pint glass filled with an amber liquid.

“Who is?”

“Olivia.” The name rolled off his tongue in a way that made him miss her even more.

“Does Chelsea know?”

He nodded. “She ran into her outside of my office, after she came to me and begged me to take her back.”

“And did you?”

Alexander raised the glass to his mouth and slowly shook his head, thankful he could talk to his brother about everything. They were never that close when they were younger, but once Tyler started college, they became closer. Over the years, he watched Alexander go home with woman after woman until Olivia walked into his life.

“No,” he sighed. “I just couldn’t do it. All I could remember was how I felt when I left her in Florida after she begged me to leave her alone because it was the only way she could survive. I knew she didn’t want that, but she looked so broken. And now I don’t know what the fuck to think. I’m supposed to be getting married next month.”

“Are you in love with her?” Tyler asked.

“Of course I am!” Alexander exclaimed. “I wouldn’t have gone all the way to Florida if I didn’t love her!”

Tyler lowered his voice. “No. Chelsea, man. I was talking about Chelsea. Are you in love with her?” He raised his eyebrows.

Alexander paused.

“Come on, Alex. You put a goddamn ring on her finger. You shouldn’t have to even think about it. Just answer the question. Are you in love with Chelsea?”

Alexander sighed. “It’s not that easy, Ty.”

“It should be. There shouldn’t even be a doubt in your fucking mind if you’re about to give that girl our last name.”

Alexander raised another shot glass to his lips, his thoughts a blur. Why did Olivia have to show up and throw herself at him, begging for forgiveness? After the months spent with Olivia, his life finally had some semblance of normalcy. Chelsea offered him security in a relationship, which was something he never felt with Olivia. And he was in control. He needed the control. With Olivia, he had none. With Chelsea, he didn’t feel as if his world was about to fall out from beneath him any second.

Alexander shook his head. He knew he wasn’t in love with Chelsea and he probably never would be. There was only one girl he would ever love. A girl who captured his heart years ago, and he never got it back. The apple of his eye. His Eve. His Olivia.

“Tyler! Alex!” a voice called out, bringing Alexander back from his thoughts.

“Hey, Mo! Good to see you.” He looked at Mo and Kiera with anxious eyes.

“You know how it is, Alex,” Kiera said. “We’re never one to break with tradition. It’s Thursday, and Thursday night is Open Mic night.”

“Have you…?” Alexander raised his eyebrows.

Mo shook his head. “No. She won’t let us in, and she’s not answering our calls. I think she just needs some time to process everything.” He led Kiera away from the bar toward their usual table.

A worried look spread across Alexander’s face. Was Olivia okay? He prayed that she didn’t do anything stupid. “Excuse me for a minute.” He walked away with the intention of calling Carter and ordering him to coordinate round-the-clock surveillance outside of Olivia’s home. He wasn’t thinking clearly earlier in the week when she was being followed. Now, could they have figured out she was back in town?




~~~~~~~~~~




AS OLIVIA EXITED THE Red Line subway station, climbing the stairs to street level, she wondered what had possessed her to go to Open Mic. It had only been three days since Alexander stomped on her heart, leaving it to bleed all over Boylston Street. During those three days as she wallowed on the couch, all she could hear was Alexander’s voice calling her name. As much as she tried to forget about him, he had a tighter hold on her than she realized. 

On Tuesday, she felt horrible, using all of her willpower to not dull the ache with drugs and alcohol. So she begrudgingly picked up the phone and called Dr. Greenstein, who showed up at her door within an hour, a look of concern etched on her face as she took in Olivia’s appearance.

Without saying a word, she embraced Olivia while all the sadness, anger, hurt, and pain spilled out of her eyes. Dr. Greenstein ended up canceling all of her appointments that day, ensuring that Olivia was going to be all right. It was the doctor who encouraged her to resume her normal routine, little by little. And that meant Open Mic. So it was with a heavy heart that Olivia walked the block from the Davis Square subway stop in the snowy Boston streets to Johnny D’s on Thursday night.

She didn’t know what to expect when she opened the door. She had been gone for so long but, as she made her way through the familiar bar, nothing seemed different. It was as if everyone’s lives had gone on without her there, as if her life wasn’t important. And she knew that was true.

“Holy shit, you’re here!” Kiera said, jumping up from their usual table, eyeing Mo suspiciously.

“Yeah. I’m here. Might as well try to get back to my old life,” Olivia said dryly as a server came to the table to take her drink order.

“You singing tonight?” Mo asked, his eyes shooting toward the bar, then back to Olivia.

“Yup. And if either of you say the ‘A’ word, I will leave immediately and never speak to you again. Got it?”

Kiera sighed. “Libby, you need to talk about it eventually. You know that, right?”

Olivia took a sip of her much needed gin. “Of course I do. But only when I’m ready. It’s just too painful right now,” she quivered. “So, please, I beg you both to give me time.”

Mo draped his arm around her, kissing her temple. “Of course, Livvy. We get it.”

“He said I would always be his ‘Eve’, and I have no fucking clue what that means!” Olivia downed the rest of her drink, signaling the server to bring her another one as she got up from her chair, leaving Mo and Kiera alone.

“He what?” Kiera asked under her breath.

“It’s that song, K. The one he did right before he asked you-know-who to marry him. Livvy’s his Eve. She came crawling back, begging for another shot. He knows that she’s still the only one for him. He wants her back, but he’s too scared to admit it. That’s what that song’s all about. It’s about something beautiful arising out of pain.”

“Well, then, why the fuck is he torturing her?”

“He’s doing the same thing she always did. He’s too scared to get hurt again so he’s sticking with the sure thing.”

Kiera turned around and shot daggers in Alexander’s direction, wanting to hurt him for destroying her friend. 




~~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER SIGNALED THE BARTENDER for his check as the M.C. jumped back on stage. Carter said he was held up on another assignment, but would report to Olivia’s house as soon as he could to make sure she was all right. But what if she wasn’t? Alexander needed to go over there and check on her. He was starting to shake with apprehension about what he had said to her and the way he just let her walk away from him, knowing there could be a possible threat to her life out roaming the streets of Boston.

“Okay. Next up, an old favorite back from parts unknown.”

Alexander’s heart stopped and his eyes shot in the direction of the stage.

“Ladies and gentlemen, Miss Olivia Adler!”

The crowd roared with applause as Olivia rose from her table on unsteady legs and walked toward the stage, positioning herself behind the piano. It felt like no time had passed at all since that first night back in August when he watched her perform on that very stage. It was less than five months ago, but things were very different now.

“Thank you,” Olivia murmured into the microphone. “You’re all probably wondering where I’ve been.”

The audience clapped in response.

“Well, it’s kind of a long story, but the short end of it is that I got spooked, I guess. I got scared, and my gut reaction is to run when that happens. So that’s what I did,” she explained to the crowd, her voice shaking. “I ran to a beach in Florida, and I pushed away the one person who meant the world to me. Then I came crawling back only to find out he wants nothing to do with me anymore, which kind of sucks, but I guess I deserve it.”

Olivia took a deep breath as she surveyed her captive audience. “Anyway, as I sat around my house today, I debated what song to do tonight. I didn’t even want to come, but my persistent therapist was fairly persuasive in making sure I made an appearance here. This song came on my iPod and I knew it was perfect. This is What Did I Ever Come Here For by Brandi Carlile. I hope you all enjoy.”

Gingerly placing her fingers on the piano, she played the opening chords of the song before her voice filled the bar. It felt good to be back there, doing what she did best. It was all she knew. It was all she had left. Alexander had taken everything else from her. He took her heart and she now knew that she would never get it back. He continued to hold onto it, even though he was going to marry Chelsea.

As she sang, she thought about her decision to leave Alexander all those months ago and how, at the time, it seemed like her only option. His words still haunted her. It will destroy me, too. She still heard him saying that in her dreams. Was her inability to deal with her past still destroying him?

Alexander stared intently at Olivia as she sang about being away, then returning only to have her heart ripped out. She was right. It was the perfect song for the situation because that’s exactly what happened. Olivia showed up, desperately wanting him to take her back, but all he did was push her away to protect his own heart. How was that any better than what she had done to him? How was it any different?

“Hey. You okay, bro?” Tyler whispered.

“Yeah. I’m good.” Alexander stood up, throwing several bills on the bar.

“Wait. Where are you going?”

“I don’t know, Ty. I just can’t be here right now. I shouldn’t be here. I should be home with Chelsea.” He walked toward the front door of the bar.

Tyler leapt out of his stool, running to catch up to Alexander as Olivia sang about a worn out soul. “Do you mean that?”

“What?” Alexander looked at Tyler with a questioning expression on his face.

“Do you really think you belong at home with Chelsea? If that’s truly what you think you want, I will support you one-hundred-and-ten percent. You know I will.”

Alexander glanced over at the stage, his eyes meeting Olivia’s. He inhaled sharply at the expression on her face, and their gaze remained locked for several long seconds. Bowing his head slightly, he shook it, unable to look into her sad brown eyes anymore…eyes that always looked large on her face but now looked like they didn’t even belong there.

His jaw clenching, he pushed open the door and stormed outside.

“Alex, please. Think about it,” Tyler shouted.

“I have thought about it, Tyler,” he insisted, stopping in his tracks to face his brother. “I’ve thought about it so much over the past few months. And then even more so over the past few days. At first, when I let her walk away from me this past Monday, I kept kicking myself for not screaming out her name and pulling her into my arms, telling her that I forgive her. But I don’t know. She’s only going to run again. How many times can I be expected to put myself through that? So I need to do this for me. I need to move on and regain control of my life, and marrying Chelsea is the only way I know that I can.” He turned, walking briskly in the direction of his car.

“Goddammit,” Tyler muttered, following him and trying to catch up. “Don’t you think that’s a little rash?” he shouted.

Alexander spun around again, stopping in front of a brick building, the chilly Boston air sending shivers down his spine, causing his teeth to chatter.

“Have you thought about how hypocritical you’re being?” Tyler asked quietly. “You push her away because you’re scared of getting hurt. That’s the exact thing she did to you. What makes it okay for you to do it?”

“Don’t you think I know that?!” he yelled, running his hands through his hair, glaring at his brother. “And it doesn’t make it okay, but I need to do it.”

“Call it self-preservation,” a sweet voice interrupted.

Alexander and Tyler snapped their heads, their mouths dropping when they saw Olivia standing to the side.

Alexander couldn’t do anything but stare into those big brown eyes. He was drawn to her eyes as much that day as he was the first time he gazed into them.

Obviously noticing a tense situation, Tyler cleared his throat. “Well, I’ll just leave you two alone. I’ll call you tomorrow, Alex.” Tyler retreated, leaving Alexander alone with Olivia.

“Olivia, I…”

“Alexander, please.” She pulled her jacket tighter around her body, desperately seeking warmth. “Don’t say anything. Let’s just pretend we never ran into each other. I’m sure that’s what you want. That way you can go on with your life. I know I threw your perfect little world into a tailspin the minute I came back to town and I’m sorry. I just thought…” She trailed off, not knowing how to finish her sentence without breaking down.

Alexander took a step toward her, their bodies almost touching. Olivia whimpered at the intense feeling coursing through her from the proximity of his strong muscular body to hers once more. She gazed into his green eyes, wondering if she still had the same effect on him that he had on her. Seeing the desire pooling behind them, she had her answer. She quickly lowered her head, looking down at her boots as she stood on the snowy sidewalk.

“Look at me,” Alexander said.

Olivia shook her head. “No, Alexander!” she cried. “Please. I understand your reasons. Believe me, I do. But I just can’t stand to look into your eyes right now. They haunt me enough in my dreams already. Every night for the past four months that’s all I’ve seen. Your eyes. I could draw them from memory. I just can’t bear to look at them right now, knowing that you don’t…”

Alexander wrapped his arm around Olivia’s waist, pulling her close as his chilled body filled with an indescribable warmth from the feeling of her delicate frame crushed against his.

“Please…” she whimpered, her head buried in his chest. “My heart can’t take it, Alex. Please. Set me free,” her voice pleaded with him, still keeping her eyes turned down.

“You… You can’t mean it.”

Olivia brought her hand to her cheeks, wiping her tears. “You’re getting married to someone else, Alexander. Please. I need you to release this hold you still have on me. I’m trying to stay so strong, and then you pull me back in and I fucking crumble in your embrace. You made your decision. Now I need you to honor it so I can survive.”

“What do you mean, Olivia?” He released her and stared at her with a pained gaze. “Survive what?”

She took a deep breath and turned to walk toward the subway station. “Life without you in it.”

“Olivia, love.”

She stopped in her tracks at the mention of that term of endearment. She heard his voice calling her that in her dreams, only to wake up knowing that his new love was Chelsea.

“Please. You broke me, Olivia,” Alexander explained, wanting her to turn around and face him. “You, of all people, must understand.”

Olivia nodded slowly. “I understand.” Looking over her shoulder, her eyes finally met his. “And I wish you all the happiness in the world,” she said, turning her head forward. “But, please, release me.”

Alexander took several deliberate steps, standing mere breaths behind her. “I don’t think I can.”

She sobbed. “That’s not fair. You need to. You’re getting married. Why are you marrying her if you won’t let me go?”

He placed his hand on her stomach, pulling her back against him as he leaned down and kissed her hair. “Because you already have my heart. You’ve had it for longer than I think you realize,” he explained. “And I don’t want it back, but that still doesn’t mean I am prepared to leave Chelsea. She cares about me.”

“And she’s a sure bet,” Olivia muttered, finally realizing his reasons for pushing her away.

“She won’t run when things get tough, and I need that control in my life, Olivia. And with you, I am anything but in control. You’ve got to understand that.”

Olivia turned around to face him. “Do you love her, Alex?” She searched his eyes for the answer she already knew.

“Why does everyone ask me that?”

She shrugged. “It’s a simple question,” she said quietly. “Do you love her? Does she set your body on fire with a simple touch? Does the thought of her bring a smile to your face? Do you miss her when you’re at work? When you get a new text message, does your heart race as you run to your phone, desperately hoping that it’s her because just the thought of a kind word from her sends butterflies dancing in your stomach?” Olivia took a step closer. She leaned in and whispered in his ear, her breath hot on his neck. “When you get home from a long day of work, do you want nothing more than to just bury yourself inside of her, savoring the closeness of your two bodies?” She stepped back, staring into his eyes. “Alexander, do you love her?” she quivered.

Alexander stood frozen in place, speechless at Olivia’s words. With each question, he could answer yes…but not about Chelsea. Only Olivia made him feel that way, but he couldn’t tell her that. It was too painful to admit. As much as he wanted to scream to the world that he loved Olivia, he didn’t. He stayed mute, as he so often did those days.

“You may want to answer that question before you marry her.” Olivia turned and made her way down the steps to the subway station, leaving Alexander in the snow, watching her walk away from him yet again.













CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

A FAVOR




OLIVIA COLLAPSED ON THE couch after finally getting home from Open Mic, not wanting to leave her house ever again. She couldn’t go anywhere. The entire city reminded her of Alexander. The Commons. Open Mic. Her work. MacFadden’s. Everywhere she turned, there was yet another reminder of what she lost.

Days drifted by and Olivia stayed in the confines of her house, refusing to go into her bedroom, the smell of Alexander on the sheets still ever-present. She spent most of her days on the couch, curled up in a ball. Kiera and Mo had called and texted multiple times, but she wasn’t ready to face them just yet. Thankfully, they knew enough to give her some space and time. They say that time heals all wounds. Olivia prayed that was true.

As she checked her e-mail each day, a new Google search alert would appear, discussing new details about the Alexander-Chelsea wedding. Photos emerged of the happy couple at a variety of pre-wedding activities. Engagement parties. Bridal showers. An internet poll was already taking bets on when their first child would be born. Over the weeks, tears wouldn’t flow anymore, but the dull ache was still there. It had never left.

 She would occasionally look out her front window to see a black SUV parked on the street, Carter usually in the driver’s seat, his eyes trained on her home. He would nod at her, a stoic look across his face. At first, Olivia would ignore him. Then she started to leave the couch to sit in the bay window, drinking her coffee as she stared at him. After a few days, he caught on and would have a coffee with him during that time each day. It made her smile.

In the evenings, Carter left and Martin would sit in the SUV, keeping an eye on things. Olivia wondered why, even after everything, Alexander still felt the need to protect her. Maybe he did still care about her. She recalled her last conversation with Alexander and how he couldn’t even tell her that he loved Chelsea.

One day, after several weeks passed, she woke on the couch and trudged over to make a cup of coffee. She was pretty much surviving on just coffee and alcohol. After preparing her drink, she walked over to sit in her bay window, feeling the cold winter air on the pane. She spotted the black SUV and raised her cup to her mouth, hoping to meet Carter’s eyes.

But the eyes that stared back weren’t Carter’s. They were those green eyes that she kept seeing in her dreams every night. Her throat let out a silent cry. She sat there, drinking her coffee and staring at Alexander. She willed him to get out of the car and come talk to her, tell her that he made a mistake and that he wasn’t going to marry Chelsea. She pleaded with him with her eyes, but he never moved.

He sat there every day that week, not getting out of the car, keeping watch over her house. Her self-imposed prison.

She listened to all the people on the street, bustling about the busy Boston neighborhood, and Olivia sat on her couch. All alone. Exactly how she wanted everything, or so she thought. Her only comforts were the multiple bottles of liquor that she had.

On a snowy day, Olivia stood up from her couch to feed Nepenthe and felt weak, wondering when she ate last. Walking to the cupboard, she found a few snacks to munch on as she looked at the calendar. She didn’t know how long she had been moping around her house. Alexander still remained outside in his SUV. He hadn’t come crawling back to her, saying he made a terrible mistake. He had said nothing. He just sat and watched her.

Olivia heard a buzzing in her kitchen and walked over to the island. It was her cell. She continued to ignore it, just as she had been doing since she got home after Open Mic night all those days ago. But she finally realized that she couldn’t ignore life forever.

“Hey, Kiera,” Olivia said, reluctantly answering the phone.

“Jesus H. Christ, Libby! What the fuck is going on?! Your door is dead-bolted, and that’s cool, but holy shit!”

“Yeah. Sorry. It’s been a rough week, I think,” she replied dryly.

“I figured as much. But try several weeks, bitch. I’m coming over. I’ll be there in twenty minutes. Do not lock me out or I swear to God…”

“I know, I know,” Olivia interrupted. “You’ll cut a bitch.”

“Yes. Yes, I will,” Kiera chirped before she hung up the phone.

Groaning, Olivia unlocked the dead-bolt before dragging herself upstairs to take a shower. She stood underneath the running water, thinking about everything that happened since August, making a list of everything she wished she had done differently.

“Olivia? Where are you?” Kiera’s voice cut through her thoughts. Olivia snapped out of it and looked at her pruned skin.

“I’m in the shower,” she shouted. “Be out soon.” She jumped out of the shower and, after being absolutely disgusted looking at her skeletal frame, threw on some yoga pants and a sweatshirt. She brushed out her hair and put it up in a messy bun before heading downstairs to see Kiera.

“Happy birthday!” Kiera and Mo shouted when Olivia walked into the living room. She stopped in her tracks, surprised. It was long past her birthday, but she had missed celebrating it with her friends.

They made up for it, carrying in bags of food. “Sorry. It’s all we could manage last minute,” Mo said as Olivia grabbed a piece of sushi. She looked at her friends and immediately started crying, feeling overwhelmed by their kindness.

“Thanks, guys.” Her friends pulled her close and the three of them stood in the living room, embracing. Sushi was her favorite thing in the world, except for oysters. But Alexander ruined oysters for her.

“I don’t know what I’d do if you two weren’t in my life.”

“Okay,” Kiera said, bouncing up and down. “No more crying. From now on, only smiles.”

“Don’t I wish…” Olivia retorted, giving her a sideways glance. She grabbed a glass of wine from Kiera and walked over to the large bay window, meeting Alexander’s eyes. He gave her a weak smile.

“Come on, baby girl,” Mo said, leading her away. “Let’s get some food in your system.” He looked out the window, nodding in Alexander’s direction. 

Olivia and her friends sat down at her dining room table and dug into the food, eating in relative silence for several moments. When everyone seemed to get their fill, Mo finally spoke. “So tell us. What’s going on?”

Olivia glared at him.

“Livvy, I’m not putting up with your shit so just spill it. You need to talk about it and I won’t give up until you do.”

“Fine,” she exhaled. She proceeded to tell them about going to Alexander’s office, pouring her heart out to him, bumping into Chelsea in the hallway, running out of the building, and Alexander finding her on Boylston Street to return her jacket. She left out the part about some strange man chasing her, not wanting to worry her friends. Then she told them all about her exchange with Alexander outside of Johnny D’s that same week, when he all but said he wanted to be with her, but had to push her away to protect himself. And that he couldn’t admit that he loved Chelsea.

“You should give it one more shot, Livvy,” Mo said. “He’s definitely not over you. You need to give him a reason to fight for you.”

“Mo, he made it quite clear that he wanted nothing to do with me. Apart from him telling me that I’ll always be his ‘Eve’, which I have no fucking clue what that even means, he’s shown no indication that he’s not going to go through with that goddamn wedding.”

Olivia began breathing heavy, noticing her two friends exchange a look. “What? What is it you’re not telling me?”

Mo sighed. “You’re his Eve. Come here, baby girl. Take a look at this.” He grabbed his cell phone out of his pocket and, after searching for a video, handed the phone over to her.

She hit play on the screen, not fully comprehending what she was seeing. She glanced up at her two friends as she watched Alexander sitting at the piano at Johnny D’s, starting to play a song she knew quite well. It was actually a band she had turned him on to.

“I don’t understand,” Olivia said softly.

“Every week for about a month, starting right around Thanksgiving, he would show up at Open Mic and perform,” Kiera explained. “This is the song he chose to perform right before proposing to Chelsea.”

Olivia’s heart sank in her chest. She could see the pain in his face as he sang about someone he loved leaving, making him empty inside. Then about finding that person, only for them to push him away again. “I’m his Eve,” she whispered.

“Exactly,” Mo said. “The one he’ll always put above all others. The one he’ll always care about. The one he’ll never be able to let go.”

Olivia stood up from her chair and walked over to the bay window, staring at Alexander. “I don’t know if I can put myself through that again.”

“The fight’s not over yet,” Kiera said. “I mean, he’s sitting out there, keeping an eye on things over here. Apparently, he’s had round-the-clock surveillance on this place. He still cares about you, Libs. A lot! I don’t believe for a second that he’s going to go through with that wedding. Hell, he barely spends any time at his place anymore. Just the other night, we ran into him and his dog when he was heading to the office just to get out of the house.”

Olivia sat there, thinking. Maybe there was another way.

“Is there anything I can do, Livvy?” Mo asked, apparently seeing the wheels turning in her head.

Olivia faced her friends. “Well, funny you should ask. Can you think of any way you could convince Alexander to go to MacFadden’s next time you guys play? There’s a song I’d love to do if you don’t mind, Mo. It’s a little slower, but I would really appreciate it if you back me up.”

“We’re playing Friday, as usual.”

“Well, good. Wait. What day is it?”

Kiera laughed. “It’s Wednesday.”

Olivia looked down. “What month is it?” She had completely lost track of time.

“It’s February thirteenth, jackass,” Mo sneered.

“Jesus. I’m sorry, guys.” Olivia straightened up, hoping to find her backbone to actually go through with her plan. “Well, let’s do it this Friday then.”

Mo stared at Olivia. “Really? You’re willing to get up in front of over five hundred people and pour your heart and soul out, all with the hopes that Alexander is actually there and listening?”

She thought for a minute. “Well, yeah. That about sums it up.”

“Let’s get to work then. I’ve got a song to learn,” Mo said, dragging Olivia upstairs.

“Oooohh. I’ll be your pretend audience.” Kiera leapt up from her chair and following them up the stairs. “Wait a second, guys,” she said as Olivia opened the door to the music room. “It’s the thirteenth. That means…”

Olivia’s heart sank. “That means he’s getting married this weekend.”

“Don’t worry. I got this.” Mo grabbed his phone and scrolled through the contacts before hitting call. “Tyler, it’s Mo. I need a favor.”













CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

OUT OF CONTROL




“YOU WANT TO GO to a bar with your brother after the rehearsal dinner tonight? Are you crazy? For crying out loud, we’re getting married tomorrow morning, Alex!” Chelsea huffed, glaring at him as he stood in the lobby of Old Trinity Church waiting for their guests to arrive to go over the wedding processional.

“Yes, I do. Just for a little bit. A few of my friends will be there. Mo’s band is playing and I want to go and support him. Plus, Tyler feels short-changed that he didn’t get to throw me a bachelor party. So, yes, I’m going to the bar. You can feel free to come with some of your friends, if you’re that worried about me.”

“That is so not how I was expecting to spend my last night as a single woman,” Chelsea replied, taking a step closer, running her fingers down his chest. “I was hoping this weekend would be incredibly romantic and not spent at some shitty bar,” she whispered in a sultry voice.

“Chelsea. Please, don’t. I want to spend some time with my friends before I have to spend the rest of the weekend with you.” He stared at her, his eyes fierce. No matter what he wanted to do, she had something to say about it.

“Fine,” she agreed finally. “We’ll go to your little bar then.” Chelsea grabbed his hand, leading him toward the vestibule to begin their rehearsal.

“Alexander, darling.” An older woman stopped him, pulling him into her arms while Chelsea stayed firmly planted at his side. “Wonderful to see you again, Chelsea. I wonder what you ever said to convince my son to marry you.”

Alexander chuckled a little at his mother’s words and Chelsea’s scowl.

“Oh, come, dear. It’s just a joke. But I would like a word with my son before we begin, if you don’t mind.” Colleen Burnham glared at Chelsea, waiting for her to give them some privacy. After returning the glare for several long moments, Chelsea finally spun on her heels, seeking out her sister.

“Hi, Ma,” Alexander said, kissing her cheek. “How’s Miami?”

“Oh, you know. Same old thing. Sun, sand, and sangria.” She winked.

“I’m glad you were able to be here this weekend. It means a lot to both of us,” Alexander offered, smiling at his mother’s gentle face. Although she was in her mid-sixties, she still had a youthful appearance about her.

“Well, I needed to be in town anyway to help plan our charity auction next month so I’m killing two birds with one stone, although I’m sensing something’s just not right here, Alex.” She grabbed her son’s hands in hers, staring deep into his eyes. “What’s going on? Are you sure you’re ready to marry that girl?”

Alexander exhaled loudly. “Why does everyone ask me that?”

Colleen narrowed her gaze on him. Even though he towered over her by a foot, he would always be her baby. “Because we care about you, Alex. And we want to make sure you’re not getting into something you can’t get out of. Marriage is a big deal. One you should not enter into lightly. Have you signed a pre-nup?”

“Mom!” Alexander exclaimed, aghast.

Colleen shrugged, her demeanor unchanged. “It’s a legitimate question. Have you?”

“I don’t need one.”

“Oh, come on, Alex. I’m sorry, but you better be damn sure you want to spend the rest of your life with that one if you’re not going to make her sign a pre-nup. Yes, she comes from some money, but nothing compared to what she’s about to marry into.”

Glancing over at Chelsea showing off her ring excitedly to people he didn’t even know, Alexander wondered what he was getting into. And why Chelsea wanted to rush into a wedding so badly.

“If it will make you happy, I’ll have my lawyers draw one up.” He turned to walk away.

“Alexander,” Colleen said, gently placing her hand on his shoulder. “What will make me happy is you doing what you think is right. Doing what your heart wants. I know all about the other girl you were dating…”

Alexander whirled around, glaring at his mother before shooting daggers at Carol and Tyler over her shoulder. “Ma, I…”

“Just think about what I said, Alex. Follow your heart and not your head, for once.”

Alexander stared at his mother and felt an arm wrap around his waist as someone planted a kiss on his neck. No sparks. No electricity. Nothing. Could he really resign himself to feeling nothing for the rest of his life?

“Come on, Alex,” Chelsea crooned. “We’re ready to begin.”

Alexander blankly followed her down the long aisle leading to the altar. He always loved the architecture of Old Trinity Church. He wasn’t raised in a religious household and normally would never have considered having a religious wedding, but something about that church called to him. With the sun seeping through the large stained-glass windows, it always reminded him that there was something bigger at play in his life. Call it God. Call it fate. Call it whatever you want. He was a strong believer in some higher power, no matter what you called it. But now, as he made his way down the aisle to take his place for the wedding rehearsal, he wondered if he had been ignoring that higher power those past several months.

Alexander blanked out as the minister walked everyone through the ceremony. It was an excruciatingly long process and he wanted nothing more than to get out of there. Even with the sun setting over the city, illuminating the entire church and making it seem more open, he felt the walls crushing him. His chest tightened and he struggled to breathe.

“Dude, you okay?” Tyler whispered as he listened to the minister talk about love being patient.

Alexander swallowed hard. “Fine. I’m fine.”

“Bullshit,” Tyler said a little too loud. Everyone glared at him.

Alexander chuckled lightly before trying to compose himself.

“Sorry. Just trying to clear up an irritation in my throat,” Tyler laughed.

After the minister was content that everyone knew what they were to do the following day, he dismissed the wedding party. Martin drove Alexander and Chelsea the few blocks to the rehearsal dinner at Atlantic Fish, an awkward silence filling the car. Alexander thought back to the last time he had been there. He couldn’t believe Chelsea chose that restaurant, of all places, to have the rehearsal dinner. That was where he had taken Olivia on their first official date.

“What’s going on with you?” Chelsea asked, breaking the silence.

“What do you mean?” he replied nervously.

“Do you think I’m stupid, Alex? Because I’m not. The past several weeks, you’ve been distant. And I don’t know what it is. You swore to me you were over Olivia and ready to start our life together but, lately, I don’t know. I know you’ve been going over there, sitting watch outside her house.”

Martin pulled up to the restaurant and discreetly got out of the car to give the two occupants a little privacy. Alexander stared out the passenger window, spotting the table he sat at with Olivia all those months ago.

“Please, Alex. We’re getting married tomorrow. I just… I want to make sure you actually want this. Or will Olivia always be your ‘what if’?” A tear fell down Chelsea’s face. “Will she always be your Eve? I don’t want to always come second to her.”

Alexander slowly shook his head and looked at her, staring deep into her brown eyes. “Chelsea, I love you. And tomorrow, I’m going to marry you. You’re what I need, not Olivia.” He brushed his lips against hers, encouraging them apart with his tongue, exploring her mouth as he had done so many times over the past several months.

Chelsea groaned and tugged on Alexander’s hair, bringing her body closer to his. As he kissed her, all he could think about was Olivia. That made him want to kiss Chelsea even more, needing to erase Olivia from his thoughts the only way he knew how.

Reaching for the buttons on Chelsea’s coat, he quickly rid her of her outermost layer, planting kisses along her neckline.

“Alex, wait,” she breathed out. “Our guests.”

“Let them wait,” he growled.

“What if someone sees?”

Alexander raised an eyebrow. “When has that ever bothered you before?”

Chelsea grinned. “You’re right.” She pulled his face back to hers, finding his lips as he quickly raised her dress to her waist. She moaned out as he entered her.

He didn’t know why he was fucking her in the SUV, but he needed to regain control of everything, and that was the only way he knew how.













CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

A CHANCE




“LIBBY! OH, MY GOD! It is you!” Melanie exclaimed when she saw her walk into the upstairs bar of MacFadden’s with Kiera and Mo. “How are you?” She wrapped her arms around Olivia and squeezed tight. “I’ve missed you so fucking much.” She pulled back and took in her appearance. “We all have.”

Bridget nodded, hugging her. “We’re glad you’re back, Libby.”

“Thanks, girls,” Olivia responded, taking in her friends. “I missed you guys, too. I’m sorry I haven’t called or anything, but things have been rough.” She watched as Bridget and Melanie passed a meaningful look.

“So are you back with the band then?” Melanie asked, taking a sip of her drink and breaking the tension.

“No. Well, kind of. I’m doing one song tonight.”

Bridget’s eyes lit up. “Really?”

Olivia nodded as she took a long drag of the drink Kiera handed her. “Yeah. I still can’t believe he’s getting…” Her voice trailed off, unable to even say the words.

Bridget wrapped her arms around her, trying to comfort her. “Hey. I’d be surprised if he actually goes through with it. I mean, after you left, he was down at the wellness center, pestering poor Mel every day, asking if you had contacted anyone there. Hell, we finally figured out you were back that second week of January when he stopped coming down.”

Olivia stared at Melanie and Bridget. “Even in November and December?”

Melanie nodded. “Yeah. Even the week after his engagement hit the papers, he still came in, every day, asking if anyone had heard from you. I was secretly thankful that you hadn’t reached out to anyone there because I didn’t know what I would tell him. He looked so sad, even after he put a ring on that bitch’s finger.”

“Mel!” Olivia said, playfully smacking the lively blonde.

“No. She’s right,” Kiera interrupted. “She’s a bitch.”

“Go Team Olivia!” Bridget joked, pumping her fist in the air.

“Oh, god. Not you, too!” Olivia laughed. It felt good to finally smile and joke around with her friends.

“We’ll always be on your side. You know that, right?” Bridget said, a warm look in her dark eyes. “We’ll always be here for you when you need us, Libby.”

Olivia raised her glass to her lips, trying to fight back the tears that threatened to fall.

“So, are you ready for this?” Mo asked, walking up to the group of girls.

“As ready as I’m going to be,” Olivia answered. “Are you sure he’ll be here?” she asked him.

Melanie and Bridget surveyed Olivia, a questioning look on their faces.

“Yeah. Tyler convinced him to come, but we don’t want him to see you before it’s time so just hang out in back of the stage. Kiera will keep a look out. When he gets here, we’ll bring you up.”

“Okay.” Olivia took a deep breath.

“We better get going then.” Mo wrapped his arm around Olivia’s waist and led her away from her friends and toward the stage. “When Kiera gives me the go ahead, we’re going to re-arrange the setup a little so the piano is center stage. We want you to be the focus. Okay, baby girl?”

“Thanks, Mo.” She gave him a quick peck on the cheek before disappearing behind the curtain, waiting for her call.




~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER HEADED UP THE familiar stairs to the second floor of McFadden’s next to Tyler, Chelsea just a few steps behind with her sister. “I don’t know why you like this bar so much!” she shouted so he could hear her over the music. 

He turned around, waiting for them to catch up, and glowered at her. “I’m here to support my friend, Chelsea. That’s all.”

As they reached the back of the bar, Tyler turned to Alexander and the girls. “What would you all like to drink?”

“Whatever Alex is having is fine by me,” Chelsea replied, her sister nodding in agreement.

“Okay. Wait here. We’ll be right back,” Alexander said, leaving the girls standing toward the back of the large room as he made his way over to the bar with his brother.

“Alex! You’re here! We weren’t expecting to see you tonight!” Kiera said, walking over to him, wrapping her arms around him. “Good to see you, too, Tyler,” she said with an appreciative nod. “Happy Valentine’s Day!” She winked.

“You, too.”

“Nice to see you, Mr. Burnham,” Melanie said, grinning.

“You, as well, Melanie. Bridget.” He nodded toward the girls before looking back into Kiera’s green eyes. Several moments passed without anyone saying anything.

All of a sudden, Alexander snapped out of his stupor. “Wait. Carter said Olivia was over at your house. Is everything okay?”

“Of course, but you know Olivia. She’s moody.” Kiera noticed Alexander’s face drop. “She’s okay, Alex. She just needs to get through this. She’ll come out fine on the other side. She always does. But I just needed to get out of the house for a little bit. Grab Chelsea and come meet us back here.” She changed the conversation so that Alexander didn’t become suspicious. She had Tyler on her side anyway.

“Okay. I’ll be right back.” Alexander turned to leave.

“Oh, where are my manners?” Kiera said. “Tyler, this is my good friend, Melanie. Melanie…” She gestured toward the nearly cookie-cutter version of Alexander, although he was an inch shorter and slightly less muscular. “This is Alexander’s younger brother, Tyler.”

“It’s wonderful to meet you, Melanie.” He extended his hand, giving the petite blonde his most brilliant smile.

She blushed, and took his hand in hers. “I’m Melanie, but everyone just calls me Mel.”

He smiled once more before turning his attention to the stage. “Do you think this will work?” he asked Kiera, breaking the silence.

She shrugged as she reached into her purse. “I sure hope so.”

“What is going on?” Bridget asked.

Kiera winked. “You’ll see. Patience.” She found her cell phone and texted Olivia.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA FELT HER PHONE buzz and a swarm of butterflies fluttered in her stomach. The final note of a Rolling Stones’ song rang through the bar and she closed her eyes, smoothing her dress.

“Quick set change, guys,” Mo’s voice echoed and Olivia heard the sound of piano wheels rolling on the stage.

“Great. Thanks. Here’s one we’ve never done before.”

That was her cue. Taking a deep breath, Olivia stepped onto the stage while the crowd cheered. When she was set behind the piano, Mo spoke again. “Miss Olivia Adler everyone.”

The crowd erupted in loud applause and cheers. Several people began chanting, “Libby! Libby! Libby!”

“Thank you. Mo, thanks for letting me perform tonight. I’m here to sing a song from the bottom of my heart.” Olivia looked over the audience and saw Alexander standing near Kiera. Chelsea was clearly unhappy. “You see, there’s this guy and, pardon my French, I royally fucked up. I pushed him away, and he’s getting married tomorrow.” The audience gasped and a smile spread across Olivia’s face. “The funny thing is, he made me so fucking happy.”

A voice shouted from the audience, “I’ll make you happy, Libby!”

Olivia looked toward the rather drunk man. “Thanks, I appreciate that. But here’s the thing.” Her eyes roamed the audience, speaking to them as if it was a big group therapy session because, at that moment, that’s what she needed. “I’ve gone my entire life pushing everyone away, scared that if I got too close to someone they would leave me. And I did it again. I ran from this wonderful person fearful that, in the end, he wouldn’t be able to deal with all my craziness and would eventually leave me. I tried to protect myself from getting hurt.” A tear escaped her eye. “But the pain I have been through these past several months is so much more than anything I have ever experienced.” She scanned the audience and locked eyes with Alexander. “And when I realized how big of a mistake it was, I came groveling back, only to realize he moved on. Like I asked him to.”

The audience was silent, listening intently to every word. Olivia’s eyes roamed the rest of the crowd. “He was someone I hated to leave in the morning. I couldn’t get enough of him while we were together. He accepted me for who I was, never wanting to change a thing about me.” She returned her gaze to Alexander, her eyes pleading with him, her chin quivering. “Alexander, you were someone I think I could have fallen madly in love with.” She took a deep breath, needing the inner courage to get through what she was about to do. “I know it’s over. I do. I never gave our relationship a chance. But I’m hoping you will now, for both of our sakes. Life is too short to waste on a mediocre relationship, don’t you think?”

Olivia looked down, placing her hands on the piano keys. “This is Ashes and Wine by A Fine Frenzy.”

The opening chords of the song reverberated through the room and Alexander stood mesmerized by the woman on the stage, a deep sadness enveloping his body. Now that he saw her up close and not through a dirty window, he couldn’t believe his eyes. She had lost even more weight, her eyes looked cold and empty. The spark was gone. It was as if her soul had been sucked out of her body. All that sat up at the piano was an empty shell, and he knew it was all his fault.

“Come on, Alex,” Chelsea urged. “Let’s get out of here.” She turned to face her sister. “She’s clearly lost her mind,” she said loudly so Alexander could hear.

“Chelsea. Enough,” he growled, returning his attention to the woman on stage. The pain in Olivia’s voice was so real that he could physically feel it. He couldn’t believe she was up on stage, pouring her heart out in front of hundreds of people. Granted, she had done the same at Open Mic nights in the past, but that was to a crowd of maybe fifty people. At MacFadden’s, there were easily five hundred people, if not more, listening to her beg for one last chance. It was unlike anything she would ever do. Her fear of rejection and abandonment controlled her. And there she was, facing her fears head on.

Up until that moment, he was content with his decision to keep his heart at arm’s length, needing the control he felt from that. As he stared back and forth between the two women who knew him better than anyone else, he was torn.

Olivia’s voice became stronger and her gaze locked on Alexander’s wet eyes once more. She sang the last chorus to him as if he was the only person in the entire audience because, to Olivia, he was the only one who mattered at that moment. But she couldn’t continue on if he wanted nothing to do with her. As the final chord rang through the bar, she resolved she would walk away from him if that really was what he wanted. He was very nearly a married man and she couldn’t fight for him anymore. She had been doing so since she arrived back in Boston. She was mentally and physically exhausted. There was no fight left. There was nothing left.

“Olivia Adler, ladies and gentlemen!” Mo shouted, leering in Alexander’s direction as Olivia finished the song to enthusiastic applause. A lone tear fell down Alexander’s cheek as he kept his arms tightly wrapped around Chelsea, desperate to feel something for her. He stood frozen in place as Olivia jumped off the stage, making a bee-line to the bar. Their eyes met and he slowly bowed his head, shaking it.

Her shoulders shrunk and he could almost feel her heart breaking from several feet away, as if all the air in her lungs had been sucked out from his rejection. He wanted to comfort her, but he knew Olivia. Her past controlled her and couldn’t put himself through losing her for a third time.

Kiera grabbed Olivia’s arm, dragging her away, and Alexander wondered if he would ever see her again… If he made the right decision.

“Come on, Alex. Let’s go home,” Chelsea crooned in his ear. “We have a big day tomorrow.”




~~~~~~~~~~




A MAN STOOD IN the corner of a bar in downtown Boston, looking at a sad, beautiful woman being led away, clearly too heartbroken to even stand. Nathan Roberts knew it was risky to come to Boston after all these years, but he needed to.

When Thomas Burnham died, he thought all hopes of ever finding her again were gone. But one clue led to another, which led to another, and he eventually found out that she had returned to Boston. He heard that she had been singing with a band on Friday nights at a bar in the Financial District, and he wanted to see it for himself.

When the lead singer of the band announced a guest performer that night whose name was Olivia, he felt an adrenaline rush throughout his body, months and months of hard work finally paying off. He wondered why she still went by Olivia and not her real first name…Sarah. Or, at least, her real first name on paper.

He hid himself in the back of the audience, his eyes glued to the woman sitting behind the baby grand piano. The face. The eyes. The lips. They belonged to her mother.

Then she sang, and he knew. He found Olivia. After all these years of looking, his search was finally at an end. She was there, her voice full of pain.

And then he saw who she was singing to. It couldn’t be, he thought to himself. But she had said his name.

Alexander.

What did Olivia know?













CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

WRECKED




OLIVIA WOKE UP THE following morning, still wearing her dress from the night before. The rising sun peeked through the blinds, and she looked outside, hoping to see green eyes staring back at her from a parked SUV, but there was nothing. No car parked out front. The street was empty, just like she felt inside. Empty.

Always a glutton for punishment, she walked over to her TV and flipped on the news, knowing there would be coverage of the wedding since it appeared to be the event of the year in Boston.

She was right.

Olivia watched as teams of reporters stood in front of Old Trinity Church in Copley Square, naming off various dignitaries from numerous countries in attendance. She felt her stomach churning at the thought of Alexander saying those vows to Chelsea, placing that ring on her finger, and the minister declaring them husband and wife until death do they part.

Bolting off the couch, she ran for the bathroom and emptied the contents of her stomach into the toilet, dry heaving because she barely ate anything the previous day. At that moment, she knew she needed to leave Boston. Everything reminded her of Alexander. Knowing that he would be married within the next few hours broke her even more than she was before.

Raising herself off the bathroom floor, she ran up to her bedroom and began throwing some of her belongings into her suitcases. She had paid for the beach house until mid-April. That’s where she would go. She knew she was running, but this time, she was running from someone who wanted nothing to do with her. Someone who made her very presence painful in that city of so many amazing memories.

As she packed, she heard a loud knock on the front door. Not expecting company, she ignored it, wanting to get out of Boston as soon as possible.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?!” a shrill voice shouted a few minutes later. She snapped her head to see Mo and Kiera standing in the doorway, their arms crossed and eyes wide.

“I’m packing. That’s what the fuck I’m doing!” she cried out. “I need to get out of here!” She ran around to the other side of the bed, grabbing another suitcase, and began taking more clothes off hangers and stuffing them into the bag. “Shouldn’t you two be on your way? You’ll be late for the wedding of the fucking year!” Olivia’s breathing picked up. She clutched her chest, falling to the ground, collapsing under the absolute heartache she felt at that moment.

Mo rushed to her, enveloping her in his arms as he cradled her, rocking her back and forth. “Come on, baby girl. Let it out. Let it all out. It’s okay.” He kissed her head as sobs wracked through her body.

“I can’t stay here, Mo. Please, just let me go. I’ll be in Florida. I still have that beach cottage. I just can’t be in this city, not when every street, every building, every park bench reminds me of everything I lost.” Olivia’s eyes searched his. “Please,” she whispered, her voice full of pain. “Let me go.”

Kiera walked over and sat down on the floor, wrapping her arms around her. “If you really think that’s what you need to do, we’ll support you, Libby.”

Mo’s eyes flashed toward Kiera, shock etched across his gentle face.

“Thank you,” Olivia replied weakly.

“We couldn’t go to the wedding, Libby. It just didn’t seem right. Nothing about it does. Plus, we were your friends first. You need us more than he does today.” Kiera clutched Olivia’s hand.

She nodded, her breathing stabilizing. “I’m going to miss you both, but I have to go. You can come and visit anytime you want.”

Mo nudged her. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

Olivia smiled as she wiped the tears from her eyes, trying to compose herself.

“Are you sure you’ll be okay to drive?” Kiera asked, her face full of concern.

“Yeah. I’ll be fine. It will help take my mind off things. Give me time to think.”

“Well, let’s get you on your way then. It’s a long drive.” Mo winked as he grabbed a few of her suitcases, bringing them out to her car. An hour later, Olivia maneuvered her way through the Boston city streets for the last time.




~~~~~~~~~~




AFTER BEGRUDGINGLY WAVING GOOD-BYE to their friend, Kiera and Mo made their way to Kiera’s house by the community gardens to forget about the past few months. They were sad to see Olivia leave but understood why she had to go. The pain in her face was worse than either one had seen before.

They spent most of the day curled up on the couch, watching snow fall outside and reminiscing about all the good times they shared with Olivia. As the beer ran out, Kiera decided it was time to kick the party into second gear, not caring that it was nearly three in the morning. She poured several shots, both Kiera and Mo needing the liquor after all the drama of the past several weeks.

“To Olivia,” Kiera slurred, raising her shot glass, tears starting to form beneath her eyelids.

“To Olivia,” Mo responded, slinging his shot back in unison with Kiera. “Remember that crazy piercing phase she went through, what, her junior year of college?” he asked after the burn of the liquor subsided.

Kiera laughed, wiping her nose with her sleeve. “Yeah. I went with her to get her tongue pierced. I dragged her to a party that night and she did a few keg stands with a brand new stud in her tongue. It was all swollen. God, it was a riot. She was so much fun.”

“The two of you together behind the bar at Scotch. Jesus. I think security had to work overtime those nights to make sure no one laid any hands on either of you. I can’t even tell you how many times I saw them kicking someone out.”

Kiera sighed. “Yeah. That happened a lot, didn’t it?”

“Sure did. But, man, she wouldn’t put up with shit from anyone. She used to be so quiet when she first started working there. And then this whole other girl came out of nowhere. Once she got behind that bar, she had this spunk. Remember the time she grabbed that guy in the nuts and twisted so hard I swear the entire bar heard them pop?”

Kiera laughed hard at the memory, tears that streamed down her cheeks now tears of joy instead of sorrow. “Yeah. We had some good times.”

“Yup.” Mo raised another shot glass and Kiera followed suit. Just as they swallowed the liquid, a loud knock sounded. Kiera glanced at the front door, wondering who could possibly be pounding on her door at that hour.

“Expecting anyone?” Mo asked, his eyebrows raised.

“No. Not really.” She got up from the table and stumbled over to the front door, pulling it open.

“What the fuck?” she exclaimed in complete shock when Alexander pushed through, wearing a formal tuxedo. His bow tie was all disheveled and it looked like he had been running. Or drinking. Or both.

“Where is she?” he asked frantically.

“Who?” Kiera asked.

“Cut the crap, Kiera,” Alexander growled. “You know damn well who.”

“Oh, you mean the girl whose heart you stomped on last night and now it’s all bled dry on the dirty, nasty floor of a bar? Is that who we’re talking about here?” she spat out, unintimidated by Alexander’s size as he stood hovering over her petite frame.

“Damn it! Where is she?!” Alexander roared.

“Ya’ know what, Alex? I like you. I do. But you’re toxic to her. She poured her heart out to you, and all you did was spurn her, not even giving her the time of day. You did exactly what she did! And you continued to hold what she did to you against her! Leave her alone! You’re married now. You need to let her go so that she can move on with her life. She’s better off without you in it!”

Kiera returned to the table and poured another line of shots.

Alexander followed, stalking into the kitchen and nodding a greeting to Mo.

“Kiera, please. I need to know where she is.” He turned to Mo. “Please, Mo. I’m begging you.”

Mo shook his head. “I’m with Kiera on this one. You need to leave her alone. You should have seen how she…” He trailed off, swallowing hard.

“How she what?” Alexander asked, a light quiver in his voice.

“How she looked!” Kiera exclaimed, spinning around to face him yet again, her green eyes on fire. “You’ve ruined that fucking girl. I love her like a sister and I’ve seen her go through a lot of shit, but what I walked in on earlier this morning, the hurt and unbearable pain taking control of her entire body, was more than I could bear to see. I’ve seen Olivia at her absolute worst. The wreck sobbing uncontrollably on the floor of her bedroom this morning was far more tragic than anything I’ve seen in all my years of knowing her. So she left, Alex.” She took a deep breath, trying to control her Irish temper. “Please. Go home to your wife.” Kiera downed another shot and turned back around, desperately wanting to put some space between her and the man who broke her best friend into millions of tiny pieces. The man who crushed her soul. The man who killed her spirit.

Alexander grabbed Kiera’s arm, spinning her back around to face him. Raising his left hand, he growled, “Do you see a fucking ring on this finger?!”

Kiera gasped, not speaking for a moment while her brain processed what he had just said. “What do you mean, Alex?” she asked quietly.

“What do you think I mean, Kiera?” he replied, lowering his voice and releasing his grasp on her arm. “I couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t go through with it.”

“Why do you want to know where Livvy is?” Mo asked, eyeing him with suspicion. “I’m not so sure it’s a good idea, telling you that.”

“Please, Mo. I’m begging you. I know I’ve been such a prick these past few weeks. I should have stopped all this foolishness the second she walked back into my life, but I didn’t. I pushed her away because I was scared of getting hurt again and losing control. I knew it was the same thing Olivia did so why was it okay for me to do it and not her? Earlier, as I was watching Chelsea walk down the aisle, all I could hear was my mother’s voice, urging me to follow my heart and not my head. And when Chelsea’s father pushed back her veil, all I could think about was how I wished it was Olivia standing next to me. And then the minister started going on and on about Adam and Eve, the first woman and man…”

Kiera gasped.

“I think it surprised Chelsea, too. She looked at me and just knew that I was about to walk out. It was almost like it was a sign. Olivia is my Eve, and she always will be. So please, you need to tell me where she is. I’m begging you both.”

Kiera looked up at Alexander, and could see how upset and sincere he looked. Sighing, she whispered, “She’s back in Florida.”

Alexander’s eyes lit up and he kissed Kiera on the cheek. “Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!”

He ran from the room.

“Go get her, Alex!” Mo shouted. “But if you hurt her again, I swear I have ties to the mob!”

Alexander laughed as he leapt out the front door into the snow storm, speeding to his waterfront penthouse, hoping the airport had a runway clear.













CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

SOLACE




AT MIDDAY ON SUNDAY, Olivia pulled her car into the sandy driveway of her little beach cottage. The air was thick with an early season humidity as she hauled her luggage from the trunk into the house, making sure Nepenthe was comfortable with food and water before unpacking her belongings.

Everything looked just as she had left it, including her piano. It was still there. Nothing had changed, but everything was different. Alexander was now married. It was over. She lost him. Trying to subdue the lump that had formed in her throat at the thought of Alexander and Chelsea spending the rest of their lives together, she raided the cabinets, hoping she had left some liquor behind. No such luck.

Grabbing her purse, not caring that she looked like hell from driving for the past twenty hours with barely any breaks, she headed out her front door, slamming into a tall, hard body wearing a wetsuit from his hips down.

“Jesus!” she exclaimed before looking up. “Cam.” She inhaled sharply when her gaze met his intense silver eyes. “What are you doing here?” she whimpered, unable to avert her eyes from his naked chest and sculpted body, thinking it was sinful for a psychiatrist to look that good. Damn it, Libby! Get your head out of the gutter!

“I guess I can ask the same of you,” he said, interrupting her thoughts. “But I know the answer.” He lowered his eyes, brushing a wayward curl behind her ear. “Are you okay?”

She searched Cam’s gentle face, his kindness overwhelming her. After everything she had been through the past several months, after everything she had put Cam through, she was surprised to see him standing on her deck, still worried about whether she was okay.

All of her emotions rushed forward under the tender stare of Cam’s eyes. She fell to the ground, wailing through her tears. She was anything but okay.

“Hey, Libby,” he said, lowering himself and pulling her into his arms. She exhaled through the sobs, savoring the comfort of his embrace. She needed him at that moment.

“I’m not going to say that it will be all right because I’m sure you don’t want to hear that right now.”

“I couldn’t stay there, Cam. I just cracked,” she cried. “I had to leave that city. Everywhere I turned there was another reminder of how I ruined everything. I couldn’t bear it anymore.”

Cam soothed her tears as he held on to her fragile body. “Libby, when was the last time you ate anything?” he asked after several long minutes.

She wiped her face, the tears finally subsiding. “I can’t remember. Maybe Friday?”

“Jesus, Libby. It’s Sunday afternoon! We’re going to get some food right now,” he growled, standing up and pulling her with him toward the Wrangler that she had failed to notice was parked in front of her house.

“Cam, please. I just want some liquor to dull the pain. That’s all. I’m too much of a wreck to be out in public.”

He sighed. “Fine. Then I’ll take you to my place and cook for you. No argument. If I have to kidnap you, I fucking will, Libby.”

Her eyes grew wide as she listened to his voice full of anger and passion. It reminded her of Alexander. Her Alexander… Except he wasn’t hers anymore and he never would be again.

“I’m sorry,” Cam said quietly, getting his emotions under control. “You need to eat, Libby. Please. Come with me. We’ll open a bottle of pinot.” He winked.

“Fine, but I need to shower.”

“You can shower at my place while I’m cooking. If you think I’m going to let you out of my sight right now, you better think again.”

She went inside and packed a small bag of things she would need to shower at Cam’s. When she emerged, he snaked his arm around her too small waist and led her down her deck to his Wrangler.

She stepped up into the Jeep and closed the door, admiring the view of the beach. It was her solace from the pain. It was exactly what she needed to get through this rough patch in her life. And maybe Cam was what she needed. Maybe she had been looking at things all wrong. Maybe all the troubles she had with Alexander were meant to lead her to Cam.

“Hey, Libby?” Cam said, pulling her out of her thoughts as he drove away from the beach.

“Yes?” She glanced across the car at him, admiring his wayward sandy hair blowing in the wind.

“I’m glad you’re back.”

Olivia reached over and grabbed his hand as he shifted into fourth. “Me, too.”




~~~~~~~~~~




A FEW MINUTES LATER, Cam pulled up in front of an old Victorian-style home just a few blocks from the downtown area of Fernandina Beach. The wrap-around deck boasted several lounge chairs as well as a porch swing, complete with nautical themed pillows. Olivia made a mental note to use that swing sooner rather than later. It looked so peaceful.

Cam led her up the steps and into his house, giving her a tour of the lower level.

“Did you decorate this?” Olivia asked, astonished at the décor throughout the bottom floor. To the right of the entryway sat a large living room, the walls painted a light shade of yellow with a rather comfortable-looking sofa and love seat against the walls. Natural light shined through the entire house. Cam nodded as he steered Olivia past a staircase and down a narrow hallway leading to a gourmet kitchen, the large windows overlooking a rather nicely manicured backyard complete with in-ground pool and hot tub.

“Swing set?” Olivia raised her eyebrows at Cam, eyeing the large wooden play set in his backyard.

“I have nieces and nephews who like to come visit. Don’t worry. No kids, or at least none that I know of,” he replied, lightening the mood.

She gazed at the crystal clear water in the pool, wishing she had packed her bathing suit. Oh well. Maybe next time, she thought. She surprised herself, thinking about a next time at Cam’s. It felt refreshing, as if maybe she would survive life after Alexander.

“Come, Libby. I’ll show you the rest of the house.” He led the way upstairs where there were two guest bedrooms complete with bathrooms, and an even larger master bedroom. Everything was decorated in light yellows, greens, and blues. The house definitely belonged in a beach community, that much was clear.

After Cam left her, Olivia ran the water in the master bathroom, hopping in the shower and savoring the feeling of the warm water on her skin. Her eyes began to droop slightly, the long drive finally catching up with her. For the past few hours, she had been running on pure adrenaline. Now that she had reached her destination, the lack of sleep over the past several days came rushing forward. She just needed to get through the shower and lunch, and then she could collapse.

“Feel better?” Cam asked when Olivia walked into the kitchen, the smell of garlic making her stomach growl.

“Yes. Slightly exhausted, but I’ll be okay.” She grabbed the glass of wine Cam held out to her.

“Do you like salmon?” He raised his glass to his lips and swirled the wine around in his mouth.

Olivia stared at his gorgeous face as he savored the taste of the wine, the liquid dancing across his tongue. Stop it, Olivia! she screamed in her head. She couldn’t help it, though. It had been far too long since she’d had sex and, for lack of a better word, she was horny. And Cam was hot.

“Libby?” he asked, smirking as she stared at him with heat in her eyes. “Everything okay?”

“Yes,” she replied, still openly gawking at the little tufts of hair that were visible beneath his V-neck t-shirt, wondering when he had changed out of his wetsuit.

“So, do you?”

Her eyes met his. “Do I what?” she asked breathlessly.

He took a step closer, their bodies almost touching. Olivia felt a low glow wash over her from the warmth coming off him. “Like salmon?” he asked, his voice husky.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Good.”

Her eyes glued to Cam’s, she licked her lips, her chest rising and falling in a more rapid pattern.

“Sorry, Libby.” He shook his head and took a step back. “I just…”

Olivia looked away, embarrassed. “No. It’s okay. You have nothing to apologize for,” she spat out, downing her glass of wine, needing to feel the burn of the liquid, her face turning a shade of red similar to that of the wine.

“Libby, don’t be like this. Please. I just…”

“What, Cam? Spit it out already.”

Taking a deep breath, he gazed at her. “I was fucking heartbroken when you left back in January, but I know I sent you away. It was for your own good. You had to do it, but there was this part of me that didn’t want you to go, that wanted to keep you for myself. And now that you’re back, I just don’t know how to act around you. I love you, Olivia. I know you don’t feel the same way. I don’t want to be your rebound. I want something so much more from you, but I know you’re not ready for that. So until you are, please, let’s just be friends. It hurts too much otherwise.”

Olivia opened her mouth to respond, unsure of what to say. Cam loves me? She was shocked.

“Please. Don’t say anything. Let’s just go back to how things were five minutes ago. Wine?” He winked.

Olivia nodded, still reeling from his admission. “Yes, please.”




~~~~~~~~~~




AFTER ENJOYING A FILLING lunch of salmon with mango salsa, exhaustion caught up with Olivia as she lay on the sofa, Cam rubbing her feet. On the TV, The Dude kept shouting that he wasn’t Mr. Lebowski as Olivia slipped into unconsciousness. Cam gingerly raised himself off the couch, not wanting to wake her, watching her chest rise and fall in an even pattern. He grabbed a blanket and draped it over her shrunken frame.

Placing a gentle kiss on her temple, he whispered, “Sleep well, angel. I love you.”

His heart stopped when Olivia shifted. “I love you, too, Alex.”

Cam shook his head, knowing deep down that Olivia would never get over Alexander enough to pursue any sort of relationship with him, even though his heart yearned for it.

Olivia slept all day and into the night. Cam thought about waking her up so she could eat dinner, but she looked worn out. She had barely stirred all afternoon as she rested on his couch and, for once, she didn’t wake up screaming every few hours because of the nightmares.

When the clock struck midnight and she still hadn’t awoken, Cam gingerly wrapped her in his arms and carried her upstairs to his bedroom, laying her down gently before crawling in next to her. He knew it wasn’t the smartest idea, but he wanted to feel her body in his arms. He wrapped himself around her and fell asleep dreaming about what life would be like if Olivia had never met Alexander.













CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

SECOND CHANCES




THE FOLLOWING MORNING, CAM woke up as the sun shined brightly through his bedroom windows. Looking over at Olivia, he smiled as she continued to sleep. He quietly slipped out of the bed, seeing that it was practically noon. He wondered if Olivia was ever going to wake up. Then he thought about her cat. He wasn’t sure how long Olivia would sleep, and he wanted to make sure Nepenthe didn’t starve as she rested in his bed. He found her keys and headed over to her house so he could check on her cat.

Pulling up in front of her house, he was surprised to see a rental car parked in the driveway. Grabbing her house keys, he walked up to the front door.

“Hey, buddy. Can I help you with something?” Cam bellowed to a figure slumped over, sitting on her deck and leaning against the railing. The figure jumped, startled, and raised his head to look at him. Shit, it’s him.

Pushing past him, Cam walked to the front door, not wanting to look into the face of someone who had damaged Olivia past repair.

“Hey! What are you doing here?!” Alexander roared, following Cam into Olivia’s house, Nepenthe stalking the front door, hissing at both men.

“What am I doing here?!” Cam shouted. “I’m taking care of my fucking friend! That’s what I’m doing. What the fuck are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be off on your honeymoon with your wife?!”

Alexander visibly shuddered at the term.

Cam lowered his voice. “Please. You need to leave her alone. She doesn’t need someone like you in her life.” He walked toward Nepenthe’s food bowls and began filling them up, freshening his water before throwing some cat nip on the ground for him to roll around in.

“You barely know that fucking girl,” Alexander growled. “Who are you to tell me who she needs in her life? What is this? You want her for yourself?”

Cam exhaled, not wanting to tell Alexander what he thought he needed to hear, wondering if Olivia had told anyone about what happened the night she found out that Alexander had gotten engaged.

Lowering his voice, he turned to face Alexander. “Listen, when Olivia first got here, she was so sad. I knew she was depressed. All the signs were there. Then we started to spend some time together, and I got to know her.”

Alexander’s temper flared just thinking about someone else being able to spend time with his Olivia.

“She started to come out of her shell. Then she found out you were dating that girl and she broke down again. And I was stupid enough to give her space. I knew it was the last thing I should have been doing, but I fucked up. I pissed her off and then let her stew. Weeks later, my friend texted me, letting me know about your engagement, and I rushed over here. Olivia didn’t seem to know about it just yet, which was good. So I left her with the promise of coming back in an hour to take her to dinner. When I got here…” Cam trailed off.

“When you got here, what?” Alexander inquired, his voice shaky, unsure of whether he wanted to hear what Cam was about to tell him. He followed Cam’s eyes to Olivia’s front door, noticing the repaired doorjamb.

“When I got here, I knocked and no one answered.” Cam gulped, his expression blank. “So I knocked again, but there was still no answer. Then I heard a scratching.”

“Nepenthe…” Alexander breathed, looking down at the cat.

“I knew something was wrong so I peered into the window…and she was lying on the floor over there, a pill bottle spilled out on the coffee table and an empty liquor bottle next to her. She was unconscious. She had taken four valium and drank far too much liquor…”

“Fuck…”

“If I arrived any later, I wouldn’t have been able to get those pills up. But I did. And then I pushed her out the door, thinking that if your love for her was as strong as it seems hers is for you, then maybe you’d forget about all this bullshit and take her back. It killed me to do it, but I knew she needed the closure at least. But now, I don’t know. She’s just so empty, as if she’s just going through the motions, waiting…”

Alexander sat down on the couch, trying to process everything Cam had told him. Olivia hadn’t mentioned any of that to him. “How is she? I mean now? Is she okay?”

“She’s pretty banged up, mentally and emotionally. But she’ll smile again one day. She’s stronger than this.”

“Why didn’t she tell me?” he asked, staring at the floor, unable to truly comprehend what he had done to Olivia.

“Would you have listened if she did? Please, you need to let her heal, and the only way she can is with you out of her life. I can’t bear the thought of walking in on her and seeing her like that again. Please. You need to leave. Go back to your wife. It will be too painful for her to see you now that you’re married.”

“I didn’t do it,” Alexander said quietly.

“Do what?” Cam asked.

“Get married,” he replied, glancing at Cam. “I left her at the altar. Literally. We were about to say our vows and I left.”

Cam chuckled. “Seriously?”

Alexander simply nodded.

“Come on. Want a drink?” Cam asked, gesturing him out of the house toward his Wrangler.

“I could definitely use one after the week I’ve had,” he replied, standing up and following Cam out the door.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA WOKE UP, UNSURE of where she was. Sun seeped in through large windows, illuminating pastel blue walls with beige trim. Inhaling deeply, she knew she was in Cam's bed. It smelled like him.

“Morning, beautiful,” Cam crooned, sitting on the foot of the bed and staring at Olivia’s resting body. “Sleep well?”

“Yeah,” she croaked, stretching. “I’m sorry I fell asleep on you yesterday. I was exhausted.”

He grinned. “That was Sunday. It’s Tuesday.”

She shot up. “It is? Fuck! Nepenthe! He needs to be fed.” She jumped out of bed, scrambling to pack her things and get back home.

“Relax, Libby. I found your keys and made sure he had food.” He smiled, watching her frantically run around the room wearing just a pair of boy shorts and tank top.

She stopped abruptly, turning to look at him. “You did?”

“Yeah. I didn’t want to wake you up. It looked like you needed sleep. Of course, every few hours or so you’d wake up and stumble into the bathroom, then stumble back to bed. I didn’t know if you were ever going to wake up. I tried to get you to eat, but you could barely open your eyes.”

Olivia’s stomach grumbled loudly.

“Get ready. I’ll take you out for breakfast and then back to your place, okay?”

“I’m sorry, Cam. I’ve made you miss work. I’m the worst friend.”

He shrugged. “Don’t worry about it, Libby. You needed me. I’d be a worse friend if I ditched you for my job.” He walked out of the room to let Olivia get ready in private.

A few hours later, after a nice relaxing breakfast, Cam pulled up in front of Olivia’s cottage. Grabbing her bag, he ran around to the passenger side of the Jeep, helping her out and handing her bag to her.

“Thank you. For everything.” She planted a kiss on his cheek before walking across the sandy road abutting the coastline toward her house. Halting in her steps, her eyes settled on a figure standing on the deck. Her chin quivered and she spun around, heading back toward the Jeep.

“Libby,” Cam said, glaring down at her.

“No. Take me back to your place. I can’t…”

Cam clutched her hands in his. “Libby, look at me.” She slowly raised her gaze, meeting his kind eyes, the sun reflecting in them and making them sparkle. “Just listen to what he has to say.”

Olivia visibly shook. “I don’t think I can. I’m not…”

“Yes, you are, Libby. You’re stronger than you think you are. I’d never make you do something if I didn’t think you could handle it. You can do this. Go. He flew all this way to see you. At first, I wanted to strangle him for how he hurt you, but then we talked yesterday over a few drinks and he explained everything to me. Just talk to him. And then, if you want, you can drive back over to my place, okay?”

She took a deep breath and nodded as Cam brushed that same errant curl behind her ear.

“Good girl.” He planted a kiss on her forehead and watched as she walked toward her house. At that moment, he knew he would probably never see her again.

Olivia slowly crossed the narrow beach road back to her front deck, her heart thumping in her chest. Climbing the steps to her deck, her eyes met Alexander’s, his green eyes empty, the usual vibrancy gone.

“Hi,” she said sheepishly as she made her way to the front door, noticing the mark from when Cam had to kick it in. She shuddered at the memory, hoping she would be strong enough to survive the impending conversation.

“Can I come in?” Alexander asked softly, approaching Olivia from behind.

Her body overheated from the proximity of him. A tear fell down her cheek as she thought how unfair life was.

“Shouldn’t you be with your wife, Alex?” she asked, turning around after unlocking the door.

“Please, Olivia. Let me in. I just want to talk to you. If you don’t like what I have to say, I promise I’ll never show up on your doorstep again. Please. Give me five minutes.”

Olivia exhaled, opening the door and walking through the living room, Alexander following.

He surveyed her house and noticed a piano in the guest room. “Here, come with me,” he said, grabbing her hands. He led her toward the piano and sat down at the bench, patting the seat next to him.

Sighing, she sat down beside him, their arms and shoulders touching, making her entire body tremble. Not with excitement. Not with fear. It was something far more devastating. She trembled with the excruciating pain of complete heartache and loss.

“Play it again, Olivia,” he whispered into her ear, his breath hot on her neck.

Olivia shook her head, unsure what he was talking about.

“The song you played the other night. I beg you. Play it again.”

Her eyes flung open, wide with curiosity and despair. She didn’t know if she could torture herself like that again.

“Please, Olivia.” His voice was soft and pleading.

Inhaling deeply, she placed her shaky hands on the piano, playing the opening chords of the very song that she sang just a few nights beforehand in her last attempt to win Alexander back, pouring her entire soul into the notes and lyrics. Memories of that night came flooding back as she sang, her eyes boring holes into Alexander’s, tears flowing down both of their faces.

Sobs wracked through her body as she sang the chorus, begging for another chance…a chance that she never got.

Alexander stared into her eyes as she struggled to get through the words. Her soft plea nearly tore him apart. He knew he messed up. He was such a fool to think he could forget her. He never forgot about her during those twenty-plus years he thought she was dead. His heart belonged to her and he needed her in his life.

He grabbed Olivia’s hands in his, cutting the song short. “Smile, love. It’s the second best thing you can do with those beautiful lips of yours.”

Before Olivia knew what was happening, Alexander crushed his mouth to hers, pulling her body against his own.

For a brief moment, they were the only two people in the universe that mattered. They poured all the emotions that they felt over the past several months into that kiss. It was desperate and passionate and, no matter how much they devoured each other’s mouths, it wasn’t nearly as deep as they wanted or needed.

After several long, intense moments, Alexander pulled back, gasping for air. “I never had a chance with you, Olivia,” he whispered against her neck. “It’s you. It’s only ever been you.”

“What about Chelsea?” she asked, confused about what happened.

Brushing a tear from her eye, Alexander cupped her cheek in his hand. “I couldn’t do it. I was such an idiot to keep pushing you away. You’re the only woman for me. No one else has ever compared to you. Please, Olivia. Forgive me for being such an ignorant ass. I’ll do anything. Name it and it’s yours. Just, please, don’t make me go through life without you in it. I need you. I…”

Olivia pressed her lips to his, not letting him finish his thought. Alexander groaned, running his hands all over her frail body as he communicated with his mouth just what she meant to him.

He pulled back, catching his breath. “Bedroom?”

“Upstairs,” she responded, panting.

Alexander scooped her in his arms and carried her up the short flight of stairs and into her bedroom. Placing her on the bed, he slowly shrugged out of his jacket, followed by his t-shirt and jeans as Olivia watched, her eyes fierce. Lowering himself back down on the bed, he hovered over her body and whispered soft kisses on her neck, savoring the sweet smell of her vanilla body wash and a scent that could only be categorized as Olivia’s natural essence.

She moaned as Alexander trailed his mouth down her collarbone, fumbling to remove her shirt. As he lifted it over her head, he looked down at her body.

“Olivia,” he said in an almost horrified voice as he took in the sight of her ribs poking through. A tear fell down as he returned his mouth to hers. “I’m so sorry I did this to you. I’ll make it up to you. Just tell me what to do to make it right.”

Sobs shook her body from the closeness of Alexander to her again. She couldn’t remember ever being so happy in her entire life. “Please, Alex. I want to feel again. Let me feel you.”

He groaned, nipping Olivia’s neck as he slowly slid her shorts down, tossing them to the side before taking off his own boxer briefs. Running his hands up and down her body, he positioned himself between her legs.

“Please, Alex. Make me feel again,” she sobbed out, an overwhelming sensation of fulfillment coursing through her. Slowly, he entered her.

“Do you feel that?” Alexander asked sweetly as he lowered his body on top of her, leaning on his elbows.

“Yes, Alex,” Olivia cried out. “I feel it. Don’t stop.” Running her hands up and down his back, she gasped at the absolutely complete feeling she had as Alexander slowly moved in and out of her.

“Don’t ever leave me again, love,” he grunted. “There’s no one else for me. Only you. You’re my Eve. Always and forever.”

Olivia wrapped her legs around his waist, not wanting any space between their bodies. His motions were slow and deliberate, and for the first time she could remember, that was what she wanted and needed.

“God, I missed you, Olivia,” he said, his eyes burning into hers. She reached up and grabbed his head, forcing his lips against hers. She thrust her tongue inside his mouth as she continued moving her hips with the tempo that he set.

“Alex,” she whimpered into his mouth as her body climbed higher and higher.

“Yes, love,” he exhaled.

Olivia’s body was on fire. She had never felt so much pleasure from Alexander before. There was something so different about having sex with him at that moment. For the first time, it was so much more than sex, and it didn’t scare her anymore because Alexander was someone worth facing her fears for.

She closed her eyes, fighting against her impending orgasm, not wanting to finish so quickly. She was feeling, and she wanted to keep feeling. She never wanted to turn it off again.

“Open your eyes, Olivia,” he demanded.

She smiled, following his command.

He leaned down and feathered kisses against her neck. “I want to see your eyes when I make you come,” he said, reminding her of the very first orgasm she ever had at his hands. The happy memory was all too much and she quivered around him, her orgasm shaking her entire body, surprising her. 

“Olivia,” Alexander moaned out as she continued convulsing underneath him. A sly grin spread across his face. He loved watching her as she shuddered from an orgasm that only he could give her. Maintaining a steady rhythm, he released into her seconds later, savoring the feel of her body so close to his once again. This was right. This was home.













CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

HOME




“PENNY FOR YOUR THOUGHTS,” Alexander said a week later as they flew north in his Gulfstream. They had spent the last week locked in a suite at the Ritz, neither one wanting to leave the other’s side for too long. Over that week, they made up for lost time. Alexander was happy to keep Olivia in Florida a little bit longer. He was worried about taking her back to Boston. There were still unanswered questions and unknown threats to her safety, but they couldn’t hide away forever.

“I just feel bad that I didn’t get to thank Cam for…” She stopped short.

He reached across the seat and clutched Olivia’s hand. “It’s probably best this way.” There was a loud silence in the air. “He told me everything,” he said quietly.

Olivia looked up. “You mean…” She trailed off.

He nodded his head slowly, a tear falling down his cheek. “I could have lost you. That will never happen again, Olivia. I will always look out for you. You don’t ever have to worry about me leaving you because it will not happen. I swear to you.”

She avoided his troubled eyes. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I just wanted to numb everything, turn it all off because it hurt too much. I didn’t want to feel anymore, and it was the only way I knew how.”

Alexander wrapped his arms around her, bringing her body close to his. “Don’t ever do that again,” he said forcefully, gently nipping on her neck. “I want you to feel. I want you to feel me every fucking day.”

She moaned from his words and his tongue drawing circles against her warm skin.

“I can’t get enough of you, Olivia,” he said before bringing his lips to hers, forcing his tongue into her mouth. Running her fingers through his hair, she pressed her body against his and deepened the kiss, not caring that the flight attendant could walk in at any moment.

He pulled out of the kiss, panting. “Jesus, Olivia. You drive me fucking wild.” He stood up, pulling her up with him, and walked toward the back of his plane, opening a door.

She glanced at Alexander with a sly grin on her face. “Is there a reason you have a bedroom on your plane, Mr. Burnham?” she asked sweetly, grabbing his tie and dragging him flush with her body.

“No reason,” he replied nonchalantly. “But I’m pretty fucking glad I have it now.” He pressed his lips against hers, picking her up and wrapping her long legs around his midsection, pressing her back against the door. “But I’m not so sure I want to fuck you in that bed. I want you here, and I want it rough. Do you want that?” he asked forcefully.

Olivia moaned, loving the sensation of Alexander’s erection between her legs again. She didn’t think she would ever tire of feeling his body so close to hers.

“Tell me you want that, Olivia. Tell me right now that you want me to fuck you against the wall.” He continued thrusting against her, nuzzling her neck. He clamped his teeth on her earlobe and tugged. “Say it,” he ordered.

“Yes, Alexander,” she responded finally. “I want you to fuck me against this wall.”

A smile spread across his face as he looked down at her, panting. “I love it when you say shit like that. Do you have any idea what a turn on that is?”

She lowered her legs to the floor and glanced down at his pants. “I have a pretty good idea, Mr. Burnham,” she replied flirtatiously.

He glared at her, her heart racing from his intense stare. “Are you trying to be funny, Olivia?”

She swallowed hard, thinking how every time she was with him, she never knew which version of him would be present in the bedroom. And she loved it. “No, Mr. Burnham.”

“Good. Now, take off your dress, Olivia. We’ll be starting our initial descent soon, and I want you good and fucked when you walk off this plane.”

Olivia felt moisture pool between her legs at his words, a grin spreading across her face as she quickly removed her dress, bending down to unzip the same knee-length black boots she wore that snowy day back in January when she confronted Alexander in his office. The boots that she hoped would change everything.

“Oh no, Miss Adler. The boots stay on,” he said.

Olivia straightened up, keeping her boots in place. Alexander swiftly removed his clothes and stood back to admire Olivia in her pink lace bra with matching panties and, of course, the boots.

“Fuck, Olivia…”

She grinned as she lowered her eyes to his erection, noticing it grow even harder under her intense stare.

He rushed to her, wrapping his arms around her and kissing her passionately. She pressed her body against his, thrusting against his erection, savoring the closeness of him. At that moment, she knew she would never run again.

He swiftly lowered her panties down her legs and over her boots. Lifting her up, he rubbed his arousal against her swollen clit. “You’re always so wet, aren’t you?” he asked with a smirk on his face.

“Yes,” she exhaled, her skin tingling as Alexander continued teasing her. She was ready to come from that contact alone.

“I’m the only one who can make you wet like this, Olivia,” he growled. “I’ve barely even touched you and you’re ready to come, aren’t you?”

How does he know that? she thought, lost in his burning gaze.

“I know your body better than you think I do,” he whispered against her neck, entering her. Olivia threw her head back as he picked up his pace, wanting him to just crawl inside of her and never leave.

She closed her eyes, savoring the feeling of Alexander’s body pressed against hers as he thrust into her, slamming her repeatedly against the wall. Her breathing became erratic as she thought how no one had ever satisfied her the way Alexander always did. She was never left wanting.

“Faster, Alex,” she begged.

“You want it faster?” He leaned down, his voice husky in her ear. “You like it like this, don’t you? You like it hard…and fast…” He picked up the pace, pushing further and further into her. “God, I love fucking you, Olivia.”

She swallowed hard, her lips parting slightly.

“Do you love it when I fuck you like this?” He drove harder and harder into her, wanting to savor the feeling of her around his erection but knowing that he was about to unravel. Olivia opened her eyes, looking at Alexander’s blazing green ones, his forehead dripping with sweat as he continued moving inside of her.

“Just fucking say it, Olivia, or I’ll pull out before you can come. I know it’s true. I know you like it hard and fast, and that I’m the only one who can make you feel like this.” He pressed his mouth against hers, kissing her with such passion.

Olivia’s body convulsed around his, her vision becoming fuzzy from the waves of pleasure overtaking her. “Yes, Alexander!” she screamed as her body trembled against his. “You’re the only one…”

A smile crept across his face as he continued pumping into her. “Damn straight I am. And you’re the only one for me, love,” he said before moaning out her name, finding his own release. When the last of his tremors ceased, he pulled back, staring down at her.

“Don’t ever leave me again,” he said, his voice pleading with her. “I don’t ever want to be the person I was without you in my life. Okay? Please. Promise me. Promise you won’t run again.”

Olivia grabbed Alexander by the neck and brought his mouth to hers. Brushing her lips against his, she said, “Never again.” She felt his lips turn up into a smile.

“Good. Now get dressed. We’ll be landing soon.”

Her heart warmed, secretly relishing in the bossy side of him. She had missed that. And the gentle side. And the dominating side. And the angry side. And the passionate side. And every side in between.

“Where are my panties?” Olivia asked, searching the bedroom for where Alexander had thrown them during their intense moment.

“You’re not getting them back, and don’t you dare go clean up, either. I want my come dripping down your leg, reminding you that I’m the only one allowed to do that.” He turned abruptly and walked to the main cabin, leaving Olivia completely speechless. And happy.

She made her way to the main cabin and sat down next to Alexander, taking the glass of bourbon he held out for her.

“Now, there’s one thing we need to discuss before we land.”

Mr. Businessman was back. She playfully rolled her eyes. “Okay. What is it?”

“As you probably recall, we had a conversation about a very serious threat to your safety back in October. That threat is still out there so, until I know you’re no longer in any danger, I want to assign a protection detail for you. Mainly Carter and a few other agents.”

“Alex, please. I was fine in Boston. I was there for over a month without an incident…” She trailed off, remembering the strange man that Alexander attacked on the snowy street back in January.

Alexander raised his eyebrows at her as she recalled exactly why she had felt safe those weeks she was in Boston. She remembered seeing an SUV parked outside her house nearly every day after the attack. He had been protecting her, even though they weren’t together.

As the plane made its final approach into Logan, she realized that Alexander never stopped caring for her. And it sent a warmth through her.

“Welcome home, love,” Alexander said, kissing her temple as they stepped off his plane and onto the tarmac.

Olivia inhaled the crisp February air, thankful to be back with Alexander in the city that she had grown to love over the past decade. Everything was as it should be.













CHAPTER THIRTY

SELFLESS




“CHERYL, WHAT’S THE PLAN today?” Donovan shouted into the phone.

“Do you really think it’s a good idea that you do this, boss? I mean, what if you’re made?”

“I don’t care. So far, nothing has been going right. We’ve waited long enough. It’s March, for crying out loud! When you want something done, you do it yourself. Now that she’s back in town, we need to make some fucking headway. Enough time has passed that Burnham won’t be on high alert anymore. So, are we good to go this afternoon?”

Cheryl exhaled loudly into the phone. “Yes, sir. I’ve been able to ensure that she will be alone after her morning appointment. She’ll be heading back to her place around noon.”

“Perfect. Thank you, Cheryl. You’re a gem.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“OLIVIA? WHERE DID YOU go?” Dr. Greenstein slowly brought her patient back to earth. Olivia sat staring out at the Boston cityscape, her thoughts revolving around one person again. Alexander. It seemed that all she had been doing lately was think about him. The past month had been the happiest in her life. She finally had started to let Alexander in.

Olivia turned her gaze from the office window as snowflakes began to fall in the mid-March sky. “Sorry, doctor. I’m here.”

“I want to go back to something we had started talking about this past Tuesday before you stormed out of here.” She eyed Olivia.

“I did not storm out of here. I graciously left after I said you were full of shit and had no idea what you were talking about.” Olivia crossed her arms in front of her chest, avoiding the doctor’s eyes.

“Do you really feel that way?” Holding her pen and paper as if ready to write down whatever crazy thing was about to fall out of her mouth next, Dr. Greenstein studied her.

“No, I don’t. I know I say that a lot.”

“Usually when you know I’m right about something. Olivia, you need to start facing these fears that you have. I know we’ve been working on this for the better part of a decade now but, at some point, I need you to start reaching out of your comfort zone.”

Olivia shrugged, not responding. Her therapist was right. She just didn’t want to admit it, especially to her. She knew Dr. Greenstein just wanted to help her but, sometimes, ignorance was bliss.

“Now, what is it that scares you most about Alexander?”

Olivia exhaled loudly, leaning back against the couch, not really wanting to talk about any of that, but she knew she had to. “I don’t know. That I’m falling in love with him. That he’s going to be taken from me just like everyone else in my life. And, well, I don’t know. I still feel like he’s holding something back from me.”

“Do you think he may be holding something back because he never knows the next time that you'll want to run away? He wants to share things with you and get close to you. He wants to know you. He wants to show you how much he cares about you. If you keep pushing him away, one of these times may be the last and he might just walk away for good, like he almost did.”

Olivia turned her head, not wanting to hear the words coming out of her mouth, the memory of Alexander almost marrying another woman still painful. The doctor got up from her chair and sat next to Olivia on the couch. “If you keep pushing people away, you will end up alone. That’s not much of a life, if you ask me. Just remember how you felt all those months when you left Alexander. Don’t forget that pain, Olivia. Carry that with you as a constant reminder so you don’t do that again.”

Tears started to form in Olivia’s eyes. She fought to contain them as the doctor handed her the tissue box. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” She tried to inch away from Dr. Greenstein.

“Okay. What do you want to talk about?” She got up from the couch and returned to her chair.

“Alexander asked me to the annual charity auction this weekend.”

“And how do you feel about that?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t given him my answer yet.” The doctor started to scratch away at her notepad. “What are you writing?”

“It’s nothing important, but if you want to know…here.” She handed Olivia the notepad. The only things written down were her name, the date, and charity auction. “Happy now?”

“Yes, thank you.” Olivia smiled, handing the paper back. “But if you need to write that I’m a crazy bitch, feel free to do so because I already know that I am.” She laughed, hoping to break the tension that slowly filled the room.

“I don’t like the word ‘crazy’. Why do we go through this every time? Stop deflecting. You know that’s not healthy. Now, getting back to the charity auction. Let’s work through this. I think this is a big step, but one you should take. What are you worried about?”

“Well, I’m worried it’ll be more than I can handle, ya’ know? I’m worried about not fitting into his world. His mom will be there and I’m worried about meeting her.”

“And is he close to his family?”

“I think so. I mean, he speaks well of everyone, but I don’t think he’s ever forgiven his dad. When Alexander was in high school, his dad was never around. He was always working. And every summer, he would go away the entire three months, missing Alexander’s birthday, to work some protection detail. Apparently, they got into a pretty big fight the night before Alexander left for SEAL training. That was the last time he had seen or really spoken to his father before he died several years later.”

“Do you think he’s still mad at his father, or is he mad at himself?”

“I’m not sure. Why don’t you ask him?” Olivia sneered.

“I’m not interested in his opinion. I’m interested in yours.”

“Well, I think it might be a little of both.”

“How did his father die?” she asked, her curiosity piqued.

“He was on a protection detail. High security. He was protecting the identity of someone. Alexander is unclear of many of the details but, somehow, someone found out that Alexander’s dad was protecting this person’s identity and location. These people tried to get the information out of him, he refused and, after torturing him for days, they killed him. Alexander said his body was worse than anything he had ever seen, even in Afghanistan when he was deployed with the SEALs. And it’s like his father knew something was going to happen because he wrote Alexander a letter days before his abduction and death. He still hasn’t opened it.”

“Hmmm.” The doctor appeared deep in thought. “What do you think is in the letter?”

“I don’t know, but it sits in the top drawer of his desk in his office at home. He says he looks at the envelope every day and thinks about opening it, but doesn’t.”

“It sounds like you both tend to ignore things so you don’t have to confront them. If you really want this relationship to work, I need you to start to confront some of your fears. Maybe this will help him, as well.”

“I’ll try. I really will.”

“And you’ll start by agreeing to go to the charity auction.” She winked at Olivia.

“Dr. Greenstein, your twelve o’clock is here,” Kathy, the receptionist, said over the office intercom.

“Well, I guess that’s my cue.” Olivia raised herself from the couch and grabbed her purse.

“I’ll see you Tuesday, right?” Dr. Greenstein got up from her chair and started walking to the door.

“Yes. I’ll be here.”

“Okay. I want to pick up where we left off.” She opened the door. “And I want you to work on being selfless. Stop this self-preservation bullshit and start thinking about what losing you would do to other people, instead of the other way around.” With that, the doctor closed the door to her office, leaving Olivia totally speechless. She had never really been so blunt with her before.













CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

FOLLOWING




OLIVIA LEFT THE DOCTOR’S office, surprised that Agent Thompson, her escort, wasn’t sitting in the reception area waiting for her. Instead of milling about, hoping he would eventually return, she decided to walk back to her house. She didn’t live far so it wasn’t that big a deal.

As she headed out of the Prudential Center onto Boylston Street, she noticed that the snow had begun to fall at a more rapid pace, starting to blanket the city in a coat of white. Craning her head and peering at the gray sky, she inhaled deeply, loving the smell of the city during a snowfall.

On her way home, she started to think about what Dr. Greenstein had said. She remembered the pain that she felt those few months when she pushed Alexander and everyone else away. It was the worst thing she had ever experienced in her life, and maybe remembering that pain once in a while would help her.

Olivia reached her house but, instead of turning to go in, she kept walking. She knew Alexander would be furious if he found out she was roaming the streets of Boston without her assigned cavalry, but she didn’t care. The fresh air helped her think.

As she walked down Commonwealth Avenue toward Boston Common, she thought about everything. About her parents. About her Uncle Charles. About meeting Kiera for the first time and her dragging Olivia out, helping her get a fake ID. About the first time she met Mo and started to sing with the band. About the feeling of total contentment she still felt every time she got on stage. But mostly, she thought about Alexander.

She thought about how perfect it felt every time he held her in his arms. She thought about the feel of his lips on her mouth. She thought about all the sweet things he whispered when she fell asleep next to him. He would comfort her when she woke screaming and covered in sweat from yet another nightmare. He always made sure she was safe, calling several times a day to ensure everything was okay. He would send her flowers for no reason at all. He would show up at her office with lunch on days that he knew she barely had time to breathe. He would come to listen to the band perform at MacFadden’s. He even came to their practices when he could, as well as nights that she performed at Open Mic.

Olivia immediately sank onto the first stoop she came across. She realized how much Alexander truly did care for her. She had been trying to ignore it for the past month, but the feelings were all too obvious. Dr. Greenstein was right. Fuck. She hated when that happened. Maybe it was finally time to let love in.

As she sat there contemplating whether she could fully open her heart to Alexander with no restraint, Olivia felt chills run up and down her spine, her hair standing on end. Her stature becoming taut, she snapped out of her daze when the familiar feeling of someone watching and following her swept through her. Glancing down the street the way she had come, she squinted and saw two sets of prints in the snow on an ordinarily busy street. Olivia thought it was odd that there was no one else around. Looking closer, she noticed one set of footprints disappear down a side alley just two houses from where she sat in front of a brownstone several blocks north of her Commonwealth Avenue home.

Maybe I’m losing my mind, she thought. Who could possibly be following me?

Chills washed over her once more so, raising herself off the stoop, she continued down the street in the same direction she had been heading, a little more conscious of her surroundings, but still not wanting to return home.

She soon found herself wandering through the theater district. All her thinking about Alexander made her miss him so she set out for his penthouse on Atlantic Avenue, knowing that he had flown back earlier that morning from a training exercise.

She continued to walk the two miles there, taking mostly side streets and shortcuts. The snow came down faster and faster, but she didn’t care. Then she felt the chills again. She glanced over her shoulder to see if anyone was following her, observing a man wearing all black trailing a few lengths behind. The snow obscured his face, making it difficult to see any details, but something about him reminded her of that night months ago at 28 Degrees with Kiera.

Olivia turned down another side street, taking a detour, and looked over her shoulder again, her pulse racing. The mystery man followed, maintaining a discreet distance behind her. She took another turn and he followed again. A sinking feeling forming in the pit of her stomach, she began walking faster and the man picked up his pace in response, confirming her suspicion that he was clearly following her. She always thought Alexander was just being paranoid where her safety was concerned but now she realized that maybe it wasn’t paranoia. She grabbed her cell phone and called Alexander. His voicemail picked up. Where the fuck is he?

“Hi. It’s me,” Olivia spoke into her phone, her voice trembling. “I’m heading to your place. I think there’s someone following me.” She hung up and, with shaking hands, attempted to put the cell phone back in her purse but dropped it in a snowdrift. As she stopped to bend down and pick it off the ground, the man pursuing her sped up. Fight or flight kicked in and she ran, leaving her phone in the snow.

She finally turned on Atlantic and sprinted toward Alexander’s building, glancing behind her every so often to see the strange man still close on her heels. He began to gain ground when Olivia’s legs became sore from the boots she wore. Her chest tightened, her breathing becoming labored, and she prayed she would be able to outrun whoever was behind her. The snow fell at a rapid pace, and there wasn’t anyone on the streets of Boston except for a lone individual across the street, sitting on a bench. Olivia had forgotten about the Nor’easter that was predicted to bring over a foot of snow during the day.

She finally reached Alexander’s building and fumbled for the door just as it was opening. She slammed right into his muscular chest, frantically grabbing onto him as if her entire life depended on it because, at that moment, it did.

“Hey, hey. Slow down.” He put his arms around her. “Are you okay? I got your message. I was on the other line. What is going on?” he asked, scanning the streets with a concerned look on his face.

Olivia’s entire body shook from a combination of the cold, her wet clothes, and pure adrenaline. “I thought I was crazy. I left my shrink appointment and wanted to go for a walk. Then I realized that I’ve really been a selfish bitch and my relationship with you scares me to death. Then someone started following me all the way from Comm. Ave. to the North End, so I called you, but I dropped my cell phone in the snow bank. When I bent to pick it up, he started to rush toward me so I left it in the snow and ran into you.” Olivia took a deep breath.

“Where the fuck was your escort, Olivia?!” he yelled as he led her toward the elevator and punched the code for the penthouse, taking out his anger and frustration on the keypad. “What the fuck were you thinking?! I told you to never go anywhere without someone! Did you think I was joking?!”

Olivia gaped at him, blinking, and immediately broke down crying. “I know! I’m sorry, Alex! Okay?!” she screamed out. “You’ve made your fucking point!”

His face softened immediately when he saw the frightened look on her face. “It’s okay. You’re safe now.” He held her close, lowering his voice. “Jesus, you’re shivering. Your clothes are soaked through. How long were you out in that weather?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “A few hours.”

Alexander’s face flamed red in complete frustration.




~~~~~~~~~~




NATHAN ROBERTS HAD FINALLY found her. He hadn’t seen the girl for over twenty-one years, and he had spent the last several years looking for her. Thomas Burnham kept everything hidden and covered up. So much so that when he died, he had no way of finding her. It had been years since that day all those years ago when his entire world fell apart around him.

It wasn’t too hard to find out where she lived. However, he was rather thankful that, at the moment, she had round-the-clock security detail. She seemed to spend quite a bit of time at Alexander Burnham’s house. He thought that if anyone would make sure Olivia was safe, it was Alexander. He reminded him so much of his father.

He sat in his rental car outside of Olivia’s house, waiting for her to come home from her appointment. He had been watching her the past several weeks and had become quite familiar with her schedule. It was Thursday so she was at her therapist appointment. Nathan wondered whether his actions may have been the cause of her need for therapy.

At half-past noon, he saw Olivia walking down the street. He thought it was odd, considering she had left with her security detail. How did she lose him? He recalled the first several years of his protection all those years ago. It was nearly impossible for him to go anywhere without someone at his side.

Instead of heading up the front steps of her house, Olivia continued past it. Where is she going? He started his car and sped through the snow in the opposite direction that Olivia was walking, desperate to get onto the other side of Commonwealth Avenue to follow her. Damn Boston and its one-way streets! he thought.

He drove through the city, eager to find her. She was all alone, walking through the snow with no one looking out for her. It had taken him years to finally set eyes on her again. He felt the need to know where she was at all times.

He searched for what seemed like an eternity. He drove to her office building and never saw her. Then he drove to Alexander’s apartment building, desperate for some clue. He parked in a nearby garage and ran onto Atlantic Avenue, keeping watch from a bench across the street.

Finally, he saw Olivia approaching. She was running, constantly glancing over her shoulder behind her. Nathan turned his head to see what she was looking at and, presumably, running from. He couldn’t make out much, but it was a man dressed all in black, wearing a black beanie.

He jumped off the bench and made his way across the street just as Alexander came running through the lobby of his building. The man in black saw Alexander and immediately turned down a side street. Nathan followed the man in black, catching up to him with ease.

“Oops. I’m sorry,” Nathan said, bumping into his shoulder as he walked past. He turned to get a better look at him. The man in black stared at him, as if trying to place him. Nathan knew who it was. He walked briskly away in the direction of the parking garage, hoping he hadn’t been made. Apparently, Mark Kiddish - or, as he was now going by, Donovan O’Laughlin - had started doing his own dirty work. He couldn’t know Nathan was in town. Not yet, anyway.













CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

COMING TOGETHER




THE ELEVATOR DOORS OPENED into Alexander’s foyer. Martin immediately appeared. “Sir, I have Marshall and Kerrigan on this. Nothing has turned up yet. I have no idea what happened to Thompson.”

“Thank you. Please alert me the minute you have more information. Do we have any street camera feeds yet?”

“Not just yet, but the tech team is working on it.” Martin turned to face Olivia. “Miss Adler, do you remember where you dropped your cell phone?”

Olivia searched her memory, but it was all kind of a blur. “I think it was around Congress and Milk.”

“Jesus!” Alexander exclaimed, running his hands through his hair in exasperation as he paced back and forth, trying to compose his thoughts. After several long moments, he stopped in front of Olivia, glaring at her. “What the fuck were you doing over there?”

Martin excused himself, leaving them alone.

“I was trying to be evasive.” She shrugged. “I thought if I kept going down side streets, I would eventually lose the guy,” she replied meekly.

“What the fuck, Olivia?! Rule number one… When you’re being followed, large pockets of people are your friends!” Alexander raised his voice, unable to control his anger any further.

“I know!” she shouted at him, pushing him away and stomping into his living room. “I don’t need a lecture right now, Alexander.” Olivia fell onto his couch. “Just, please, let it go. I feel foolish enough bursting in here like this.” She shivered.

“Come here.” Alexander’s face softened as he walked toward her and pulled her into his arms. She immediately started to sob uncontrollably. She had no idea why she was crying. Maybe because she was cold. Maybe because she was scared. Maybe because she realized that she was starting to depend on Alexander. She had lived most of her life depending on no one but herself. If she was being followed a few months ago, she would have dealt with it on her own. Now, her first instinct was to call him.

She nuzzled into him as he sat holding her, gently stroking her hair and soothing her. Something about being in his arms had an amazing calming effect on her. She took a few peaceful breaths and pulled her head out of his chest, looking up into his eyes. He leaned down and wiped the tears from her face. He kissed her nose softly. “Feel better now that’s out of your system?”

Olivia nodded.

“Good. Now let’s get you warmed up,” he said, winking at her.

“What did you have in mind, Mr. Burnham?” Olivia asked sweetly, feigning innocence.

“You’ll see,” he replied, picking her up and carrying her upstairs. He opened the door to the master bedroom and strode into the bathroom, placing Olivia on the ground and starting the water in the tub.

 “We need to get you out of these wet clothes,” he said in a deep voice. Suddenly, the atmosphere between them changed from one of fear to one of desire.

“Yes,” Olivia mumbled, her eyes intense. Alexander started to unbutton her winter coat, slipping her arms out and throwing the coat, scarf, hat, and gloves on the ground.

“Sit down,” he commanded, pointing to the cushioned stool underneath the dual vanity.

She immediately obeyed. He slowly unzipped each of her knee-length boots, his eyes remaining intently focused on her. Her heart raced at the fierce look in his eyes as he gingerly slid each boot down her leg and off her foot.

“Stand back up, Olivia,” he ordered and she bolted up. “Turn around.” 

She followed his command. Turning around, she gazed into the large wall-sized mirror above the vanity. She met Alexander’s eyes in the glass as he slowly lifted her sweater over her head. Her white lace bra was practically transparent from being so wet.

Alexander stood behind her, caressing her stomach, planting deep kisses on the back of her neck. The warmth of his breath on her skin sent chills down her spine. She felt moisture pool between her legs, her body throbbing with anticipation.

Alexander reached around and unbuttoned her jeans, sliding them down her legs and helping her step out of them. He unhooked her bra, lowering it down her arms until it fell to the floor. After slipping her panties off, he stood back, admiring the beautiful woman in the mirror.

Olivia watched as he held onto her panties, bringing them up to his nose. She gasped.

“I love the way you smell, Olivia,” he said, his voice cutting through the stark bathroom. “I can never get enough of your scent.” He pulled her naked body against his and she felt his arousal against her back. “When you’re not with me, I can’t fucking focus. All I can think about is you and that delicious pussy of yours.” His hands roamed her body and she closed her eyes, relishing in the feeling of his large hands covering every inch of her. “Do you think about me when I’m gone, Olivia?” he asked, bringing her back to the present.

“Yes,” she replied. It was the truth. Alexander occupied her thoughts all day and all night. Not one minute went by that he didn’t cross her mind.

“Do you touch yourself when I’m gone?” he murmured, his hand sliding down her stomach, hovering over her clit. She squirmed, the closeness of his hand to the part of her body she needed him to touch unbearable.

“Alex… Please…” she begged.

“Tell me you think of me when you touch yourself,” he whispered against her neck. “I know you do. I think of you when I touch myself.”

“Yes. I do, Alexander. You’re always on my mind. When you’re gone, I think of you inside me when I touch myself. Now, please. Touch me.”

Alexander growled, spinning Olivia around to face him, crushing his mouth to hers. She ran her hands up and down his back before grabbing the waist of his pants, pulling him closer to her. She made quick work of loosening his belt and unbuttoning his jeans, her mouth never leaving his.

Alexander’s mouth curved into a smile. “Something I can help you with, Miss Adler?”

“Damn it, Alex. I’m dying here. You were gone all fucking week. I want you right now,” she whined, pulling him back to her, grinding her hips against him.

“Oh no, Olivia. Not yet. Turn back around.”

She did as she was told and faced the mirror again, watching as Alexander stripped out of the rest of his clothes.

“Bend over and hold onto the edge of the vanity,” he ordered.

She leaned over, hoping he would get on with it already. Alexander bent down and planted rough kisses all along her shoulder blades, biting her neck. Olivia yelped in surprise before arching her neck, giving Alexander better access.

“Harder,” she whispered. 

Moaning, he nipped on her neck with more ferocity. He grabbed her hair and, wrapping it around his hand, pulled her head back. She let out a small cry as he positioned himself between her legs, pushing over her, teasing her.

“Do you like that, Olivia?”

“Yes,” she whispered, feeling like she was going to come undone the second he entered her.

“Yes, what?” he growled.

“Yes, Mr. Burnham.”

 Alexander plunged into her from behind, filling her quickly. He pulled out and Olivia panted at the loss of contact.

“I need you,” she breathed as he teased her highly sensitized clit.

“Say it again,” he exhaled, rubbing himself up and down against her.

“I need you, Alexander.”

He groaned as he slammed into her again, causing them both to scream out. He pulled out one more time, slamming back into her before reaching his hand around, toying with her swollen nub. Olivia closed her eyes, relishing the pleasure.

“Open your eyes. I want you to watch me fucking you,” he growled. Olivia opened her eyes and met Alexander’s as he maintained a relentless rhythm. “Do you like watching me take you, Olivia?” he asked, his breathing ragged as he continued thrusting into her, each motion filling her even more than the time before. “Say it, Olivia. Say it turns you on.”

“Fuck…” She closed her eyes, lowering her head. Alexander grabbed her hair, pulling her head back so she had no choice but to stare at him in the mirror as he continued driving into her.

“Goddammit, Olivia. Fucking say it!”

“Yes, Alexander! I love watching you fuck me!” She was so turned on. She was a bundle of sensation.

He picked up the pace to a torturous speed and felt Olivia tense around him, knowing she was on the brink of release.

“Come with me, love.” He felt her shudder around him as he slammed once more, finding his own release. He leaned over her back, helping to steady her legs. A boyish grin on his face, he said, “Let’s get you in the bath.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“SIR?” A BLONDE WOMAN opened the door to Donovan’s office. “Paul Flinnigan is here.”

“Okay. Send him in.”

He entered the room, closing the door behind him.

“So, how did it go? I could really use some good news today, Paul. Burnham is fucking up my plans in a big way.”

“It went well. Simon’s behavior while in prison has been exemplary. He’s been considered a model inmate. The staff had nothing but great things to say about him at the hearing.”

“Get to the fucking point,” Donovan growled, perusing photos on his laptop. He was trying to place the face of the man he saw in the snow earlier that day. He looked so familiar. None of it made any sense.

“He’ll be released one week from Friday so you better get the rest of that money together.”

“No problem. Make sure you meet him upon his release and bring him to me immediately. We need to start planning for the next phase. This is good news, Paul. Very good news.”

“Yes, sir. See you next Friday.” He stood up and left.

Donovan breathed a sigh of relief, thankful that his plans were finally coming together, before picking up his phone. “Cheryl, it’s me. We ran into a bit of a problem.”

“Again?”

“Don’t fuck with me today, okay? You’ve been by her side nearly every day for the past month and nothing’s happened.”

“I know, but that’s because Burnham usually has more than one agent watching her. He’s smarter than we give him credit for. But I think I may have a solution to our little problem about him always being around Olivia. Maybe we can use one of his exes to drive a wedge between them?”

“Do you think that’s a possibility?”

“It’s worth a shot. He leaves quite a trail of women scorned, particularly one.”

“Who? The girl he was supposed to marry? I thought she left town.”

“No. Not her. Someone else. This woman was banned from his building a few months ago and we’ve all been given strict instructions to make sure she cannot contact Olivia in any way. I think we could use her as an asset.”

“Is she the type to agree?”

“From what I know, she’ll do anything for a buck.”

Donovan laughed. “That’s my type of girl. Can you secure her cooperation?”

“Yes. Adele Peters will be attending the same charity event as Burnham this weekend. I am scheduled to be on his security detail that evening. I’ll make the approach then. And listen to this…”

“Yes?”

“She grew up in Mystic with Burnham and…”

“And Olivia.”

“Exactly.”

“Holy shit. That’s perfect. Great work, Cheryl.”

“Thank you.”

Donovan hung up and started to think that everything would soon fall into place. He could use Adele Peters to drive a wedge between Alexander and Olivia, giving her information that would tear Olivia’s perfectly structured world apart. He would work with Simon to help him become more sympathetic, hoping Olivia would see that. Simon would win Olivia’s trust, then he would find those documents. Finally.













CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

LIKE A PRINCESS




AFTER MUCH NAGGING BY Kiera all day on Thursday, Olivia decided to accompany Alexander to the charity auction. What was there to be afraid of? Except possibly running into numerous women who Alexander had slept with, including the woman he left standing on the altar.

Since she had nothing to wear, she forced Kiera to take a personal day on Friday to help her shop. In exchange, Olivia promised her a day of pampering on Saturday… Massages, manicures, pedicures, and hair styling. How could Kiera say no to that?

“Okay, bitch. Ready to get this show on the road?” Kiera shouted across the coffee shop when she entered.

Olivia rolled her eyes as she made her way over to the table she was sitting at, Carter standing stoically near the entrance. “You sure do know how to make an entrance, don’t you?” Several businessmen in nicely tailored suits watched with lust in their eyes as Kiera sat down across from Olivia.

She shrugged, grabbing the coffee Olivia held out for her, bringing her lips to the cup. “Ready for your day of shopping?” she asked excitedly once the caffeine entered her system.

“I think so. I’m still a little nervous about this, though,” Olivia replied.

“Why? I don’t get it.”

“I don’t know. This whole world Alexander lives in is so far from anything I’ve ever dealt with. There’s crazy money, and I’m just worried I won’t be accepted, ya’ know?” Olivia looked down, nervously tapping her nails against the small black bistro table as people flooded into the shop, desperate to get their morning caffeine fix. The sun had finally come out to play, melting some of the snow from the day before, and spring was in the air.

“Pssh, whatever. You just show them you’ve got more money than all of them put together. Because you totally do.”

Olivia exhaled, pushing her empty coffee cup to the edge of the table. “I know, but you know me. I don’t care about showing off how much money I have. I’m just worried I won’t fit in.”

“Don’t try to fit in. You’ve never done that before, and that’s why Alexander loves you so much.”

Olivia stilled in her chair. “No. He’s not in love with me, Kiera. No way. We barely know each other. I mean…”

“What? Spit it out, Libby.”

“It’s just that we were only together for like two months before I…”

“Before you ran like the fucking coward you are,” Kiera spat playfully at her friend, winking at a tall guy walking past their table on the way to order his coffee. Olivia sighed, wishing she could be as bold as her friend.

“Yes. Before I ran. So we’ve only been back together for a month. And I guess I just don’t think you could really fall in love with someone that quickly.”

“So let me get this straight. All that agony you felt when he turned you away, that was because you just liked him?” Kiera raised her eyebrows, glaring at Olivia with her arms crossed.

“Well…” She leaned back in her chair, not comfortable with the direction their conversation had taken.

“Well, what? What the fuck are you so scared of?”

Olivia lowered her voice. “You know what.”

“He calls you ‘love’ all the time. You seem to be okay with that.”

She sighed. “That’s different. That’s like calling me ‘babe’ or ‘sweetheart’ or something like that. It doesn’t mean he loves me.”

Kiera got up from the table, grabbing Olivia’ hand and pulling her out of the coffee shop, Carter following close behind as they walked up the street toward a dress boutique. “You’re crazy. He loves you. You love him. And if you’re too scared to put a label on it, whatever.” She opened the door to the swanky shop, and they were soon immersed in trying to find the perfect dress, Olivia thankful that Kiera hadn’t continued their conversation about her and Alexander and that horrible word that scared her to her core.

After shopping for several hours and trying on dress after dress, Olivia was ready to give up and call Alexander to tell him that she was not going with him.

“Come on. Last one, I promise,” Kiera begged, thrusting a dress into her arms and shooing her back into the dressing room.

“Fine,” Olivia replied unenthusiastically. Nothing had been working out for her that day. They had spent hours going from boutique to boutique, searching for the perfect dress, but nothing made Olivia feel good. Not one dress was even close to what she needed to have on her body to feel confident enough to get through the charity auction. Maybe she was fooling herself thinking she could really live in Alexander’s perfect little world. He had everything…good looks, charm, money, a killer smile, a beautiful body that sent tremors through her every time he was close. And the way he used that body… Olivia started panting as she stood in the dressing room just thinking about that body moving on top of her and beneath her and everything in between.

“You okay in there?” Kiera shouted, bringing Olivia back from her thoughts.

“Yeah,” she replied weakly. “Just a second.” She looked at the dress that Kiera had chosen. It appeared simple enough and that was what Olivia wanted. Something simple, yet elegant. The dress certainly fit the bill. Sliding the silk over her head and pulling up the zipper, her jaw dropped. The deep champagne shade accented her olive tone, making her skin seem to glow. The gown drew attention to her best features, with a deep V in the front and an even deeper V in the back, showing off her rather sculpted back. It clung loosely to her hips before falling to the floor, a slit running up almost the entire length of her right leg.

“Holy shit!” Kiera exclaimed when Olivia walked out of the dressing room. “You look smoking! You need that dress, even if you don’t wear it Saturday night. Damn. I wish I had long legs like yours.” She looked Olivia up and down, taking in her tall, lean frame.

“Oh, stop it, Kiera. You know you’re hot.” Olivia turned to look at herself in the large one-hundred-eighty degree mirror.

“Oh, I know that, but I wish I was taller. That’s all.” She grabbed a few pieces of jewelry off a nearby case and helped Olivia accent the dress. When she was done, Olivia stood draped in simple red jeweled accessories, contrasting perfectly with the deep champagne hue in the long elegant dress. Carefully stepping into a pair of champagne-colored heels, Olivia knew she had found the perfect dress.

“What do you think?” Kiera asked quietly as Olivia stared at her reflection.

“I feel like a princess.”













CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

MINE




AFTER THEIR DAY OF shopping, Olivia returned to Alexander’s place, quickly running downstairs to one of the guest rooms and hiding her purchases in the massive closet. Runner followed, his head cocked as if wondering what she was doing.

“Come on, boy,” she said, heading back upstairs. “Let’s start dinner while we wait for Daddy.”

Walking back into the kitchen, staring out through the large windows overlooking the waterfront, boats bobbing up and down in the distance, a strange feeling rushed over her. Everything in her life seemed so perfect. Smiling, she thought how far she had come since Alexander allowed her back into his life. As they slept together each night, Alexander wrapping his arms around her as she drifted off, she felt like she had finally found a home. Home was anywhere that Alexander was, and the thought both excited and frightened her.

She made her way to the large temperature controlled wine cave just off the kitchen to pick out a bottle for dinner. Looking at the clock, she wondered what was keeping Alexander in his office after six on a Friday night. Her mind started to wander, thinking about all the possible reasons why he could be detained. After finding a nice pinot noir, she quickly retreated back to the kitchen to find her new cell phone and sent Alexander a text.




Olivia: Hey. Everything okay?




Several long moments passed with no response. What if something happened to him? Should she go to Martin’s condo on the lower floor to see if he knew anything? But if Martin was home, then Alexander would be home. He never went anywhere without Martin. Or, at least, she didn’t think he did. She really didn’t know. Making quick work of the cork, she poured herself a large glass of wine, needing the alcohol to calm her nerves.

Pacing back and forth, Runner close behind her every step of the way, Olivia finished her first glass in record time. She looked at the clock…six-thirty. With shaking hands, she poured another large glass and walked to the windows, looking out over the city. Her mouth was dry and she felt sick to her stomach as she said a silent prayer that Alexander was okay.

Finally, she heard her phone ding and she scrambled toward the kitchen island, her legs unable to carry her fast enough.




Alexander: Sorry, love. Meeting ran late. Just need to finish a few things and then I’ll be home. I miss you terribly.




Her shoulders immediately relaxed and she typed a response.




Olivia: Miss you, too. I was really worried something bad happened to you.




Her hands still shook uncontrollably as she raised her wine glass to her lips, hoping to calm her nerves. The thought of losing Alexander was too much for her to handle. She couldn’t imagine life without him. Kiera’s words from earlier in the day replayed in her mind. Did she love him? Is that why she couldn’t control her rapid heartbeat at the thought of Alexander being ripped from her like everyone else in her life?

He’s okay. Olivia had to keep repeating that phrase over and over again as she made her way back to the kitchen, grabbing what she needed to make her seafood risotto.

As her heart began to slow, she decided that music would help cheer her mood a bit. She grabbed her iPad and streamed one of her playlists to Alexander’s surround sound system as she busied herself preparing their meal for the evening. Runner sat by the kitchen island, patiently waiting for any crumbs that may come his way, his eyes glued to Olivia as she chopped onions and garlic before throwing it into the sauté pan. Cooking helped take her mind off her fear of losing Alexander. She thought she was over that, but now she wasn’t too sure.




~~~~~~~~~~




AFTER RECEIVING OLIVIA’S TEXT, Alexander bolted out of his office, feeling guilty for not having his phone with him during his meeting.

“Martin! Let’s go,” he shouted, walking briskly down the long corridor toward the elevator bank.

“Have a nice weekend, Mr. Burnham!” his receptionist called out as he scurried into an elevator with Martin.

The ride from his office building to the waterfront seemed unbelievably long. All he wanted to do was wrap his arms around Olivia and tell her that she didn’t need to worry about him. He wasn’t going anywhere. Ever.

A few excruciatingly long minutes later, Alexander stepped into the foyer and punched in the door code. When he entered his penthouse, the sight that greeted him very nearly stopped his heart.

A smile spread across his face as he watched Olivia dance along to music blaring throughout his entire home. Runner greeted him at the door, but Olivia continued to remain blissfully ignorant of his presence. Mesmerized, he stood a few feet from her, hoping she wouldn’t notice him just yet while he enjoyed the view of her perfect body moving to a driving beat, wearing a pair of yoga pants and a tight pink tank top.

A smirk crossed his face as he listened to the lyrics of the song. It was clearly about sex. When Olivia sang about only getting off when in a certain position, he couldn’t help himself.

“I hope that’s not the case, love.”

“AAAAGGGHHH!” Olivia screamed, jumping at the sound of a voice, ramming her back against a large pantry door. She clutched her chest, willing her heart to stop beating so fast. After several intense moments, she calmed down enough to focus her eyes on Alexander’s frame leaning against the kitchen island, apparently enjoying the show. There was a flirtatious smile glued to his face, making his dimples pop.

“Holy shit. You scared me,” she exhaled.

Alexander laughed as he stalked across the kitchen toward her, leaning his hand on the wall and placing a gentle kiss on her neck. She punched him in the arm.

“Don’t ever creep up on me like that again. Jackass.”

He hovered over her, his eyes becoming heated. “But, seriously, you don’t only come when you’re on top, do you, Olivia?”

She stood on her toes, her mouth a mere breath away from his ear. “You know that’s not the case,” she whispered before playfully smacking his ass and walking back to the stove to continue with the risotto.

Alexander walked up behind her and turned off the heat on the burner. “Humor me, love. I want to make sure,” he said, his voice deep with desire. He placed his hand possessively on her stomach and trailed kisses down the side of her neck. His fingers made their way under her yoga pants, finding that sweet spot. Her stomach tightened when he slipped two fingers inside of her. She thrust with his motion.

“This is mine,” he growled.

Olivia moaned.

“Do you understand, Olivia?” he asked as he continued to torture her, pushing in and out, his thumb brushing her clit.

She moaned again, unable to form any response. Heat coursed through her body as she melted with Alexander’s words. It was true. She was his in every way possible. Her heart, body, and soul belonged to him. No one ever came close to making her feel as whole and complete as Alexander did.

He swiftly lowered her pants and threw her over his shoulder, slapping her ass. She yelped, and he walked over to the couch, dropping her on her back. After ridding himself of his pants, he crawled on top of her, savagely entering her.

“I said. Do. You. Un. Der. Stand?” Each syllable was met with another thrust.

“Yes!” she screamed loudly as Alexander pushed into her even harder and faster. “It’s yours.”

“What’s mine, Olivia?” he growled, continuing his torturous rhythm, placing his thumb back on her overly sensitized clit..

“My pussy!” she yelled, shuddering around him.

“That’s not all that’s mine.” He pulled out of her and quickly flipped her onto her stomach.

“Get on your hands and knees, Olivia.”

She quickly obeyed.

Alexander reached between her legs and wet his fingers with her juices. “Mmmm,” he said. “Always so wet.”

She leaned into him, desperate for his touch. “And greedy.” He pulled out, trailing his fingers up to her ass. He slowly pushed one finger inside of her.

Alexander nipped her shoulders. “This is mine, too,” he whispered.

Olivia could barely breathe, meeting his movements as he explored unchartered territory.

“Say it, Olivia.”

“It’s yours, Alexander.”

He gently pushed his erection into her, still keeping his finger inside of her ass. “What was that?” He moved slowly inside her, the sensation an overwhelming feeling of fullness.

“It’s all yours, Mr. Burnham,” Olivia whimpered. “My entire body.”

Alexander growled, picking up his pace and pumping into Olivia even harder. “I want you to come again.”

Her breathing increased. “I don’t know if I can.”

Alexander reached around her with his other hand, pinching her nipple. “Oh, really?”

“Fuck,” Olivia screamed out, her orgasm catching her by surprise.

“That’s it, love. Give it to me,” Alexander growled and Olivia fell apart, the orgasm never seeming to end. He continued his steady pace and, within moments, pushed into her one last time, whimpering her name.

It took several moments for their breathing to return to normal, Alexander clutching onto Olivia’s hips as he slowly came down. He gradually pulled out of her and helped her put her pants back on before attending to himself.

He picked her up and she wrapped her legs around his waist, walking over to the kitchen. He set her down on the kitchen island and kissed her. “Well, I’m glad we’ve settled that,” he commented, pulling away and heading in the direction of the staircase.

“What’s that?!” she shouted back.

“You definitely don’t only come when you’re on top.” He winked as he disappeared up the stairs to shower before dinner.

After running down the hall to the bathroom to clean up, Olivia returned to put the finishing touches on their risotto, an infectious grin on her face as she thought about the feel of Alexander’s body as it moved on top of and behind her. Would she ever get tired of that man? She highly doubted it.

Lost in her thoughts, she didn’t realize when Alexander approached behind her as she stood stirring the risotto, making sure the texture was perfect.

“I’m sorry I worried you before. The last thing I ever want to do is give you a reason to worry about me.” He turned her around and stared into her big brown eyes. “From now on, I’ll make sure I always have my cell on me, just in case. I’m so sorry, Olivia.”

He pulled her into a tight embrace. She inhaled deeply, loving the smell of his aftershave and body wash. Running her hands up and down his muscled back, she felt a familiar throbbing sensation between her legs. Just one touch made her body come alive.

Wanting to forget about how wrecked her nerves were for that half-hour, she simply nodded. “It’s okay. I know it’s stupid.”

Pulling out of the embrace, Alexander studied her face, her features soft. “No, Olivia. It’s not okay. I gave you a reason to doubt me. I made you panic and I hate that.”

Olivia cocked her eyebrows, looking at him with a questioning look on her face. How did he know?

“The bottle of pinot on the counter is half gone. And the corkscrew still out with the cork on it indicates you just opened it. Anyway, it’s not important.” He placed a kiss on her forehead. “Now, feed me dinner, wench.” He slapped her ass. She loved that side of him. It wasn’t often that the playful side emerged, but when it did, she couldn’t help but feel a warmth oozing through her entire body.













CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

CLARITY




THAT EVENING, OLIVIA STAYED in, deciding to forego playing with the band, trying to rest up for the following day. After dinner, she relaxed on the couch with Alexander. As she lay on her back, propping her feet up on his lap, she did some reading. Occasionally, she would gaze at him as he reviewed case files, wondering how she got so lucky to have him in her life.

As he turned a page in the document that he was reviewing, his muscles flexed, bulging the arms of his tight gray shirt. She couldn’t help but smile and stare at him over her e-reader, blushing when she remembered what they had done on that very couch earlier, her eyes now shifting to the jeans that fell so nicely from his hips.

“Can I help you with something, Miss Adler?” he asked, lowering his dark-framed reading glasses.

Fuck… Those are hot!

“No. Just enjoying the view.” She smirked, licking her lips.

“Really? And how is the view?” His voice was sweet with a hint of humor.

“Slightly obstructed,” she giggled, the effects of the wine coming through.

Alexander put the file he was reviewing on the coffee table. “Anything we can do to fix that?” His voice changed from playful to serious and sensual.

She gazed into his eyes and simply nodded.

“What do you want, Olivia?”

“You. Naked.” She loved it when he asked her what she wanted. It almost gave her a feeling of control but, deep down, she was well aware that, when it came to Alexander, she had no control over what he did to her.

Alexander stood up, taking off his glasses.

“No. Leave the glasses on,” Olivia said, her breathing growing heavy.

He smiled. “Anything I can do to make you happy.” Placing the glasses back on his face, he stripped off his shirt and jeans, standing inches in front of where Olivia sat on the couch, his erection in front of her face.

“Is this less obstructed, darling?” He looked down at her, her eyes wide.

She nodded, speechless. After nearly eight months, he could still take away her ability to form thoughts.

“Suck, Olivia.” It wasn’t a request. It was an order. She willingly obeyed.

Wetting her lips, she opened her mouth and took him in, licking as she went. He thrust into her, placing his hands on top of her head, guiding her. She picked up the pace, gently baring her teeth every so often, anxious to taste him.

“God, I love it when you suck my cock, Olivia,” he said, his breathing becoming labored as he drove faster and faster. “Do you like my cock in your mouth?”

She moaned, her tongue tracing his length as he pushed further and further into her mouth.

“Look at me, Olivia.” He grabbed her hair and forced her head back. Her eyes widened, unable to avoid his own blazing stare. “Why are you always so difficult? Just tell me you love sucking my cock.”

His tone made her hair stand on end. Something about the dominant side of Alexander turned her on more than anything, but she liked making him work for it. It made her body flame even more.

Pulling back, she stared into his eyes. “Yes, Mr. Burnham. I love sucking your cock,” she said sweetly, her soft voice making Alexander twitch with longing.

“Good. Now suck, Olivia. I want to come in your mouth.”

She smiled before wrapping her lips around him. He moaned out as she picked up the pace, taking his large erection in her mouth. She grabbed him underneath and started to caress him, sending him over the edge. He emptied into her mouth, breathing her name as he finished.

Stepping back, Alexander stared at the woman in front of him for several moments, making Olivia feel slightly self-conscious.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked, breaking the growing silence.

“Just wondering how I got so lucky.” He grabbed her hands in his, pulling her off the couch. “Let me help you with these.” He quickly took off her yoga pants and tank top. She looked down to see that he was already erect again.

“You’re an animal,” she joked.

“Oh, Olivia. You have no idea. You do this to me.” He pulled her toward him, kissing her deeply.

“Get on the couch, but kneel. Lean back so your back is on the sofa, and hold on to your ankles.”

She gave him a questioning look.

“Just trust me,” he whispered against her neck, sending shivers through her core.

She did as he asked.

“We’re going to have to invest in some handcuffs, I think.” He took a step back, admiring the view. “Damn, baby. You look hot right now. I knew all that yoga would come in useful one day.”

Olivia stared at the ceiling, waiting for him. She was starting to become unhinged in anticipation. Several more moments passed and Alexander had yet to move toward her.

“Will you just fuck me already?!” she shouted.

Alexander growled and rushed to the couch, positioning himself over her, and roughly entered her.

She knew why he wanted her in that position. Her pelvis was lifted to him and it made the sensation so much deeper. He continued to slam into her in a punishing rhythm and then slowed down, barely moving as he filled her.

“Alex, please,” Olivia begged. “You’re driving me crazy over here.”

A smile spread across his face as he pulled out, teasing her with his erection. “Oh, really? Why’s that? Do you want to come again? You’ve already had two orgasms today, Miss Adler. And now I have, as well. I’m not so sure I can come again after that fantastic blow job so I’d say we’re even.”

Olivia’s mind raced. She needed some form of release. She was still wound tight, regardless of the two mind-blowing orgasms she had experienced earlier that evening. She needed to get off again, and soon.

“Don’t you agree?”

Olivia shook her head, her chest rising and falling with heavy breaths. “No. You’re being a tease, Alexander. Just let me come.”

He leaned down, feathering kisses across her chest. “Always so greedy, aren’t you? It can’t always be about you.” He took her nipple in his mouth, biting, causing Olivia to scream out. She felt like she was going to come just from the feeling of Alexander’s teeth on her nipple.

“Please, Mr. Burnham,” she begged sweetly, hoping that giving him what he wanted would help. “Please let me come.”

He traced circles around her chest, his tongue roaming up to her neck. He tugged on her earlobe with his teeth. “Well, since you asked so nicely, Olivia, I’ll give you what you want.”

He gently thrust back into her, his motions slow and sensual.

“Wrap your legs around me,” he said breathlessly. “I don’t want any space between us right now.”

Olivia obeyed, releasing her ankles from the grasp of her hands, and wrapped her legs around his waist.

“Fuck,” he exhaled as she met his motion thrust for thrust. “I just can’t get as deep as I want to.”

Olivia’s mind reeled from the thought of Alexander being any deeper inside her. She didn’t think she could take anymore of him. She was already filled to the brim, each drive bringing her closer and closer to that peak.

“Let go, Olivia. I want to hear you scream my name, knowing I’m the only one who can make you come like this.”

He pumped harder and it was all too much for her to handle. “Alex!” she shouted as she came undone around him, her body shaking as she spiraled further and further down from her orgasm. After a few more pumps, Alexander found his release again, leaning down and biting Olivia’s neck.

As his breathing began to slow, Olivia caressing his sweat-drenched hair, his cell phone started buzzing. He groaned, glancing at the coffee table to see who was calling.

“Damn it! I’m sorry. I have to take this.” Olivia cringed as he quickly withdrew from her, grabbing the phone and running into the study.

“Martin. What is it?” he barked.

“Sorry, sir. I hope I’m not interrupting.”

“Go ahead. Any news?” Alexander asked, still trying to catch his breath.

“Miss Adler’s cell phone was never recovered, I’m afraid. It was nowhere to be found. Hopefully someone just saw it and grabbed it. However…” Martin hesitated on the other end.

“Yes. What is it?”

“There is the possibility that the suspect retrieved it. We were able to lock it remotely, but we haven’t been able to track it so it must have been turned off. We will continue to monitor it. Once it’s turned back on, we’ll know immediately.”

“Is that all?”

“No, sir. There’s more. We ran facial recognition of some of the security cams. I just got the report back. And, well…”

“Yes. What is it?”

“It matched a Mark Kiddish.” There was a pause before Martin continued. “I’m sorry, sir.”

“That’s okay. I need to call my sister.”

“There’s just one more thing. We saw one other person on the street the day of the incident. He was sitting on the bench across the street from your building. When we ran facial recognition on him to see if he’s also involved, we got a hit.”

“Who is it?”

“Well, that’s the thing. According to the file, this person died over twenty years ago. Last name is DeLuca. Giacomo Deluca.”

Alexander’s heart stopped. It couldn’t be. His mind raced with the possibility that Olivia’s father was still alive.

“I’m going to keep running facial recognition to see if it could be a mistake.”

“Okay. Thanks. I’ll be in touch, Martin. And from now on, Miss Adler goes nowhere unaccompanied. Double up her agents, if you must. Triple them. Do whatever the fuck it takes. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir. And I’m sorry.”

Alexander hung up and immediately dialed his sister’s number.

“Hey, Alex. What’s up?”

“Carol, we have a bit of a problem.”

“What’s that? Is something wrong?”

Alexander proceeded to tell his sister what had happened the day before. How Olivia lost her protection detail. How she walked from her appointment in the Prudential Center to her house. How she kept walking and was followed. How she tried to lose the tail, but it didn’t work. And how she ended up running, scared.

“Martin was able to pull up some of the street camera feeds. He found a guy matching the description that Olivia had given us. The timing was right.” He stood up and walked over to the large windows in his study, leaning his head on the chilly glass pane. “Oh, sis,” he moaned.

“Let me guess. It was Kiddish.”

“Yeah, it was.”

“Listen, Alex. I don’t want to alarm you, but if Kiddish is doing his own dirty work now, shit must be bad.”

“I know. I just…” He paced around his office, staring at all his old family photos. Photos of Olivia as a little girl. Photos of them in the sand. Then he stopped on a photo at the house in Newport when he and his parents went to visit one Christmas. That was their last Christmas together. Olivia wanted to play house, but before she would allow Alexander to play with her, he had to marry her. So they had a play wedding ceremony. Her mother had snapped a photo of him wearing a top hat, Olivia wearing a long veil and a white dress.

“What is it Alex? Are you okay?”

All of a sudden, everything became clear. “I can’t lose her, Carol. Not again. That’s the girl I’m going to marry.”

“Alex, I know you don’t want to hear this from me again, but I think it’s time you tell her. And it’s time you finally opened that letter. There may be some answers there because, right now, I’m coming up empty. I can’t find anything on this guy, but I do know that his father never did any of his own dirty work. He would hire other people. That’s how he and everyone who’s hired him have gotten away with it. This could be bad.”

“I know,” he sighed, resigning himself to do the one thing he was scared of most. “Just… Give me a few more days. I’m taking her to the charity auction tomorrow night. I’ll tell her after that. I promise.”

“Okay. You’d better or, at some point, I will tell her. You can’t keep this from her forever. She’s bound to figure it all out eventually.”

“I know,” he said quietly.

“Okay. See you tomorrow.”

“Carol?” Alexander said, grabbing his sister’s attention. He debated whether he should tell her the facial recognition also returned a hit on Jack DeLuca, even though he had supposedly been dead for over twenty years.

“Yeah?”

“Nothing,” he exhaled. “Love you, sis.”

“Love you, too.”

Alexander hung up, thinking about how he could possibly tell Olivia the words she should never have to hear. Retreating back to the living room, his heart warmed as he admired her curled up next to Runner, fast asleep. She looked so peaceful, as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

He gingerly picked her up, trying not to wake her. As he carried her upstairs, he tried to subdue the lump in his throat. He prayed that this wouldn’t be one of the last nights he would ever hold her. He hoped she would forgive him for not telling her the truth when he was simply trying to protect her. That’s what he swore he would do all those years ago.













CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

NOT GONE




A LITTLE GIRL LAY IN a hospital bed. Tubes were attached to her and a machine measuring her heartbeat maintained a steady rhythm. That’s all Olivia heard for days, the constant beep…beep…beep… Voices surrounded her. She recognized some of them and willed her eyes to open, but she couldn’t muster the strength. She felt something against her arm. Mr. Bear. Pulling the bear closer, she cried, wondering if anyone could even see the tears that fell from her eyes.

Hours passed. Maybe days. Olivia had no idea. She felt a small hand, not much bigger than her own, take hers. It had to belong to a child.

“Olibia. You need to wake up now. Please,” the voice begged.

Olivia tried and tried to open her eyes, but she couldn’t.

Then nothing. Again. She pulled Mr. Bear into her arms once more, knowing that she needed to keep him close for some reason. More time passed before she heard two voices speaking low. They didn’t belong to a child, though. They belonged to two older men.

“Thomas, I understand what you’re saying, but this is my decision,” one of the voices said forcefully.

“Is this really necessary?” another voice asked.

“Of course it is! It’s the only way. They knew, Thomas. They knew.” A small cry echoed in the room. “I need to protect everyone. She’s dead, Thomas. She’s fucking dead and this is the only way I know. They’ve threatened to hurt everyone close to me. They’ve already killed my wife! Who’s next? My daughter? Me?” he said, the fear in his voice evident. “You need to do this. Pay off whoever you have to, but make sure it happens.”

“If you’re sure,” the voice called Thomas said.

“I am.” There was a brief pause. “Just one request, though. I know there will be new identities, but…please, still call her Olivia. If not her first name, at least her middle name. When Marilyn found out she was pregnant, she was so excited. She just knew she was having a little girl. She called her Olivia since day one. Please, whatever you do, just keep that name. For Mary.”

“You’re sure about this? You won’t be able to see her. She will grow up without a father.”

“She’s already lost her mother.”

“But Jack… There’s got to be another way.”

“There’s no other way! They want me dead! They want everyone dead! They need to think that we perished in that crash. If they don’t believe that, they’ll keep coming after everyone I hold dear, including you and your family. I cannot have that on my conscience.”

“You’re not thinking clearly. You were just in a nasty accident.”

“I’ve never had as clear of a head as I do now, Thomas.”

There was a loud sigh. “Okay. Fine. I’ll get it done. We’ll assign a protection detail for you once you are relocated. I won’t be able to tell you where Olivia will go.”

A loud sob sounded. “I know, but it needs to be done. Her mother will be looking down on her, making sure she’s safe. It’s all I can hope for.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“OLIVIA. WAKE UP, PLEASE.” Her body shook violently, sweating and crying as Alexander tried to bring her back from whatever she was dreaming about. It scared him to his core to see her like that. He had witnessed Olivia’s recurring nightmares many times in the past, but never had he seen something so frightening.

Her eyes flung open as she gasped for air. She scanned her surroundings and trying to remember where she was. She was lying in an oversized bed with a cherry wood frame. The fireplace across from the bed flickered a soft glow, and a dog kicked in his sleep up on a bed next to the hearth, apparently chasing squirrels in his dreams. Runner. Runner was there. She looked at the person next to her on the bed. Alexander. It was only a dream. She breathed a sigh of relief.

Alexander leaned over to his nightstand and flicked on the light. Olivia sat up, covering her naked body with the light sheet. Her face was void of any emotion as she felt his eyes studying her every move.

Olivia gazed into those same green eyes she dreamt of nearly every night. She was starting to lose her mind. What was happening to her? This dream was something new. Did someone fake her death to protect her? It sounded so absurd.

“Olivia, please. Talk to me. I need to know that you’re okay.”

It wasn’t real. It couldn’t have been. It was only a dream, but her father’s voice was so clear. It was as if no time had passed since the last time she heard him.

“Yes. I’m fine,” she said quietly, her hands still shaking. “I just had that dream again. I’m sorry for scaring you.” She turned away from him, pulling the duvet over her, and tried to go back to sleep.

Sighing, Alexander reluctantly turned off the light, certain she was keeping something from him. He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close and trying to comfort her.

“Do you think my father might still be alive?” she asked quietly just as Alexander was about to fall asleep.

He stilled, turning Olivia toward him, searching her face. After his conversation with Martin earlier, and now Olivia’s question, he wondered if maybe her father was still alive.

“What makes you ask that?” He planted a kiss on her forehead.

“I’ve been seeing him and hearing his voice in my dreams lately. A few months ago, I dreamt that he made it out of the car and shot the man who hurt the little boy. And then tonight, I dreamt that I was in a hospital bed. All I could hear were voices, but I heard my father’s voice, as well as my uncle’s. But they were calling him Thomas and not Charles. They were talking about some sort of relocation. When my uncle told my father that he would never see me again, he just agreed. They said something about needing certain people to believe that we were all dead, or else they would never stop.” A tear fell down Olivia’s cheek.

“Shhh. It’s okay, darling. Like you said, it was just a dream.” He pulled her into his arms, soothing her quiet cries.

What if her father really was still alive? His father told him that they never made it out of the hospital, dying from complications of the crash. He clearly lied about Olivia. Did he do the same about her father?

“The boy was there, too,” she said softly.

“When?” Alexander asked nervously.

“In my dream. Before I overheard the two men. I heard the little boy speak, begging me to wake up. I tried so hard to open my eyes, but I just couldn’t.”

Alexander swallowed hard. He knew the exact moment she was referring to. He remembered his father allowing him to go see Olivia in her hospital room, and he begged and begged her to wake up. But she didn’t. And that was the last time he ever saw her. A few hours later, his father told him that she didn’t make it. That was the day his life changed, too.













CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

STRAWBERRIES AND CHAMPAGNE




“LOVE, I’M SENDING FOUR agents to the spa with you today,” Alexander said the following morning as they sat eating breakfast. “Marshall is the only female. She is not to leave your side, do you understand?”

She opened her mouth to protest but quickly snapped it shut. Alexander looked serious. It wasn’t worth arguing with him that day, not after her restless night. She had trouble falling back to sleep after her dream. She couldn’t shake the feeling that had started to form in the pit of her stomach.

At ten o’clock, Marshall appeared in the foyer, her tall, fit frame slightly intimidating, even standing next to someone like Alexander. She was clearly in shape and Olivia had no desire to mess with her.

“Pleasure to see you again, Miss Adler.”

“Agent Marshall, I’ve told you to call me Olivia or Libby.” She had grown tired of all of Alexander’s employees using her last name. Her name was Olivia. She didn’t want to only be known as Miss Adler. That wasn’t who she was.

Marshall looked at Alexander, questioning.

This man is ridiculous, Olivia thought. “Fine. Call me Miss Adler.” Was she starting to lose her entire identity to the man standing next to her?

“Just give us a moment, please, Marshall.”

“Yes, sir.” She stepped into the foyer, giving Alexander and Olivia some privacy.

“Olivia, love,” he said, brushing a lock of hair behind her ear. “I’m sorry about the extra security but, after the other day…well, it’s just necessary until I can get some answers.”

“Fine,” Olivia exhaled, reluctantly agreeing to his demands. He was all business that morning. She wanted the playful Alexander back from the night before.

He pulled her into a tight embrace, stroking her back as he planted gentle kisses on her forehead, her nose, her cheek, her other cheek. He brushed his lips against hers. Sparks flew through Olivia’s body at the innocent contact of his lips on hers. She immediately forgot that she was irritated with him and his absurd protection details.

Alexander pulled back, his eyes aflame, before leaning in for a more passionate kiss. Their tongues intertwined as Olivia ran her hands through his hair, pulling his head closer to hers, not wanting to break the contact. She needed him after the previous night. Alexander had become the one thing in life that she needed in order to get past the nightmares. He had become her own personal nepenthe. She smiled at the thought.

“Have a good day, gorgeous,” Alexander murmured softly into her ear, trailing kisses across her face and down her neck.

Olivia moaned.

“Keep making those sounds and I’ll make you late for your first spa treatment.”

Her breathing increased. “Good. I want you to make me late.”

Groaning, he lifted her up and she wrapped her legs around his waist. “Okay. We’ll make it quick then.” He carried her up the stairs to the bedroom, quickly ridding her of her clothes and sliding into her.




~~~~~~~~~~




SEVERAL HOURS LATER, OLIVIA returned to the penthouse from her spa outing with Kiera, feeling fully refreshed after a massage, manicure, and pedicure, as well as having her hair styled and make-up professionally applied. She was nervous enough about that evening as it was. She wasn’t going to leave anything to chance, and that included making sure she looked perfect.

Alexander heard the door open as he sat at the kitchen island, enjoying a glass of scotch before changing into his tuxedo. He turned, his jaw dropping. Olivia stood in front of him, her hair and makeup done for the evening. She looked amazing even in her jeans and cardigan. She never wore a lot of makeup so this was an entirely different look altogether.

He stared into her deep, dark eyes that had taken on a smoky quality, making them look even bigger than they normally were. She smiled, causing her cheekbones to look more pronounced and Alexander noticed a hint of blush, helping to define her high cheeks. His eyes stopped when he saw her lips. They were deep, vibrant red. The combination of her olive skin, dark hair expertly curled and pinned loosely to the side of her nape, and dark eyes made those red lips stand out even more.

“Olivia.” Alexander blinked repeatedly. “You look amazing.”

“Just wait until you see me in my dress, darling.” Olivia winked. “I’ll be back soon.” She made her way into one of the large guest bedrooms where she had hidden her dress the day before. She walked into the closet and reached for the Victoria’s Secret bag, thankful that Kiera had convinced her that some new lingerie was in order for the special occasion. The dress was cut in such a way that she couldn’t wear a bra, but she didn’t think Alexander would mind.

She pulled on a red lacy thong and matching garter belt before sitting on a dressing chair to put on her thigh-high stockings, clipping them to the belt. She grew excited thinking about Alexander’s expression when he took her dress off her later that evening. And he most certainly would be doing that. Olivia was sure of it.

She unzipped her garment bag and stepped into the gown. Standing back, she looked into the mirror on the wall, hardly recognizing the woman staring back at her. She never had a reason to buy a formal dress before. In high school, her uncle forbade her from going to the prom. In fact, she was surprised her uncle let her participate in any extracurricular activities. Anything one-on-one seemed to be rather off-limits. Group activities were generally okay. Prom was a big fat no. She thought about all the normal high school milestones she missed out on because her uncle thought he needed to protect her.

Olivia wished she had known him better, but she didn’t. He was more an authority figure she had to deal with when she needed something. There was no closeness with him. Still, he was her world. After her parents died, he was the only family she had.

Snapping out of her thoughts, she finished getting ready by putting on a pair of ruby drop earrings that matched perfectly with her multi-strand necklace of gold with ruby accents. She stepped into her champagne stilettos and gingerly walked up the stairs, holding her clutch and wrap, both the same shade of red.

Alexander was standing at the kitchen island dressed in his tuxedo when he heard Olivia walk up the steps. His heart beat madly, anxious to see how she looked. Turning in the direction of the stairs, he beheld the vision standing in front of him. His mouth dropped, unable to form any words.

She sauntered up to him, breathing against his collar. “The great Alexander Burnham, speechless? I’m shocked.”

He grabbed her hand and held her at arm’s length, admiring her dress before spinning her and pulling her back into his chest, holding her in an intimate embrace. “You look amazing, love.”

“As do you, love.” Olivia smirked, gazing at him in his tuxedo. He always looked great in a suit, but his tuxedo took it to a whole new level. Whomever said a suit is like lingerie for men was absolutely right.

“Champagne?” Alexander asked, grabbing a bottle from the wine chiller.

“Yes, please.”

He expertly popped the cork, the vapor flowing out of the bottle.

“I love that sound,” Olivia commented, watching as he poured her a glass, handing it to her.

“It’s a close second for me,” Alexander said, a smile on his face.

“To what?”

He wrapped his arm around her waist, bringing her body flush with his once more. “The sound of your laughter, of course. When we were apart, I missed that beautiful melody more than life itself.” He kissed her neck, inhaling her scent.

His words made Olivia’s heart race. She loved how sweet he could be at times.

“Come.” He grabbed her hand and led her past the couch to the windows in the living room. Smiling, he opened a glass door that Olivia had never noticed before. Stepping out onto the large expansive balcony, her eyes widened at the amazing view. Despite it being a chilly March evening, the fire pit and heating lanterns kept them warm as they stood admiring the city down below, drinking their champagne.

“What a view,” Olivia muttered, looking over the waterfront, the sun setting behind the building painting the sky in a pink hue as a gentle breeze blew through the air.

“Yeah, isn’t it? I remember growing up, coming to visit my older sister. She would always take me to Kelly’s on Revere Beach where we would watch the planes landing at Logan,” Alexander said quietly, his eyes trained on the runway in the distance. “I always thought about how nice it would be to be able to fly away just like those airplanes. After that, I always loved being near airports, watching people coming and going. Whenever I was sad or upset, I always reminded myself that it was possible to get away. So when I found this place and I was able to watch the lights of the airport in the distance, I had to have it.”

“When did you move to Boston?”

“I went to Harvard for a semester before dropping out and joining the navy. I didn’t come home for about two years. At that time, my dad had moved the company’s headquarters here. Originally, they were based out of Providence, which was less than an hour from my family’s house in Mystic. We had a branch of the company located here already. We have offices all over the country. As we grew bigger and bigger, he felt Boston should be the headquarters. There’s more international flights going and coming than in Providence, which is important for clients, and it’s not New York. Plus, Carol was working as a cop, and it’s always good to have someone on the police force helping you out.” He looked down at Olivia, knowing that the main reason his father moved to Boston was to keep an eye on her while she attended Boston College. He was still floored at the thought that his father knew where she was all those years, but never said a word. He didn’t think he would ever forgive him for that. Not when his father watched him struggle nearly his entire life with losing her.

“Your sister…she’s much older than you, isn’t she?” Olivia asked, bringing him back from his thoughts.

“Yeah. Well, Carol was a mistake.” He smiled. “She’s forty-six. I’m thirty and Tyler is twenty-one. Mom was eighteen when she found out that she was pregnant with Carol. Dad was going to marry her anyway, but that made them marry a little earlier. Then Dad was sent overseas. Vietnam and all that. He was lucky to make it out alive. He went to Harvard after that and, eventually, got in with the CIA.” He paused briefly, wondering what Olivia knew about the man she referred to as her uncle. He couldn’t remember the last time he spoke to someone about his father, apart from his siblings. It actually felt good. Maybe he needed to talk about him so that he could begin to overcome his anger toward him for abandoning and lying to him all those years. But forgiveness wasn’t in the cards.

“He worked clandestine services,” Alexander continued. “He spoke a bunch of different languages. As you can imagine, he was never around. It wasn’t until my mom threatened to walk out on him when my sis was a teenager that he decided to leave the CIA and start his own private security firm. He surrounded himself with the best and the brightest, and built the company up. His thought was that if you paid people enough, they couldn’t be bought, making us one of the most successful security firms. And we still adhere to the same principle.”

Alexander stared out in the distance while he continued talking, Olivia listening intently. For someone she felt so comfortable with, she was surprised at how little she really knew about him and his past. He never opened up to her about his father before so now that he was talking, she didn’t want to interrupt. She wanted to learn more.

“It wasn’t until after the company was started that I was born. I remember hanging out with Dad when I was little. I think I was the only one who was ever close to him. He was gone when Carol was growing up. He didn’t start the security company until she was almost out of high school. And by the time my little brother was born, he was gone again. He was only truly around the first nine years of my life.”

Alexander looked down. He had never realized that he was the only one who really spent any time with his dad. All the memories of their summers on the beach flooded back to him. He remembered holding baby Olivia for the first time. He was only two and she was not yet a week old when his parents took him down the street to the Deluca’s house.

“She looks funny,” Alexander remembered saying to his parents.

“It’s because she’s brand new, Alex. All babies look funny when they first arrive.” His mother gingerly placed the little bundle in his small arms, helping him hold her. Olivia started to cry. Alexander remembered looking at his mother, wondering what to do with a crying baby.

“Alex, darling, just tell her everything’s going to be okay, that you’re going to be friends. Go on…”

Alexander returned his eyes to the swaddled baby and began to rock her. “Don’t cry, Olibia,” he said, unable to pronounce her name correctly. “We’re going to be best friends.”

A tear fell down his cheek at the memory.

Olivia reached for his face, catching his tear. “I’m sorry. I know it’s tough.” She slid into his shoulder and he put his arm around her, pulling her close. He thought how well she fit in his embrace. Just like two pieces of a tragic puzzle.

“Excuse me, sir, ma’am,” Martin interrupted. They turned in unison to see him standing in the doorway.

Alexander nodded. “Yes, Martin?”

“The car is ready out front for you.”

“Thank you,” he replied.

Martin exited, leaving them alone.

“Miss Adler, are you ready?” Alexander held his arm out for her.

“Yes, I am, Mr. Burnham.” She clutched onto his elbow and he led her down to their waiting limousine.













CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

COME CLEAN




ALEXANDER ESCORTED OLIVIA THROUGH the lobby of the Four Seasons by Boston Common, avoiding photographers as much as possible. He steered her toward one of the large banquet rooms, flanked by both Carter and Marshall. Upon entering, servers greeted them, carrying champagne. Alexander grabbed two glasses, giving one to Olivia.

She glanced around the room, estimating that there had to be several hundred people there. Everyone milled about, socializing. They all seemed to know each other, except Olivia. She knew she was out of her element as she watched him shake hands and pose for photos, leading Olivia across the room to their assigned table.

“Alex, darling.” A woman in her mid-sixties got out of her chair and moved toward Alexander, pulling him into an embrace.

“Hello, Ma.” He placed a kiss on her cheek.

As if Olivia wasn’t already nervous, now she was even more so. She hated meeting the parents. She didn’t know how to act. It wasn’t something she had ever had to deal with before. Why did she agree to come? Her heart started to beat rapidly and her hands became clammy.

“Don’t worry. They’ll love you,” Alexander whispered, leaning down and brushing his lips against her neck, having noticed her apprehension.

“Ma, this is Miss Sarah Olivia Adler,” he said, turning toward Olivia. “She prefers to go by Olivia.”

“Olivia, dear. Oh, it is such a pleasure to finally meet you.” She pulled her into a tight embrace, squeezing her affectionately. “I’ve heard so much about you!”

Olivia was surprised at the warm greeting. “Mrs. Burnham,” she said, pulling out of the hug. “It’s wonderful to meet you.”

“Please. Call me Colleen, dear,” she replied before turning to her son and giving him a searching look. Alexander shook his head, as if saying ‘not now’. Olivia didn’t know what to make of their exchange.

“Olivia, you remember my sister, Carol,” Alexander said as Carol pushed out of her chair, standing up to greet her.

Olivia hardly recognized Alexander’s sister in the elegant long black gown and diamond jewelry that she wore. “Yes. Detective Wilder, it’s wonderful to see you again.” They shook hands.

“Please, it’s Carol.”

“Okay.” Olivia smiled nervously.

“Olivia,” Carol said. “This is my husband, David.”

Olivia surveyed Carol’s husband, seeing the cop in him. His strong, muscular body filled out his tuxedo quite nicely.

“Nice to meet you, David.”

“Likewise, Olivia.”

“And you remember Tyler.” Alexander motioned toward his brother.

Olivia remembered seeing him very briefly that night outside of Johnny D’s, but she was never really introduced to him. Now, as she stared at him, a dumbfounded expression crossed her face. He looked like an exact replica of Alexander, even if he was several years younger. Same green eyes. Same dark hair. He was slightly less muscular and a little shorter, but the facial features were alarmingly similar. There was no mistaking that they were brothers.

“Great to see you again, Olivia,” Tyler said, wrapping his arms around her. This family likes to hug, she thought.

“You as well, Tyler. Please call me Libby.” She noticed the two brothers exchange a look.

“Alex, darling!” a voice shouted through the large banquet room.

Alexander rolled his eyes. “What is she doing here?” he said under his breath.

“Come now, dear,” Colleen said. “She’s an old family friend. Her parents have always been very involved with this charity. We had to extend them an invitation so play nice.”

“Money grabber,” Tyler said under his breath.

Alexander chuckled, straightening up when he saw Adele approach.

“There you are, Alex. I’ve been looking all over for you!” Adele wrapped her arms around him, his face remaining flat.

“Adele, you remember Miss Olivia Adler, don’t you?” He smirked as he motioned toward Olivia.

“How could I forget? The woman you left poor Chelsea on the altar for,” she sneered, looking at Olivia with disgust. “Anyway, can I steal you for a minute, love?”

Olivia shuddered at the term of endearment that Adele used for him. That was hers, and hers alone.

 He glanced at Olivia, her stony eyes trained on Adele. “Olivia, love,” he said, emphasizing the term of endearment. “Will you be okay for a minute?”

She smiled. “Of course, Alexander, love.”

He led Adele away from his family, spinning around to face her when they were alone, his eyes wide with fury. “What is it, Adele? What could possibly be so important that you had to drag me away from my girlfriend and my family?”

“Whoa! Easy there, bad boy.” Adele crossed her arms. “I just wanted to see who you would choose. Obviously, you value my companionship more than that trash you brought with you tonight.”

Alexander exhaled and ran his hands through his hair. He would give anything to never have to deal with Adele again. If she knew how wealthy Olivia really was, she would definitely be singing a different tune. She would probably try to be best friends with her, just to be around someone with a large bank account.

“Adele, Olivia is not trash. She’s very special to me.” He glared at her as her lips turned up into a mischievous grin.

“So sorry to hear about you and Chelsea,” she sneered, placing her hand on his bicep. “It’s such a pity, isn’t it? She would have been good for you. I half expected you’d finally smarten up after her, though, and realize that you need to date someone with social standing and not just that girl you keep attaching yourself to.”

“Enough, Adele!” Alexander growled forcefully, stepping away from her. “Now, if that’s all, I’ll be rejoining my family, and that family includes Olivia.” He turned to leave.

“Wait, Alex. Come sit with me,” she pleaded with him, all bitchiness gone from her tone. “My father would love to see you. He always had a soft spot for you. I know I disappointed him with the way I turned out.”

“Adele, stop,” he said softly. “Don’t say things like that. He loves you. Maybe a little too much.”

“I don’t care about that, Alex,” she replied, her voice sweet. “I just wish you would love me. All those years we spent hooking up with each other. Can you really say it all meant nothing?” She looked up at him, her eyes pleading.

“Adele, I never said that. It’s just…” He trailed off.

“What? It’s just that I wasn’t Olivia? Well, I’ll tell you what, Mr. Burnham…” she hissed, her voice full of venom.

Alexander’s eyes flung wide open.

“Oh, that’s right. I remember what you like.” She winked. “That bitch sitting with your family is not her, either.” She stormed off.

Alexander exhaled loudly. “If only you knew, Adele,” he said to no one as he turned to head back to his family and his Olivia.

Throughout their five-course meal, the family engaged in relative small talk, asking Olivia about herself. Alexander had warned them ahead of time to steer away from questions about her family. They followed his demands.

“So, Olivia, Alexander says you’re a musician.” Colleen faced her, dabbing her mouth with a napkin after finishing the delicious grand marnier soufflé they served for dessert.

“Yes, I guess you could say that. I’ve been playing piano as long as I can remember.”

Alexander and his sister shared a meaningful look.

“And I used to sing in a band in college. I just recently started performing again. We usually play at MacFadden’s in the Financial District on Friday nights.”

“I’ve been there,” Tyler said to everyone at the table. “They’re really good. You guys should check them out.”

“Thank you,” Olivia said, blushing.

“Well, our Alex here is quite the musician, as well,” Colleen interjected. “He was so insistent on learning to play when he was a little boy.”

Alexander glared at his mother, regretting all the wine he had poured for her throughout the evening.

“He was in love with this girl. Her parents were close family friends so they practically grew up together. Anyway, her mother was an accomplished musician and taught her to sing and play all these musical instruments at such a young age. And poor Alexander over here had such a crush on the girl, but he thought that the only way she would love him was if he learned to play and sing. So he secretly had her mother teach him. It was so cute.”

“Mom, stop,” Alexander interrupted.

“Oh, Alex. Hush. It’s not a big deal.”

“So you learned to play to romance a girl?” Olivia smirked. “Whatever happened to the girl?”

Alexander stared into Olivia’s eyes, a solemn look on his face. “She was taken from me.”

Olivia glanced around the table, tears starting to form in his mother’s and sister’s eyes.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” She cringed. “I didn’t realize you were talking about you-know-who.” The table grew silent. “Excuse me. I’m going to go freshen up.” She stood up, as did Tyler, David, and Alexander, who motioned to Marshall to accompany her.

When she was out of earshot, Colleen immediately spoke. “Darling, you need to tell her.”

Alexander stared at his mother, dumbfounded. “How do you know? Did Carol say something?”

“Oh, Alex. I had a feeling something was going on. Women are much more perceptive than men are. After the DeLucas were involved in that horrific car accident, your father became so distant. He let slip that someone was after them. He said that Olivia died in that crash, that they all did, but I didn’t believe him. We had gone to their funerals and, at the viewing the night before, all the caskets were closed. You couldn’t even open them if you wanted to.

“Then all the summers he left to go to Charleston… I had a feeling he knew more than he let on. I just had a feeling he was protecting that little angel from whatever killed her parents.” His mother looked into his eyes with a look of remorse.

“So you knew all this time that she was alive and you watched me struggle with it?” he said in disbelief. “I’ve made myself go mad at times, debating whether I lost my mind. I would see her everywhere I went. And when I finally gave up hope and had moved on, I met this girl. Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

“I don’t know. I guess I was hoping I was wrong because if I was right, I knew someone else could figure it all out. If that’s the case, she could be in a world of danger. I’m scared for her. Your father wouldn’t fake medical records if it wasn’t necessary. You know that.”

Alexander looked around the table at the faces of his family and knew that his mother was right.

“Open the letter, dear. Stop trying to blame your father for everything. I know you like to retain control over everything and you think ignoring that letter is your last big act of defiance, but is it worth it? If I know your father, that letter won’t just contain apologies because that wasn’t his style. I can assure you that it contains information. You need to know. She needs to know. You need to come clean.” Colleen reached over the table, placing her hand on top of his. “For her.”

“Yes, Ma. For her.”













CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

AN AGREEMENT




OLIVIA WAS REALLY STARTING to hate the constant security escort. Marshall wasn’t too bad, but at least with a male agent, she had some semblance of privacy when she went to the restroom.

“I’ll be fine in there, Agent Marshall,” Olivia said, pushing open the door to the ladies’ room.

Marshall held the door for her and followed closely behind. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I have my orders. I could lose my job if I don’t follow them.”

Olivia exhaled loudly. “Controlling bastard.”

Agent Marshall laughed under her breath. “Yes, ma’am. He certainly can be.”

Olivia smiled at her, surprised at her response.

“I’ll just wait right here, Miss Adler,” Marshall said, pointing to a vanity sitting area in the posh bathroom.

“Okay. Thank you.”

Olivia went about her business. When she exited the stall, she was met with a tall blonde woman, Marshall close behind her.

“I’m sorry, Miss Adler. I tried to stop her. I’m under strict orders that she is not to come near you.”

Olivia met Marshall’s eyes. “It’s okay.” She turned back to the blonde. “What do you want, Adele?”

“Just to have a little talk about my Alexander.”

She exhaled loudly. “Are you really this delusional, Adele? And, seriously, what is it about bathrooms that scream confrontation?”

“Just take this as a warning from someone who has been in the same position as you. He will leave you. It may not be for me, although that would be great. I could really put his bank account to good use. But, regardless, he’ll toss you aside, just like everyone else. I’m sure he told you when you first met him that he doesn’t date. He only fucks. I mean, look at what happened to poor Chelsea. He left her at the fucking altar.”

“It’s different with us, Adele. We actually care about each other, not just the size of the other person’s bank account. We have something real.”

“I’m sure you do,” Adele said, raising her eyebrows. “It feels that way when he’s fucking you, telling you that your pussy and ass are his, right?”

Olivia gaped at her, wide-eyed.

“And then all you can do is whimper out, ‘Yes, Mr. Burnham, all yours’, as he’s pounding into you.” Adele batted her eyes. “It certainly does feel real, doesn’t it?” She stormed away, leaving Olivia completely speechless.

She looked at Marshall through her water-filled eyes, unsure of what to say.

“Excuse me, Miss Adler. I’ll deal with her.”

“Thank you,” she choked out, finally finding her voice, her chin quivering slightly. “I’ll just be another minute.”

Marshall followed Adele out of the ladies’ room, walking through the hotel lobby and catching up to her in the corridor leading to the banquet hall.

“Miss Peters,” she called out.

Adele spun around. “I know, I know. Alex doesn’t want me talking to his precious little Olivia,” she spat out vindictively.

Marshall took a few steps toward her. “You have no idea, do you? Do you know how precious she really is?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.

Adele exhaled loudly. “I don’t care about that.”

“What if I said I know someone who could make it worth your while to care?”

Adele lowered her voice. “I’m listening.”

“My boss will offer you ten million to do something for him.”

Adele studied Marshall, a questioning look on her face. “Alex wants me to do something for him?”

“No, not Alex. Someone else entirely.”

“Agent Marshall…”

“So, can you help us or not? Ten million could certainly go a long way, Miss Peters.”

“What do I have to do?” she asked cautiously.

“When the time comes, you’ll receive a piece of very important information.” She handed Adele a burner phone. “And your only job is to use that information to drive a wedge between Alexander and his little Olivia. Follow?”

“Well, how do I do that?”

“Oh, Miss Peters. You’re smart enough to figure it out, I’m sure,” she said before narrowing her gaze at her, her voice stern. “You mention a word of this to anyone, and I don’t think I need to spell out what the consequences will be.”

“Agent Marshall…”

“Do we have an agreement?”

Adele paused briefly before sighing. “Yes.”

“Good.” Marshall turned and walked back toward the ladies’ room. “Feel free to get a jump start. I’ll try to give you a wide berth. Oh, and please call me Cheryl.”




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA NEEDED SOME AIR after her confrontation with Adele. Quietly opening the door to the ladies’ room and scanning the lobby, she breathed a sigh of relief when she found it to be relatively clear, at least of her security team. She discreetly left the restroom and walked through the large lobby, her heels clicking loudly on the marble floor as she slid out the front door of the hotel.

She leaned against the brick building, thinking about what Adele had said. She knew so much about what Alexander liked intimately. Olivia knew that she wasn’t the only one, either. But then she thought about all the times that Alexander was so gentle with her, almost as if he was telling her something with the way he moved inside her. Almost as if he…

No, Olivia thought. She pushed that thought far away, scared to even think about it.













CHAPTER FORTY

TOO SOON




IT WAS A CHILLY March night, but the cold didn’t bother Nathan Roberts as he sat on a bench on the outskirts of Boston Common Park, his eyes set on the Four Seasons. He was desperate to keep his eyes on Olivia. He knew Alexander was protecting her, but he couldn’t help himself. Nathan needed to keep her alive.

About three hours after he saw her enter the hotel with Alexander, he was shocked to see her walk through the front doors alone. He kept his eyes trained on her, looking for anything suspicious as she leaned against the large building, shivering. He contemplated going up to her to give her his jacket, but he couldn’t approach her. He would risk her remembering, and he didn’t know what she knew already.

Nearly ten minutes after she exited the hotel, Nathan saw a frenzied commotion from within the lobby. Turning his head in that direction, he saw Alexander and one other agent running.




~~~~~~~~~~




FEAR COVERED ALEXANDER’S FACE as he searched the lobby, frantically shouting. He headed toward the front doors, yelling orders at his other agent.

“Olivia!” he bellowed, running outside, searching up and down Boylston Street, desperately looking for her. He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw her standing against the building, her teeth chattering.

“Jesus Christ, Olivia.” He ran to her and wrapped his arms around her trembling body.

“What is it, Alex? What’s going on?” she asked, staring at him with a confused look on her face.

“I didn’t know where you were, love,” he said softly. “We were all so worried.” He embraced her tighter, pulling her to his body, planting kisses on her head. “You’re shivering.”

She looked up at him, her lips turning blue. “It’s freezing out here.”

Alexander peeled off his tuxedo jacket and draped it around her shoulders, covering her arms and back. As she gazed into his brilliant green eyes, she was immediately reminded of the night they first met, amazed at how far they had come since then.

He tilted her chin back. “I was so worried that I lost you. Agent Marshall told me that Adele accosted you in the ladies’ room. I want you to understand that you mean so much more to me than she knows, Olivia. I hope you know that.”

She exhaled. “I know, Alexander. I know Adele’s just trying to get me angry with you. We both have a past, but all I care about is the present. You’re my present, Alexander, and I know I’m yours. It’s going to take a lot more than some vindictive words to make me run. I told you. I’m done running.”

He pressed his lips to hers, kissing her with such passion, wordlessly communicating how important she was to him. She clutched his face in her hands, pressing her body against his as he ran his hands over her.

Pulling out of the kiss, he stared down at her. “I need to stop kissing you or I’m going to take you up to a suite and fuck you until you can’t walk anymore,” he explained, his breathing labored as his eyes burned into her. “Okay?”

She stood on her toes and breathed again his neck. “I think I’d enjoy that, Mr. Burnham.”

He moaned, pulling her head to his chest, warming her in the frigid March air. As he stood on the city streets holding her, he scanned the area, an occupational hazard. His eyes landed on someone across the street on the edge of Boston Common Park. He squinted, wondering if his eyes were deceiving him.

“Let’s get you inside,” Alexander said, returning his gaze to Olivia when he felt her shivering. 

She nodded, dropping her arms and walking back toward the entrance of the hotel. Alexander took one more quick glance across the street before entering the front doors. The park bench was empty.

When Olivia and Alexander made their way back to the banquet hall, the servers had come around and cleared the tables. A twenty-piece big band had replaced the four-piece string quartet that had been playing during dinner and many guests had started to dance.

“May I have this dance?” Alexander looked at Olivia, reaching his hand out to her. Returning his jacket to him, she grabbed his hand and he led her onto the dance floor. The opening notes of Let’s Fall In Love sounded through the elegant room. As he took her in his arms, he placed one hand on the small of her exposed back, exhaling as he did so. The feel of her skin still made it difficult for him to maintain his composure.

She gazed up at him, savoring the feel of his hand on her body as he led her across the dance floor. “You’re quite a good dancer, Mr. Burnham. Still surprising me after all these months.” Olivia winked at him.

“You’re not so bad yourself, Miss Adler.” He beamed.

“Where did you learn to dance?”

“Do you remember the girl my mom was talking about during dinner? The one I was madly in love with when I was a little boy?”

She nodded her head. “Your other Olivia?”

“Yes. Well, she always said that she would only marry me if I could dance, that she couldn’t possibly be seen at a ball with a man who had two left feet. According to her, princesses needed a prince who could show off on the dance floor.” Olivia searched his eyes, the memory clearly painful for him.

“I’m sorry, darling,” she said, leaning her head against his chest as they continued to dance, Olivia wondering why the story about his childhood friend sounded so familiar.

“So am I,” Alexander whispered so she couldn’t hear him.

Over the next several hours, Alexander led Olivia around the dance floor, not wanting to miss any opportunity to dance with her.

“May I cut in?” Tyler said to Alexander toward the end of the night.

“Sure, but keep your hands above the waist, little bro.” Alexander smirked.

“Tyler,” Olivia said, putting one arm around his neck and clutching his hand with her free one.

“Hi, Libby,” he replied, grabbing onto her waist, heeding his brother’s warning to keep his hands on an appropriate part of her body.

“Enjoying yourself?” Olivia asked, noting that Tyler danced just as well as Alexander. Maybe it was genetic.

“I am, but if I had to dance once more with Ma, I was going to lose it.” He laughed, nodding toward his mother, now dancing with Alexander. Olivia followed his gaze, her eyes settling on the beautiful man that she knew so intimately.

“You make him very happy, you know,” Tyler said, bringing Olivia’s gaze back to his.

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so happy. I mean, and this was before I was born and all, when he lost his friend, it took him years to get over it. According to Ma, they were inseparable growing up, and he took it hard. And don’t even try to talk to him around his birthday. He’s such a brood.”

Olivia looked confused. “What do you mean?”

“That’s when she died. August twenty-fourth. Same day as his birthday. That’s why he never celebrates it. He usually goes down to Connecticut and sits at her grave. Fun way to spend your birthday, huh?”

Olivia’s mouth fell open but she recovered quickly. She didn’t realize that was his birthday. “Well, it must have been hard,” she said, snapping back. “I know how difficult it was for me when I lost my parents at such a young age.” Olivia couldn’t believe that she was openly talking about her parents. She reflected briefly about how far she had come in the several months she had known Alexander and how she could barely recognize the woman she was before. “I used to have trouble talking about them, and I don’t think I ever really got over their deaths. Sometimes it’s doing the little things in order to keep them alive in your heart. That way, they’re never really gone,” she said, recalling Alexander’s words to her that day months ago when they were at Beer Works.

Olivia looked up to see Alexander standing over his brother’s shoulder. “I’ll take over from here, Tyler,” Alexander said sternly.

“Okay. It was a pleasure, Libby.” Tyler bowed and left them.

“I’m sorry about that,” Alexander said, bringing Olivia’s body close to his once more, leading them across the dance floor with ease. “I don’t want you to get the wrong idea and think I’m still hung up on a girl I knew when I was a little boy. I’m not.”

“Alexander,” Olivia interrupted. “It’s okay. I get it. You suffered a loss at such a young age. I know what that feels like. And everyone has different ways of coping with loss. Music was, and still is, mine. If you need to sit by her grave every year, I understand.”

Alexander smiled, planting a gentle kiss on her forehead as the song finished.

Polite applause sounded from the guests in attendance before the pianist started playing the opening notes of A Kiss To Build A Dream On.

“Dance with me, love.” Alexander pulled Olivia back into his embrace, and they began to move around the dance floor to the melody. Alexander gazed down at her, his adoration for her swelling in his chest. How could he possibly explain to her how important she had become to him? She had always been important to him, but now that he knew it really was her, how could he put that into words?

He pulled her into his chest and leaned down as they swayed to the music. Alexander began to sing along with the band. Olivia sighed at the sound of his voice crooning those words to her, knowing that he sang them only for her, just as she sang each night for him.

As the song came to an end, Alexander dipped Olivia back, leaning over her, and kissed her passionately in the middle of the dance floor. Reaching up, she ran her fingers through his hair, loving the feeling of his silky locks. She couldn’t imagine life without him in it, but she still wasn’t ready to admit that she loved him. It was too soon.




~~~~~~~~~~




“WE CAN WAIT IN here.” Alexander motioned to the hotel lobby after they made their way out of the banquet hall. “That way you don’t freeze while we wait for Martin.”

“No. That’s fine,” Olivia said. “I could use some fresh air. Plus, I’ve got a hot guy to keep me warm.” She winked as she walked in the direction of the front doors leading out onto Boylston Street.

Once outside, she took a deep breath, inhaling the chilly Boston air. Alexander scanned the area. He relaxed once he realized that the only people on the street were fellow party-goers, as well as other tourists and bar hoppers out for a good time on a Saturday night in Boston.

He looked down at Olivia and couldn’t hold back anymore. “Here. Come with me.” He reached for her hand and pulled her around the corner of the hotel into a side alley.

Pinning her back against the building with his hips, he devoured her mouth, letting his hands explore her body. It was a body that he had become so well acquainted with those past several months, a body that he was scared to lose.

His hands rested on her ass. Olivia wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist as he lifted her up.

“Do you feel what you do to me?” he asked breathlessly, pulling his mouth from hers for a brief moment before diving back in. He planted needy kisses down her neck, her shoulders, her chest. He pulled back once more and stared into her eyes, slowing his breathing down and dropping her legs.

“Do you have any idea how important you are to me?” he asked sweetly.

Olivia shook her head, glancing down at her feet. 

“Hey. Look at me.”

She snapped her eyes back to his.

“You. Are. So. Important. To. Me.” He emphasized each word. “Olivia, I…” He hesitated telling her what he really wanted to say, fearful that she would run, even after all the assurances she had given over the past several weeks that she was done running.

“What?” she asked, her heart racing.

A smile crept across his face. “I had a wonderful time with you tonight.” They would get there, Alexander thought.

“As did I,” Olivia replied, planting one more kiss on his lips.

“Well, the night is still young, Miss Adler.” He glanced at his watch noting that it was only eleven. “Where to now?”

“Well, Kiera said she was going to MacFadden’s with Bridget and Melanie. Apparently, the DJ cancelled so Mo’s band is filling in. Want to go?”

“Sure. Should we go home and change first?”

“Um, that’s probably not a good idea. Once we’re home, I think we’ll find other ways to occupy our time rather than go to a bar. Don’t you agree, Mr. Burnham?”

“Ah. Of course. You’re right about that.” Alexander grinned. “To MacFadden’s then.” He grabbed Olivia’s hand and led her out of the alley just as Martin pulled up in their limo.













CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

OH SO HOT




OLIVIA MANEUVERED THROUGH THE crowd of people on the second floor of MacFadden’s. She spotted Kiera down front and center, staring up at Mo, Melanie and Bridget dancing behind her. The guys were performing a new song that evening. It was a great tune for Mo’s incredible vocal ability. He had such an amazing voice and Olivia couldn’t believe that he still played in bars. She thought he would have had a record deal by now.

When he finished the song, he looked down, saw Kiera there, jumped off the stage and gave her a kiss. And not just a friendly kiss, either. Olivia couldn’t believe her eyes. Up until that point, they had kept their “relationship” quiet, not really wanting to label it.

“So, Mo and Kiera?!” Alexander looked at Olivia, questioning.

“It’s been going on for a bit, but I guess they just kind of made it official!” Olivia shouted.

“Drink?!” Alexander asked with a raised voice, trying to be heard over the noise.

“Yeah! Sapphire tonic, please!”

Alexander went over to the bar to get their drink order just as the band took a break before their next set.

Kiera saw Olivia and ran over to her, brimming with enthusiasm. “You made it! Oh, my god!” she shouted, taking in Olivia’s appearance. “You look amazing! Holy shit! If I were a lesbian, I’d take you out back and do you right now.” Kiera laughed as Melanie and Bridget walked up behind her, waving at Olivia.

“But, apparently, you’re not, are you, Care Bear?” Olivia commented, smiling.

“So you saw that, huh?” Kiera asked, referring to the kiss.

Olivia gave her a hug. “I’m so happy for you. He’s a good guy, and you’re great. You deserve each other.”

“Is Tyler with you?” Melanie asked before taking a sip from her drink.

Olivia raised her eyebrows. “What’s going on with you two?”

Bridget laughed. “Oh, she’s in it.”

“What do you mean?”

“He’s all she’s been talking about since she met him last month, but the two of them are too shy and stupid to do anything about it.”

“Come on, Bridge!” Melanie protested. “He’s just so fucking hot!”

“He’s probably saying the same thing about you, ya’ know?” Olivia said. “If you dig him, make your move. Want me to give him your number?”

“Hell no!” Melanie shrieked. “That would make me look desperate.”

Olivia rolled her eyes. “Whatever. You let me know when you do.” She scanned the room for Alexander, finally spotting him at the bar talking to Mo. Her heart warmed when she saw how well they got along.

A half-hour later, the band went back on stage and started their second set. A lot of people in the crowd noticed that Olivia was in the audience and kept coming up to her asking if she was performing that night. She hadn’t thought about it.

Alexander excused himself briefly when it got close to midnight. “Sorry, love. Nature calls.”

“Okay. I’ll be fine with the girls here,” she said as they stood off to the side by the bar. “Oh, and the bathroom downstairs will probably have shorter lines. If you need any help in there, let me know.” She winked and rejoined her friends, giggling about setting Melanie up with Tyler.

The boys finished their next song to resounding cheers. Then, out of nowhere, a bunch of guys began chanting, “We want Libby! We want Libby!”

Mo stepped up to the microphone. “I guess some of the male population in attendance have noticed that Miss Olivia Adler is here.” Cheers and catcalls were heard throughout the bar. “And, boy, does she look good tonight.” Mo looked at her, searching for an answer of whether she wanted to get on stage. She nodded, smiling. “Okay, Livvy. Get your butt up here.”

Alexander heard Mo announce Olivia and immediately returned to the second floor just as someone shouted his name. “Alex, darling!” the voice called as he listened to Mo sing the opening bars of the Kid Rock and Sheryl Crow song, Picture. It was a slower song and the audience was grooving along.

Alexander hesitated, not wanting to see the source of that voice, knowing all too well who it belonged to. He slowly turned around as Adele made her way up the stairs.

“What are you doing here, Adele? How did you know I would be here?” His brow furrowed, watching Olivia walk up to the microphone, the audience cheering wildly for her as she sang the second verse.

“I saw you leave the charity auction so I had my driver follow you.” She climbed the remaining steps and grabbed his arm, pulling him with her toward the bar. “Buy me a drink, will you?”

Alexander rolled his eyes. “What do you want, Adele?”

She just smiled. “You, Alex. I want you.”

Olivia looked out over the audience during the instrumental break and couldn’t believe her eyes. ‘Plastic Surgery Barbie’ was dragging Alexander toward the bar, no doubt trying to convince him to buy her a drink. Olivia was not normally the jealous type, but why was she there? She ignored it as she sauntered back to the microphone to finish the song, Mo and her trading lines, the audience singing along with lit smart phone screens waving in the air.

The song ended and Alexander met Olivia’s eyes. He sent her a pleading look. Adele wouldn’t leave his side.

“She is quite talented, isn’t she? I can see why you like her,” Adele commented. “But it won’t last. You’ll come crawling back to me one of these days. I just know it.” She smiled at Alexander, kissing his neck before he took a step away.

Olivia saw the entire exchange and turned to Mo, smiling. “Let’s do one more.” She laughed to herself as she began to introduce the next song.

“Thanks, everyone. One more song and then I’m out of here for the evening to spend some time with my hot boyfriend.” The crowd cheered and Olivia met Alexander’s eyes, a wide grin across his gorgeous face. As it quieted down again, she grabbed the microphone off the stand and walked toward the front of the stage. “Ever date someone who had a psycho bitch ex?” she blurted into the microphone, glaring at Adele. The audience erupted in applause, laughing. Adele’s eyes grew wide.

“Yeah. Well, sometimes, they need to take the fucking hint and move on, don’t they? This is Put the Gun Down by Z.Z. Ward. Enjoy y’all!”

“Y’all?” Adele sneered at Alexander.

“Shut it, Adele.”

“Trash, Alex. She’s fucking trash.”

Olivia counted off and began singing, the percussionist keeping a simple beat behind her vocals. She slinked around the front of the stage with the microphone in her hand, glaring at Adele as if sending her a message to back off from her man. Alexander was hers and she was not about to lose him.

She hit the first chorus and Alexander busted out laughing. He didn’t think it was possible, but he fell even more in love with the girl on the stage.

“What are you laughing at?” Adele growled, her face bright red.

“This,” Alexander smiled. “Olivia’s giving you the big ‘fuck you’ and it’s awesome.” He simply laughed as Adele continued to stand there, pouting.

The audience grooved along to the driving beat of the song, Olivia belting out the lyrics. It was unlike anything Alexander had ever heard her sing before. It was upbeat and rocking, her voice strong, almost demanding. She was staking her claim. Her claim to him, and it turned him on.

Men in the audience whistled as Olivia moved across the stage, singing the second verse, touching her body through her silk dress in such a way to cause anyone to want to leave with her. She stopped when she reached a group of drunk guys, throwing her right leg out slightly, locking eyes with Alexander as she inched the slit of her dress up, showing the lacy stockings attached to her garter belt.

“Fuck,” Alexander breathed softly as he felt his erection twitching. The whistles coming from the males in attendance were deafening.

“You think that’s cute, do you?” Adele asked. “She’s trashy, Alex. What self-respecting woman would get up on stage for everyone to gawk at? I’m surprised they’re not throwing dollar bills her way, for crying out loud!”

Alexander laughed again. “Adele, you’re just jealous that she gets all this attention from having a raw talent she didn’t have to pay thousands of dollars to some plastic surgeon for.”

Adele faced forward, her lips pressed in a tight line and her arms crossed in front of her chest.

Olivia began the final chorus, the crowd singing and dancing along with her. She jumped off the stage, not really knowing what had possessed her to do that. She made her way through the audience, her eyes trained on one person alone, singing and dancing with a few people before reaching Adele standing next to her man. She grinded up against Alexander, her back to his front, his erection growing from the contact, as she glared at Adele.

Alexander placed his hand possessively over Olivia’s stomach, kissing her neck, and she kept singing. Adele’s mouth went wide with shock and the audience lost it, cheering for Olivia. 

Once the driving beat picked up again, Olivia immediately turned and made her way back to the stage, finishing the song to a raucous applause. She noticed that Adele no longer stood next to her man.

As the audience cheered, Alexander jumped up on the stage and, taking deliberate steps, embraced Olivia. Dipping her low, he kissed her fully and passionately, running his hands up and down the side of her dress. Olivia had never been kissed with such vigor and intensity in all her twenty-eight years. She melted into his arms, never wanting the kiss to end, not caring that there were hundreds of witnesses to their passion.

The audience erupted in whistles. Cell phone cameras flashed as Alexander continued his exploration of Olivia’s mouth, sending electric shocks throughout her core. 

He pulled away and smiled at her, her face red and her breathing heavy. “I think that was the hottest thing I’ve ever fucking seen in my entire life,” Alexander growled in her ear before lifting her to her feet and jumping off the stage, allowing her to have the spotlight she so rightly deserved.

Olivia turned around to see her band mates give her a big thumbs up.

“That was hot, Livvy,” Mo whispered.

She fanned herself, thinking that it was oh so hot.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA AND ALEXANDER RETURNED home after last call, squeezing as much fun out of their evening as they possibly could. Stumbling into the bedroom, it was apparent that they had both consumed a fair bit of liquor throughout the night.

“Let me help you out of your penguin suit there, Mr. Burnham,” Olivia giggled.

“What’s so funny, Olivia?” Alexander asked, looking into her large eyes.

“I want you naked,” she slurred into his ear, her breath hot on his neck, making his skin tingle with anticipation. He had been thinking about that very moment all night long, particularly once he caught a glimpse of her garter belt at the bar.

“Your wish is my command.”

Olivia sat on the bed, wanting a front row seat for the show, and watched him step out of his shoes. He slowly started to unbutton his shirt, torturing her as she tried to remain patient. “Do you need a hand, Alex?” she asked, getting off the bed and walking the few short steps to where he stood. She was just a breath away as she bore her eyes into his, searing his body.

“I could always use a hand,” Alexander replied, stepping out of his pants and standing in just his boxer briefs. He grabbed Olivia’s hand and thrust it down his shorts.

 “Fuck,” she exclaimed, grabbing onto his large erection. “You are always ready, aren’t you?” She stroked him, although he didn’t need any help getting ready for what she was planning.

“This is what you do to me, Olivia. I just can’t get enough of you.” He glared at her, his eyes burning with desire, as she continued torturing him with her hand.

“Dress. Off. Now,” he growled.

Removing her hand, Olivia took a step back and slid her arms out of the dress, allowing it to pool at her feet.

Alexander gawked at her, his mouth wide open. He stepped toward her. “This is staying on,” he said, brushing the garter belt. “So are the stockings and shoes.”

He dropped to his knees and dotted her stomach with kisses, savoring the taste of her delicious body. Gingerly sliding her thong to one side, he pushed a finger inside, circling her. She let out a low moan as he continued teasing her, already feeling a build-up of pressure around his finger. “Do you like that, Olivia?” he asked between kisses.

“Yes,” she exhaled.

“Sorry to cut to the chase, darling, but I can’t wait any longer.” He slid her thong down her legs. “Get on the bed, on your hands and knees.”

Olivia did as she was told, walking over to the bed and positioning herself as Alexander instructed, peering over her shoulder at him.

“Face front.”

Olivia obeyed, not making a sound. She heard his briefs fall to the ground and felt him climb up on the bed behind her. 

He caressed her ass with one hand as he inserted a finger into her with another. She moaned, moving against him.

Out of nowhere, he slapped her right cheek, causing her to scream out. Why did that feel so good? He caressed her left cheek and then slapped it. Olivia moaned, her body on fire from the anticipation. He went back to her right cheek, caressing and smacking. He removed his fingers from inside her, caressed her left cheek, smacked it, then immediately slammed into her.

“Fuck!” Olivia screamed.

“You like that, baby?” Alexander breathed, pulling her hair back. He pounded into her, his pace relentless. She couldn’t respond, her mind racing from the incredible sensation of Alexander filling her from behind.

“Tell me you like it hard. Say it,” Alexander growled.

“I like it hard!” she screamed.

“Of course you do,” he said, thrusting into her in an even more punishing rhythm.

He released his grasp on her hair, reaching around in front of her. Finding her swollen clit, he toyed with her as she began clenching around him, her orgasm imminent.

Suddenly, he pulled out and removed his finger.

“Noooo!” Olivia shouted.

“What do you want, Olivia?” Alexander asked.

She turned to look at him over her shoulder, still on her hands and knees.

“Face forward, Olivia,” he demanded.

Her head snapped back front. “I want you,” she panted.

“You want me? Where do you want me?” he asked, rubbing his erection against her wet clit.

“Inside of me.”

“What do you want inside of you? My fingers?” Alexander inserted a finger inside of her, making her whimper in pleasure. She rocked back and forth, wanting her release. He quickly withdrew.

“Is that all you want inside of you?”

She remained quiet, unable to handle all the sensations going on in her body.

“Answer me, Olivia,” he ordered.

“No. I want more.”

“What do you want?”

“You. Now.” She could barely put a sentence together. Her thoughts were all over the place. All she knew was that she was close to becoming unhinged and she needed Alexander desperately.

“We already went over that. What part of me do you need, Olivia?”

“I want your fucking cock!” she screamed.

“Now, now, Olivia. No need to shout,” he said coyly before bending down. Leaning over her, he whispered in her ear, “Where do you want it?” He rubbed his arousal between her legs.

“Inside me.” This man is torturing me! Olivia thought.

“Where? In your mouth? Where do you want it?” He started to rub her clit again, causing her to squirm.

“In my pussy. Now.”

Alexander slowly slid into her again, growling. She moaned out as he placed his hands on either side of her hips, guiding her back and forth, over and over again.

“I love this view of you. God. Your ass is amazing. Do you like it when I take you from behind?” he asked quietly, his breathing erratic.

“Yes, Alexander. Fuck, yes!” she screamed out, waves of pleasure coursing through her as her orgasm overtook her entire being.

He watched her shake beneath him, loving that he could make her fall apart that quickly. “That was fucking hot,” he said, pumping into her one last time before finding his own release, grunting her name. She collapsed on her stomach, her legs shaking from the orgasm still ravaging through her body. Alexander fell down next to her, pulling her body against his, wrapping his arms around her, and biting her shoulder as she drifted off to sleep from pure exhaustion and ecstasy.













CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

THE "L" WORD




THE FOLLOWING MORNING, OLIVIA awoke after a fitful night of sleep, waking up several times in the middle of the night, screaming. She glanced beside her in the bed to see Alexander still fast asleep. She was completely restless so she slipped on a pair of yoga pants, a t-shirt, and her sneakers before going downstairs to check on Runner to see if he needed to go out.

Olivia walked over to her purse and checked her cell phone, surprised to see several text messages from Kiera.




Kiera: Oh my god, Libby! You’re famous! Cell phone photos of that kiss last night are ALL over the internet. They want to know who Alexander Burnham’s mystery woman is! EEK!




Olivia’s heart dropped into her stomach. She had forgotten that he was a bit of a local celebrity. He was wealthy, but so was she. They had been dating on and off for several months, and only a few photos had turned up on the internet. Most of them were fairly blurry. She knew that Alexander had been trying to keep her out of the spotlight as much as possible and she appreciated that.

Grabbing her laptop out of her bag, she waited for it to boot up as she walked over to the large couch in the living room, noticing how dreary it looked outside. It looks like a cold day to be outside watching the St. Patty’s day parade, she thought to herself.

Once her MacBook had finally started up, she immediately went to the Google image search page and typed in Alexander’s name. She was not too surprised when she was immediately inundated with various photos of the man with green eyes. Some were from different charity functions. Some from various sporting events. They were mostly photos she had seen months ago during her darkest time. She noticed one, in particular, that she had missed before. It was from the Red Sox game the weekend they had met. There she was, sitting next to Alexander, watching the game rather enthusiastically through her sunglasses. Then she noticed Alexander. He wasn’t looking at the game. He gazed at her as if she was the only person in the world. As if the game wasn’t going on at all. Her heart fluttered from the obvious affection that he had for her early on in their relationship.

Olivia clicked on the photo and a gossip website popped up. The caption read, “Wealthy Bachelor spotted at ball game with mystery woman”. She scrolled down, reading the article speculating on whom Alexander was with. The comments were all over the place. Some saying she was a prostitute. Some saying she was a family friend. She couldn’t believe that people would actually waste their time caring about who dated whom. Olivia wondered how many other stories were out there and why she never bothered to look at any of them before.

Then she found a newer story, time-stamped just a few hours earlier. The article contained a relatively clear cell phone picture, taken the previous night when Alexander jumped up on stage and dipped Olivia back, kissing her passionately. Her face flushed from the memory.

 “Good morning, beautiful,” Alexander said, walking over to her and planting an affectionate kiss on her neck.

“We’ve been outed, darling,” Olivia laughed, showing him the gossip website.

“Oh, do tell. What have they been saying about us?” he joked, trying to hide his true feelings. He was concerned for Olivia’s safety.

She started to read the article to him: “‘Sad day for the ladies of New England and possibly the entire country. It seems that Alexander Burnham is officially off the market. Again. For those of you who don’t remember, it has only been a month since he so unceremoniously left Miss Chelsea Wellington at the altar. Rumor had it that it was for another woman. Finally, a month later, we know who the mystery woman is. Our sources say that he has been seen around the greater Boston metropolitan area these past several months in the company of one Sarah Olivia Adler. They have been rumored to have dated last fall and have recently re-kindled their relationship, but we didn’t have confirmation until late last night.

“‘Miss Adler is a wealthy heiress who runs Downtown Wellness, located in the Financial District of Boston. She is a Boston College graduate who is apparently not only ‘smoking hot’, according to one of our interns, but also a talented musician. At least we know she’s not a gold digger.

“‘Suffice it to say, we are all heartbroken over here at Blush Magazine. But did you see that kiss? I’m all hot and bothered just thinking about it. I don’t ever remember seeing him kiss Miss Wellington that way. Sorry, Chelsea. You clearly didn’t stack up close to Miss Adler’.”

Olivia glanced at Alexander. “Did you hear that? I’m smoking hot!” She laughed. Normally, she would be worried about being outed in a gossip magazine, but she didn’t care. She wanted the world to know that Alexander was hers and that she was his.

“I’m sorry, darling,” he said, a nervous look on his face. “I was rather careless. I didn’t mean to bring attention to you. I shouldn’t have done that. I’ll have my publicist do some damage control.”

“It’s okay, Alexander.” Olivia nuzzled into his arm as he draped it around her, holding her close. “It was bound to come out eventually.” She looked into his eyes. He still seemed unsettled at the news. Why was he so upset? Surely he had dealt with this type of publicity before, unless…

Olivia shot out of his embrace. “You’re ashamed of me, aren’t you?” she asked, glaring at him. Everything finally made sense. Throughout the previous evening, every time a photographer came by, Alexander made sure that Olivia wasn’t in the photo with him. Why? “It’s because I’m not part of your perfect little social circle, isn’t it?”

“No, love. How could you say such a thing? I’m not ashamed of you. I want the world to know you’re mine and only mine.” He smiled, trying to put Olivia at ease. “But I’m concerned for your safety now that this news has gotten out. You’re going to be inundated with phone calls. They’ll be camping outside of your house. I just need to know that you won’t get hurt.”

“I’ll be fine, Alexander,” she said, her irritation showing. “It’s news now, but I’m sure it will all settle down after a few days. They’ll move on to bigger and better things.”

“Maybe you’re right, but we’ll up your protection detail anyway. If I am not with you, you are not to go anywhere without both Carter and Marshall. I’ll add a few more agents, as well. Do you understand?”

Olivia studied him. Why did he think that she couldn’t take care of herself? “I’m not a child, Alexander,” she spat out. “I have been doing just fine. You don’t need to worry about me. What’s the worst that could happen? That someone takes a picture of me?” Her heart dropped into her stomach. Of course! Everything immediately became clear. She marched over to her purse, collecting her things.

“Olivia, be rational. What are you doing?” Alexander said, trying to calm her down.

She spun around, her eyes blazing with fury. “You’re seeing someone else, aren’t you? That’s why you’re so worried about these photos getting out.” It all made sense. “Is that where you were earlier this week? There probably was no training exercise was there? Is that why Adele was at the bar last night, too? You’re still fucking her! Are you still fucking Chelsea, too?” She should have known he couldn’t just change his ways overnight. For years, he was known to have slept with woman after woman, never settling down until he met her.

“No, angel, no!” He rushed to her.

Tears threatened to escape from Olivia’s eyes. How could she be so stupid? Of course he would have women fawning all over him. Why would he possibly want her? She wondered how long he had been sleeping with other people.

“I’m so stupid. I should have known. I’m sorry for wasting your time, Alexander.” She grabbed her purse and her laptop bag, walking into the foyer toward the elevator. She pushed the call button repeatedly, willing the car to arrive faster.

“Olivia, please,” Alexander begged, running to catch up to her. “You’re overreacting. Chelsea doesn’t compare to you.” 

Her jaw dropped, unable to form any response, furious with him. This is why I never get close, Olivia thought.

“That didn’t come out right. I didn’t mean it like that,” he said, reaching out and touching her arm.

“Don’t touch me.” Olivia felt sick to her stomach. She let her guard down and allowed herself to open her heart to someone, only to have that person rip it painfully from her chest.

Or maybe she was frightened of her feelings and was using this as an excuse to leave him. Again.

The elevator car arrived and Olivia entered, deciding to not think about that anymore.

“Olivia, please. Don’t go.” He placed his hands on the door, preventing it from closing, trapping her there.

“Why? Just call one of your other girls. I’m sure they’ll gladly come over, and you can tell them over and over again how their pussy is yours. How many other pussies are yours, Alex?”

He ran his hands through his hair, exasperated that the morning had taken such a turn.

“I love you!” Alexander cried out. “All right? There’s nobody else. There’s never been anyone else, Olivia. I’ve been waiting for you my entire fucking life.”

Olivia pushed the stop button on the elevator. “What did you say?” she asked quietly, taking a step toward Alexander, her eyes narrowed. She could feel the heat coming off his naked chest.

“I said, I love you, Sarah Olivia Adler,” he replied quietly, brushing the hair off her face. “And I know you love me. You’re just scared. That’s why you’re doing this. I beg you. Just let me love you. Please.”

He caressed her cheek and she shuddered. She couldn’t love him. It was too soon. It was too scary. “Don’t say that. You don’t love me.” She placed her hands on his chest and gazed into his eyes. “And I don’t love you.” She pushed him out of the elevator car before releasing the stop button, leaving him standing in the foyer.

“Olivia!” he shouted, banging on the elevator doors.













CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

SELF-DESTRUCTION







OLIVIA EMERGED ONTO THE street, tears streaming down her face. How could she have been so stupid? She fell for his charm and alarmingly good looks. Why did he get so upset when the gossip magazines had picked up a story about their relationship? He didn’t appear to be upset when he posed for all those photos with Chelsea. There could only be one answer.

Olivia didn’t know what she should do so she ran down the busy Boston streets, thankful that she had put on her sneakers when she got up that morning. She was rather chilly with just a t-shirt and jeans on, but she relished in the brisk March air, welcoming the coldness to dull the pain. Bolting down Atlantic Avenue, she hailed a cab and gave the driver Kiera’s address. She couldn’t face going home. Not yet, anyway. As the cab pulled away, she almost thought she heard someone faintly yelling her name.




~~~~~~~~~~







“OLIVIA!” ALEXANDER BELLOWED AS he ran out onto the street. He frantically searched for her, unable to locate her among the masses of people heading to watch the parade that morning. “What have I done?” he asked no one in particular. He knew confessing his love would scare her, but she was about to walk out on him. Again. He thought that maybe, if she knew what she meant to him, she would come to her senses and see how irrational she was being.

After several moments passed and Olivia did not return, he went back to his penthouse and rushed to his study. He sat down at his desk, picking up the photo of the two of them on the day of their play wedding. He resolved right then and there that Olivia was a girl worth fighting for, and that was exactly what he planned on doing. He picked up the phone.

“Carter,” he growled into it. “Find her.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“OLIVIA? WHAT’S WRONG?” KIERA asked, answering her door. She looked at Olivia standing on her doorstep, shivering, tears flowing down her face.

“Oh, Care Bear,” she sobbed as her friend pulled her into her arms, hugging and comforting her.

“Come on. Let’s get you warmed up.”

Olivia started sobbing harder, thinking about just a few days previously when she had been followed after her therapy session and Alexander had run down to the street when he received her message. He had said the same thing. Let’s get you warmed up. Olivia was fairly certain that she could find pieces of Alexander dotted throughout her entire existence.

She walked into Kiera’s living room, sitting down on her couch and pulling a blanket around her shoulders. “Do you want some coffee, Libs?” Kiera asked, going into her kitchen and grabbing a mug from the cabinet.

“Yes, please. Might as well make it an Irish coffee, though. I need the alcohol this morning.”

Kiera grabbed a pod from a basket and put it in her one-cup brewer, adding some whiskey. She quickly returned with two steaming cups and sat on her reading chair opposite the couch.

A movement in the hallway caught Olivia’s eye. “Oh, Kiera. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come over. I didn’t realize you had company.” She got up, ready to leave, when Mo appeared in the living room with just his t-shirt and boxers on.

He walked over to where Kiera sat and planted an affectionate kiss on her forehead. “Morning.” Mo smiled.

“Morning.” Kiera gazed into his dark eyes. Olivia gawked, feeling slightly jealous of her two best friends.

Mo tore his eyes away from Kiera, studying Olivia. “What’s wrong, Livvy? You don’t look too hot.”

“Great. Thanks, Mo. You really know how to make a girl feel good about herself,” she sobbed out, heading toward the door.

Kiera grabbed a box of tissues and extended her arm. “Libs, sit your ass back down. You’re not going anywhere.”

“Fine.” She stomped back to the couch, grabbing a tissue and blowing her nose.

“Now, tell me what happened.”

“Do you want me to leave, Livvy?” Mo asked, a look of concern on his face.

“No. You can stay.”

He sat down next to Olivia, placing his hand on her leg as a sign of comfort.

“Okay, Libs. Spill it,” Kiera ordered, taking a sip of her coffee.

“Alexander freaked out when I said that the gossip mags had gotten wind that he was involved with me. He said it was some bullshit reason of trying to protect me because everyone would be calling me and staking out my house now. But then it came to me. The reason he was freaking out is because he’s ashamed of me. He’s trying to hide me from all the other girls he’s obviously banging. So I went to leave, and he told me he loved me, that I’m the only girl for him, and that he’s been searching for me his whole life.” Olivia sobbed.

“What did you say to that?” Kiera asked, raising her eyebrows.

“I told him there’s no way he could love me. It’s just too soon,” she responded quietly, visibly cringing in anticipation of her friends’ reactions.

“Livvy,” Mo said. “You’ve been seeing each other since August. It’s almost April, for crying out loud. I’m not counting those few months that you pushed him away because that was just fucking stupid.”

Olivia glared at him.

Mo’s voice softened as he looked at his friend. “Love doesn’t have a start date. It doesn’t have a ‘use by’ date. It doesn’t have an expiration date.” He turned to look at Kiera, his affection for her obvious. “I should have told you years ago that I loved you, but I was too scared of your reaction.”

Kiera blushed. “I love you, too, Jack.”

Olivia had forgotten for a minute that everyone called him Jack. She stared at the two most important people in her life, wishing she could have what they had. She had that for a brief moment, but she couldn’t possibly love Alexander.

“He’s definitely sleeping with other people. I just know it. Why would he be so worried about our relationship being public knowledge? It’s the only explanation that makes sense.”

“Sarah Olivia Adler!” Mo shouted. “Do you have any idea how unreasonable you sound right now?!”

She shook her head and glanced at Kiera, hoping she would understand where Olivia was coming from. Kiera nodded her head, indicating that she agreed with Mo. Olivia mouthed traitor to her. Kiera shrugged.

“He loves you and you’re finding any reason you possibly can to push him away. Come here.” Mo grabbed her arm and sat her down at the kitchen table in front of Kiera’s laptop. He punched Alexander’s name into the Google images search and clicked on a photo that Olivia hadn’t seen yet. It was taken the night before, but it wasn’t of the kiss. Olivia was up on stage singing. It looked like it was taken from the side of the stage. Alexander’s face was in focus and he simply gazed at Olivia as if she was the only thing in life worth living for, a sparkle in his eyes.

“Look at that, Livvy,” he said, gesturing to the screen. “Can you honestly tell me that man does anything other than worship the ground you walk on? I see the way he looks at you. I’ve seen it the past several months. He would do anything for you, and you just walked out on the best fucking thing that has ever happened to you. Again!” Mo’s voice was rising, his anger showing. He took several deep breaths as Olivia stared at him, wide-eyed. He had never raised his voice like that to her before. “I thought you got over all your self-destructive bullshit,” he muttered quietly.

“I’m sorry,” she apologized weakly, unsure of what else to say.

“It’s not me you should be apologizing to.” Mo stormed out of the kitchen, leaving Olivia speechless.

She looked to Kiera sitting silently in the living room. “What if I don’t love him?” she asked quietly.

Kiera shrugged.

Olivia grabbed her bags and ran out the front door, wanting to be alone for a minute to think. She didn’t get her wish. As she opened the door to hail a cab, photographers were set up, snapping photos.

“Shit. How the fuck did they find me here?” she mumbled. Immediately, a black SUV pulled up in front of Kiera’s house. “Of course.” Carter and Marshall both exited the vehicle, Carter getting rid of the photographers as Marshall tried to usher Olivia into the car.

“No, thank you. I don’t need a ride. I can walk, thank you very much.”

“Ma’am, please. It’s for your safety,” Marshall pleaded.

Olivia looked back at Carter who had successfully gotten rid of the photographers. “I’d rather walk.”

“Well, we’ll still be escorting you home, whether you’re in the car or not.” Marshall went to speak with Carter as Olivia stood there, glaring at both of them. After a few moments, Marshall returned. “I’ll walk with you, but Carter wants you to take his jacket. He says he’ll lose his job if anything happens to you, including getting sick because you’re too fucking stubborn to get in the car.” Olivia gaped at Marshall, shocked. “His words, not mine, ma’am.”

Olivia turned her head toward Carter, her mouth wide open. He handed Olivia his jacket and shrugged.

If one more person shrugs at me today, I’m going to scream, she thought, stalking off onto Clarendon Street, Marshall close on her heels. Carter followed slowly behind them in the car. This is ridiculous. “I’m not a fucking child,” Olivia muttered under her breath.

“Well, you certainly seem to be acting like one, ma’am,” Marshall said.

Olivia stopped in her tracks and looked at her, her mouth wide open again.

“With all due respect.”

Olivia turned and continued to walk faster.

Marshall’s cell phone rang loudly and Olivia groaned, knowing all too well who was on the other end. “Marshall,” she answered curtly. “Yes, sir… I understand, sir… I’m sorry, sir, but we had to compromise… Yes, sir… One moment, sir…” She turned to Olivia. “It’s Mr. Burnham.” She held the phone out. “He would like to speak with you.”

“I don’t want to talk to him right now,” Olivia spat out loudly so he could hear her.

“Damn it, Olivia! Start acting your fucking age!” Alexander shouted through the phone. Olivia could picture him, sitting in his penthouse, pulling his hair with that exasperated look on his face. She wondered if he still had his shirt off, his chest heaving with deep breaths as he shouted. His delectable body… No, Libby. Focus, she reminded herself.

She grabbed the phone. “I am acting my fucking age. How did you find me anyway, Alex?”

“I tracked your cell phone, Olivia. You ran out with no security. Not very smart after what happened earlier this week,” he growled.

“Stop following me! Or sending your minions to follow me!” She took a deep breath before lowering her voice. “I don’t need you to always try to fix things, Alex. Some things are just too broken.” He was silent on the other end, as was Olivia.

“Olivia, love,” he exhaled, breaking the awkward silence. His voice pained her heart. He was clearly upset. That was not the voice of a man who would hurt her.

“Alex, please. I just need some space. Some time. I just…I just need to think.”

“What is there to think about? This isn’t that complicated.”

“Maybe not for you, but it is for me.”

“Olivia, answer me this. And don’t think. Don’t let that brain of yours get in the way. Do. You. Love. Me?”

She stood silent on the sidewalk, staring at cars crawling down the Boston Streets. Did she love him?

“I can’t do this right now, Alex. Time. Please. Just give me time.”

“I’ll wait the rest of my life for you, Olivia Adler. You’re the love of my fucking life. This doesn’t happen every day. I’ll give you the space you need. Just know that I will always wait for you.”

Alexander heard a quiet sob on the other end of the phone. “Always, love,” he whispered before hanging up.

Taking a deep breath, he opened his top desk drawer, finding the envelope that had plagued his conscience the past several years. He stared at the letter, unsure whether he really wanted to know what information it contained. Why should a simple piece of paper petrify him so much? But it did. Then again, if he wanted Olivia to get over her fear of love, he would have to face his own demons. 

He slid a finger underneath the seal and pulled out the faded piece of paper. As he read, his heart sank. It was so much worse than he ever imagined. Olivia’s dreams were right.













CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

ANSWERS AND QUESTIONS




DEAR ALEX,

IF YOU’RE reading this letter, it means I’m dead. I knew this day would come eventually, but I’m just glad that it took over fifteen years to happen.

First, I want to apologize to you for never being there when you were growing up. I know it wasn’t easy on you, and I’d like to say that I regret my actions, but there were circumstances involved that were out of my control.

You see, son, Olivia never died in that crash. I’ve been keeping her hidden since she woke up in the hospital all those years ago. She didn’t remember anything so it was quite easy to manipulate her brain into believing whatever I told her. I couldn’t let anyone know she was still alive. I was the only one who knew who she really was.

The reason I’m telling you this now is that someone, somehow, has found out that she never died in the crash and that I’ve been protecting her all these years. I don’t know how, but they know.

Her life is in danger.

Your Uncle Jack worked for the CIA as an analyst. About a month before the accident, your Aunt Marilyn came to me for help. Jack had uncovered some pretty heavy shit, pardon my French. He didn’t know who he could turn to for help. A lot of the key players were higher-ups in various government agencies, offices, and what have you.

He discovered a ring of politicians that was accepting large kickbacks from shell corporations in exchange for distribution of U.S. military equipment and classified information. These shell corporations were, in fact, various terrorist organizations. Back then, we weren’t as organized as we try to be now when it comes to terrorist activity.

Regardless, he had amassed a great deal of evidence and had begun to approach some of these traitors, asking them to come forward and turn themselves in. Well, instead of coming forward, they hired Jacob Kiddish, a well-known “cleaner”. Unfortunately, Kiddish had never gotten caught. Although he was suspected to be involved in disposing of threats to various politicians on more than one occasion, that was just speculation and nothing ever stuck. He ran a legitimate consulting business and no one ever connected the dots to him.

Kiddish followed the DeLucas on that day in August all those years ago. It was him who ran their car off the road and into a tree. Olivia’s mother died on impact. When I ran to the car, she was already dead. You know now that Olivia survived, but so did her father. He is alive. He shot Jacob Kiddish that day. We put his body in the DeLuca’s car, knowing that it would blow up at any minute from the gas leak.

The only reason I’m giving you this information is so that you continue to monitor both of these cases. Kiddish’s son is back at it. After his father “disappeared”, Mark Kiddish took over the consulting business, including the “cleaning” part of it. He had been working with his dad for years, so we knew that would happen.

Someone out there knows that Olivia is still alive, but it does not appear that Jack’s identity has been compromised. These people have hired Mark to clean up the loose ends that his father left behind. My guess is it’s the same people who hired his father all those years ago. Part of me thinks they were never off this case.

They think that Olivia knows where the incriminating documents are that Jack left behind, hidden. This information could implicate hundreds of powerful people. Help her. Please. That way, my death wasn’t in vain. I beg you. Do the right thing.

I’m proud of you, son. Carry on the business as I would have.




Love,

Dad




Alexander stared at the letter. He had so many questions, but there was nobody to answer them. Then, something caught his eye. He grabbed the envelope and was able to make out script on the flap that was written in almost white ink. If the envelope wasn’t so faded, he never would have noticed it.




 There is a safe room installed in my office. You may have found it already. If not, go there. It will give you the rest of the information you’re looking for.




Safe room? he thought to himself. “Fuck!” he shouted, knowing exactly what his father was referring to. Alexander always thought the room contained company files from before its move to a paperless system. “Martin,” he spat into the phone. “Bring the car around. I need to go to the office immediately.”

Within ten minutes, Alexander ascended the twenty-nine stories to his office. It was a Sunday so his non-essential staff was not working, giving him plenty of privacy. He dashed down the hall, frantically punching the code into the door. After swinging it open, he ran to the bathroom, opening a small door on the far side of the tiled room.

He looked down at the stairs, knowing that all the answers lay just below him. Taking a deep breath, he descended the flight of stairs. He ran into a large metal door and quickly punched in his code, worried that it wouldn’t work. He breathed a sigh of relief when the door beeped, allowing him access.

Lights flickered on and his eyes scanned the enormous reinforced steel room that seemed to take up the entire floor between the twenty-eighth and twenty-ninth story of the building. All along the walls, banker’s boxes were stacked high.

Upon closer inspection, he realized that the boxes contained items from Olivia’s past. His father had erased her life, but kept everything in those boxes.

Alexander grabbed a box and lifted the lid. He gasped. “Mr. Bear.”













CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

SCARED




“NOW, OLIVIA, WHAT IS it about Alexander’s declaration of love that scares you?” Dr. Greenstein asked.

“What makes you think I’m scared?” she responded as she glanced out the window. It was a dismal Tuesday in March. There was a mixed precipitation falling. Olivia hated that type of weather. It made her angry. Either snow or rain, but don’t do this in the middle bullshit. It seemed that everything irritated her lately. Well, at least since she ran from Alexander Sunday morning after he said the three words that scared her most.

“Well, it’s fairly obvious, isn’t it? You’re trying to find some excuse to not have to say those words back. Olivia, do you remember the last person you said ‘I love you’ to?”

Olivia searched her brain for a memory of saying those words. She was coming up short. She couldn’t remember. It wasn’t the day of the crash. When her father had told her that he and her mother loved her, instead of responding in kind, she simply said, “I know”.

“I can’t remember,” she said quietly.

“Olivia, I want to try something.” Dr. Greenstein got up and pushed a button, causing the blinds to drop on the windows, shielding all the light from the room except for a dim lamp on the desk. “I want you to lie down and close your eyes.”

Olivia looked at the doctor like she was crazy.

“Please, Olivia. Humor me.”

“Fine,” she exhaled as she lay down.

“Now, I want you to just breathe for a little bit. Inhale and exhale.” Dr. Greenstein’s voice had changed to a soft singing-type sound.

“Just keep breathing and focus on that alone. Shut the rest of the world out. Forget about everything. It’s just you and me, okay? Inhale. Exhale.”

Olivia felt all the tension leave her body as she simply focused on the doctor’s gentle voice.

“Now, let’s go back for a minute. What do you remember about growing up? Before the crash, what memory stands out?”

“I remember playing the piano with my mom. I remember singing with her.”

“And what songs did you sing?”

“A lot of Beatles songs. My mother loved The Beatles.”

“Do you remember any song in particular that you would sing with your mom?”

“I’m trying.”

“Picture yourself sitting at the piano with her.”

“I am.”

“Look at the keys. What notes is she playing? Can you visualize it?”

Olivia held her hands up as if she was playing the piano, tracing where her mother’s hands would have been, humming along to a slow, haunting version of If I Fell, the memory of singing the song while her mother played the piano making her smile.

“Good, Olivia. Good. So you can remember. Now, even if you don’t remember telling your mother that you loved her, do you remember feeling the love you had for her at that moment?”

“I remember singing that song for someone else… There was someone else in the room…a boy with green eyes. I loved him… I know I did, but I just can’t say those words.”

“Do you think the reason you’re so scared of telling Alexander you love him is because you regret not telling your parents, and this green-eyed boy you’ve been dreaming of, that you loved them?”

“But that was just in a dream. The only memories I have of my life before the crash come from my dreams.”

“Are they just dreams, though? Okay, sit up, dear.”

She sat up and the doctor opened the shades, the grayish light filtering into the room once more. “Olivia, when we go through a traumatic event, our bodies try to protect themselves. That includes the brain. You experienced a traumatic event when your parents died. Your brain tried to protect you by shutting out certain memories. Now your brain is showing you more about what happened that day and before, telling you it’s okay for you to face these fears of yours. I need you to start doing that.”

“But I’ve been dreaming about other things, too. Stuff that definitely could not have happened. My father is dead so why are my dreams telling me he’s not?” Olivia questioned, staring at her doctor.

“I don’t know, Olivia. Our brains sometimes take our deepest wishes and try to turn them into reality.”

She sat and thought about everything that the doctor had been saying to her. “I don’t know if I can. I don’t think I can tell Alexander that I love him.”

“But you do love him, don’t you?”

Olivia shrugged her shoulders, hoping to avoid answering that question, trying to convince herself that she didn’t love him.

“Think about that feeling of total contentment you had when you would play music with your mother. Do you remember what that felt like? The love you had for her?”

“Yeah. So what?” Olivia rolled her eyes.

“Have you ever felt something similar when you were with Alexander? And don’t focus on when you’ve been intimate together.”

Olivia sat there and thought about it. She remembered how she felt when she abandoned Alexander all those months ago. How she felt when he found her in Florida and she lied to his face, saying she didn’t care about him. How, when she found out he was engaged, she didn’t think she would survive. How, when she came back and poured her heart out to him, he turned her away. It was painful, but was it love?

Why did he have to say those three little words? Of all the words in the English language, the word “love” scared her the most.

“Olivia, I know you. I know that you have trouble expressing your feelings normally. I know this is scary for you. Love is scary, but it’s part of the human experience.”

Olivia remained silent. She wasn’t just scared of her feelings for Alexander. She was petrified, worried that something would happen to him. She cared deeply for him, but would it always be enough? Olivia knew that she was an extremely frustrating woman. Would Alexander always stand by her side?

“I’m sorry, dear,” Dr. Greenstein said, interrupting Olivia’s thoughts. “We’re out of time for today, but I want to pick this up on Thursday. In the meantime, remember that pain you felt when you walked out on Alexander back in October. And the pain you felt when you thought he was about to marry another woman. Relive that pain somehow. Remember the heartache. Think about whether that pain was from loving him, and express those feelings to him.”

Olivia left the office, thinking about what the doctor said as Carter drove her home. She cared for Alexander, but it couldn’t be love. She made it her mission to take the next few days and really convince herself of that.













CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

SLIPPING AWAY




IT WAS DAY TWO of no contact from Olivia, and Alexander thought he was going to lose his mind. He tried to respect her wishes and give her time to think about things, but it was driving him crazy.

He had spent the last few days going through all the stuff that his father had boxed up in the safe room…photos, trinkets, and tons of paperwork. There were deeds to property owned by a corporation set up by his father years ago…the beach house on Cape Cod, the house in Mystic, a house in Charleston, a house on Folly Beach. Alexander soon found the corporate paperwork. Sarah Adler was named the sole shareholder.

He scoffed. She doesn’t even look like a Sarah!

As he rummaged through box after box, his thoughts were consumed by Olivia and the past that she knew nothing about. He couldn’t stand the thought of another second without her. She had asked for time and Alexander wanted to give it to her, but there were more pressing issues now. He felt like she was slipping through his fingers yet again. He swore to protect her and, with the new information he had learned, that was becoming more and more difficult, particularly considering that her true identity was known by people who could do serious harm to her. He had two of his best people on her protection detail, but he felt lost, not being able to see her himself.

So many times he had dialed the first nine numbers of her phone number, stopping before dialing the last. How much longer could he possibly go on feeling like this and how could he possibly tell her everything now? That they were kids together? That he swore he would always protect her? That he cried at her funeral? That he never gave up hope she was alive? That his father kept her protected all those years and gave his life for hers? That her own father had found patterns in various kickbacks and government contracts? That some of these politicians were found to be in bed with known foreign terrorists? That her father had tried to force those responsible to come clean or he would expose them? That they were killed by a “cleaner” in order to silence him? That someone knew the evidence Olivia’s father had collected was never destroyed? That they seemed to believe Olivia had the answer to the location of the evidence? That they would stop at nothing to destroy that evidence, including destroying anyone who got in the way?

His cell phone rang, waking him from his thoughts. “Hey, Carol. What’s going on?”

“Alex, thank God. I’ve been trying to get in touch with Olivia and she’s not calling me back,” she said frantically.

Alexander stood up and walked over to his office window. “Slow down. What’s going on? Is something wrong?”

“Simon is being released this Friday. And his lawyer was good. He got the protective order thrown out. The board agreed that he had been punished enough, and all evidence indicated that he had turned things around and that his attack on Olivia was just an isolated event. He’ll be free to contact her with no repercussions.”

“That protective order was just a piece of paper anyway. Don’t worry. Marshall and Carter have been keeping an eye on her,” he responded dryly.

There was a long pause. “Is everything okay, Alex? I heard about what happened. Granted, I never know if anything on those gossip websites is true.”

Alexander slumped into his chair. “I guess it’s true. I freaked when I saw pictures of us together. There had always been some out there, but now they know her name. And, with everything going on, I was just worried for her safety. I’m pretty sure Kiddish knows who she is.”

“You’re right about that,” Carol said.

“Yeah. So I may have overreacted a bit, knowing that it would be even harder to protect her with her name being associated with mine. She thinks it’s because I’m ashamed of her and still sleeping with Adele and Chelsea, which I’m not, but I know it didn’t look good.”

“You suck with women, Alex!” Carol exclaimed.

“Hey. Watch it!” he joked before lowering his voice. “I told her I love her, Carol.”

The line went quiet. “How did that go?” she asked, finally breaking the silence.

“She told me that I couldn’t possibly love her.”

“Do you love her?”

“Of course I do!” Alexander shouted. “I’ve loved that girl ever since I can remember!”

“Calm down, Alex. Are you sure your love is for her, or for the girl you knew all those years ago?”

“It’s the same fucking person, Carol!” Alexander slammed his fist down on his desk.

“I know that,” she replied calmly.

“Carol, I can’t lose her again.” He exhaled loudly. “I opened the letter, and it’s so much worse than I thought. Than we both did.”

Alexander told her all the information he had learned, leaving out the part about Olivia’s father still being alive. Carol told him that she would look into Kiddish and see if she could come up with anything on him or his alias, Donovan O’Laughlin. Nothing had turned up in the last eight months and she wasn’t sure she would learn anything new. Their father did not know many of the details of Olivia’s father’s investigation into corruption, how high it went or who was involved, apart from basic speculation so that was a dead end.

After a long conversation, he hung up, promising to get together with her sometime during the weekend. He flipped open his laptop and sat staring at one of the pictures that had circulated the internet over the weekend. The now infamous kiss. The photo that started everything…and ruined everything.

Then a light went off in his head. Olivia was scared of being left alone, of being abandoned, so her defense mechanism kicked in to push him away. She had admitted this many times, saying that she was trying to work through those issues. It all became clear why she acted the way she did. She was scared to give her heart to someone only to be abandoned again.

She loved him and he knew it.

He picked up his phone. “Mo? It’s Alex. I need a favor.”













CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

BALL OF FIRE




“WHY, HELLO SUNSHINE,” MO said when Olivia barged into his house around five Wednesday evening. He scowled when he saw Olivia’s face. She hadn’t been herself since Sunday. She was moody and irritable.

“Jesus. Who lit the fuse on your tampon?” Kiera joked.

“Yeah, whatever.” Olivia glared at Kiera standing by Mo’s side. At first, she was happy when they got together but, now, she was over it. If she couldn’t be happy, then no one could. And she had spent the last twenty-four hours trying to convince herself that Alexander did not make her happy and was bad for her. It wasn’t going very well.

“Let’s get this rehearsal started,” she said before heading upstairs to Mo’s music room. 

Mo looked at Kiera for an answer as to why Olivia was so moody. “Don’t look at me,” she responded.

“Stop talking about me behind my back!” Olivia shouted down the stairs. “And stop thinking I’m fucking crazy! I’m sick of it!”

Photos had surfaced mid-day Sunday of Olivia storming out of Alexander’s apartment building; of him running outside minutes after she left; of him shouting on the street, shirtless; and of him sobbing outside his building. And then of Olivia getting into a cab, hence how the photographers found her at Kiera’s. The magazines took the photos and concocted some story about how Olivia couldn’t deal with the pressures of a public relationship and she cracked. She was tired of all the internet sites simply publishing one unfavorable story after another.

Olivia set up her guitar and amp as the guys shuffled into the music room. They ran through the songs that Mo had chosen for their sets, doing Olivia’s songs first so that she could get out of there. When they finished running through the last song Olivia would perform with them, she turned to Mo. “Let’s add one more, if that’s okay.” She had calmed down significantly since first arriving there. Music had that effect on her.

“Sure, Livvy. Which one?”

“That Delta Rae song we rehearsed a few weeks back. Let’s do that one.”

Mo studied her. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, Giacomo. Damn fucking sure.” The two friends glared at each other, Olivia willing Mo to try something stupid. The other band members simply stared at their stand-off in confusion. With a sigh, Mo started strumming his guitar and Olivia sang.

As she left Mo’s that evening, she noticed two black SUVs parked down the street. “Fucking stalker,” she muttered before cranking the engine to her Audi.




~~~~~~~~~~




NATHAN ROBERTS HAD BEEN sitting in his rental sedan outside of a house in Arlington where Olivia went every Wednesday evening for band rehearsal. He continued keeping an eye on her and was aware of her and Alexander’s rather public break-up.

Just an hour after Olivia arrived at the house in Arlington, he saw her storm out, jumping in her car and speeding down the street, heading back toward the city. He was about to follow her when a black SUV peeled out, tailing her. He maintained his position, not wanting anyone to become suspicious.

At that moment, Nathan saw a man get out of another black SUV and walk up the front steps of the house that Olivia had just left. It was Alexander. He looked rather sad, his shoulders slumped forward as he waited for someone to answer the door.




~~~~~~~~~~




“HEY, ALEX,” MO SAID, welcoming him into the house. Alexander turned to look at the street, noticing a gray sedan, the driver’s eyes trained on him. “The guys are upstairs. Are you sure about this?”

He turned his head back to Mo. “Yes. I’ve never been so sure about anything in my entire life.” He grinned, following Mo up the stairs of his house.

“What if she doesn’t go for it? I mean, she’s been a ball of fucking fire lately. Get too close and she’ll burn you, man.”

“Mo,” Alexander turned to him, stopping at the top of the stairs. “This is true love, and it’s worth fighting for. If I don’t do this, if I don’t at least try, I will regret every second of every minute of every day for the rest of my life.”

Kiera came out of the upstairs study, running toward Alexander. “Ooh!! Let me see! Let me see! Let me see!” she said excitedly, jumping up and down.

Alexander reached into his pocket.

“Oh, Alex,” she exhaled.













CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

AS GOOD AS DEAD




AFTER RETURNING HOME FROM rehearsal and making a quick dinner, Olivia walked over to her large bay window and sat down, staring at the SUV that Carter sat in, his eyes trained on the house. She was reminded of all those months ago when Alexander turned her away after she came groveling back. She remembered sitting in that exact spot, staring into Alexander’s eyes as he sat in his SUV. She recalled the pain she felt after she returned, begging him to take her back. And then the incredible hurt when he turned her away, ready to marry Chelsea. But the pain she was feeling that night was far worse. Deep down, she knew that she did love him. She was just too scared to admit it. Why couldn’t she just admit that she loved him? Why was she so frightened of saying those three little words to him?

Olivia’s breath caught when she saw a second SUV pull up in back of the one that Carter sat in, Martin behind the wheel. She raised her hand to the glass, desperate to close the gap between her and Alexander, knowing he would be in the car with Martin.

Olivia closed her eyes, picturing him and his smile. His eyes. His arms around her. She thought about how much she loved waking up next to him. How much being in his presence calmed her and made her heart swell. How perfect it felt when she fell asleep in his embrace each night. How much she truly did love him.




~~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER STARED THROUGH THE rear windows of the SUV at his Olivia, a sad look on her face as she sat in the bay window of her house.

“Sir, do you think she’s going to say yes?” Martin asked, turning to look at his boss.

Alexander saw tears falling down Olivia’s cheeks as she mouthed three words to him, the darkened glass of the car windows acting as a barrier, shielding her from getting hurt after muttering those words.

“Martin, I’d bet my fortune on it. Let’s get back home,” he said, deciding to give her the space she requested. At least for the time being.

A block from Olivia’s house, Alexander noticed the same sedan that had been parked out front of Mo’s house. “Martin, stop here for a minute, please.”

“Is everything okay, sir?”

Alexander wasn’t sure what to think of it, but he could no longer take any chances when it came to Olivia’s safety. There was a very real threat against her life.

“I’m sure it’s nothing. Just give me a minute.” Alexander jumped out of the SUV, removing the safety on his gun as he crossed the street, his eyes trained on the man behind the wheel. He knocked on the window, signaling the occupant to get out of the car.

The man slowly exhaled and opened the door, standing up.

Alexander remained silent for a moment, wishing his eyes were betraying him. He knew that wasn’t the case. “So it’s true then,” he said. “My dad not only faked her death, but yours, as well. Isn’t that right, Jack?”

He took a deep breath. “What does she know, son?”

“Nothing,” Alexander replied, placing the safety back on his gun and sliding it into his holster. “She has no idea. I didn’t believe it myself at first.”

“How long have you known it was her?”

Alexander didn’t know whether he should say anything. He had known almost immediately. There were too many coincidences. That was probably why his father hid her away for so many years. Anyone would have eventually been able to put all the pieces together if they were familiar enough with the story.

“Since August.”

“Fuck,” he replied under his breath. “And she has no idea?”

“She’s starting to remember, Mr. DeLuca.” Alexander studied the man standing next to him, remembering all those years ago. He looked the same, albeit with more gray hair. He was tall, almost the same height as Alexander. He had an athletic build and Alexander could see from where Olivia got her smile and skin tone. Olivia’s face, though, she got from her mother.

“Nathan. Call me Nathan. Please.” He glanced over his shoulder, scanning the street.

“Sorry.” Alexander looked at Olivia’s father. “Nathan.”

There was a long pause before Alexander spoke again. “She’s been having these dreams, you know. Nightmares, really. She wakes up covered in sweat, screaming. She had a dream the other night about a conversation you and Dad might have had. About faking your deaths?”

Nathan bowed his head. “It had to be done.”

“Why?” Alexander asked, pacing the street. He was losing his grasp on the entire situation. Almost overnight, Olivia’s father had miraculously appeared. Things were spinning out of control, and he couldn’t deal with that. He couldn’t risk losing her. Again.

“I was stupid, Alex. I tried to do the right thing, or what I thought was the right thing. I had a ton of evidence about corruption and ties to terrorist organizations. Some serious shit. I saw all these patterns when I was working at the CIA. I don’t want to get into it now. The less you know, the better. I tried to convince these people to come forward and turn themselves in. These were some very important people, higher-ups in various organizations. I couldn’t tell anyone what I had found. I didn’t know how deep it ran.”

“So why did you have to fake both your deaths?”

“They wanted me dead! And they weren’t going to stop until it happened. I knew something was wrong about a month before that accident. Marilyn got worried and asked for your father’s help. He suggested I turn over the evidence, but I didn’t know who to trust.”

He gazed off into the distance, the memory of that summer obviously difficult to talk about. “A few months before, I placed a bunch of documents in a small locked chest to keep them safe, at least until things died down and I could turn it over to someone I could trust. Someone I knew would do the right thing. And then the accident happened and I saw an opportunity to save both of our lives so we paid off a doctor and there you go.”

“But why did you have to do that to Olivia?”

“There was no other way! Those documents were still out there, Alex. Those were the days before the internet. You had one copy and that was it. I had the only proof of what was going on, and they weren’t going to stop until my entire family was dead. If I destroyed it myself, these people would never be brought to justice. Then, just before the accident, we picked up chatter to the effect that they would kidnap Livvy and make her lead them to the documents. They knew so much, right down to the fact that everything was locked in a box somewhere.” He let out a quiet sob.

“How could she lead them to something that she didn’t know the location of?” Alexander looked at him suspiciously.

Nathan stayed silent, his eyes meeting Alexander’s, a guilty look spreading across his face.

“She knows?!” Alexander exclaimed. “Were you fucking crazy?!” His eyes grew wide with fury. He was most certainly losing control of the situation. This was so much worse than his father’s letter let on.

“Olivia was so smart for her age, and we were playing our treasure map game. She wanted to create the map for once. She grabbed the box from me and said that once she buried it, she would draw me a map. I agreed before I realized that the chest contained all those documents. By the time it occurred to me, it was too late. She’s the only one who has any idea where it’s buried. And, believe me, I’ve looked everywhere. Our beach house. Our house in Mystic. Her grandparent’s house. The few weeks before the accident, I searched high and low for it. It could be anywhere. I’m a complete fool. You’d think with all my intelligence training that I wouldn’t make such a stupid mistake. But you know how it is when Livvy looks at you with her big brown eyes, so full of hope…you just melt. I’ve regretted that lapse of judgment every day since then. It’s tearing me apart.”

Alexander leaned in to Nathan. “You know they’re after her again! You know that, right?! They found out that Dad was protecting her all those years. They must have tortured him to death. You should have seen his fucking body. But he refused to give out her location so they killed him.”

His voice softened as he thought about Olivia and the difficult life she’d led. “She’s lived most of her life jumping from one city to another and that’s probably the only thing that’s kept her alive since Dad died. But now, Jack,” he hissed. “Now that she’s back, someone figured it out. It didn’t take me long. They want her and I don’t think they’ll stop until they have her.” Alexander felt guilty speaking to Olivia’s father that way, but he couldn’t help himself. He was having trouble understanding why his father and the man standing next to him did what they did. And he didn’t know if he could ever forgive either of them for ruining a young girl’s life under the guise of protection. But wasn’t he doing the same thing? Wasn’t keeping the truth from her for all those months just as bad?

“I know, Alex,” Nathan said, bringing Alexander back from his thoughts. “I understand all of that.”

“I don’t think you do! This is your fucking daughter we’re talking about here. You need to come clean. Find that box and turn it over. Save her life!”

Nathan exhaled loudly. “It’s not that simple. Jacob Kiddish never left any loose ends, and I’m sure he’s taught his son that same lesson. Olivia and me, well…we’re both loose ends.”

“We can protect you both,” he said quietly, his mind racing from what Olivia’s father was saying. “My firm…”

“Alex, it won’t ever end. Not until the people responsible are behind bars. Until then, my life, her life, will always be in danger.” Nathan looked up the street. “I know you love her. You always have. Please. Protect her. Save her from all this. She can’t know about her past or that I’m alive. She can’t know anything about what these people are after. If she knows, she may remember something, and if she remembers and gives these people what they want, she’s as good as dead.” Nathan opened the door to his car. “She may be as good as dead anyway, but at least this way there’s still a chance.” He closed the door and sped off, leaving Alexander standing in the street.













CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

AGAIN




IT WAS THE SAME dream. The crash. The boy with the green eyes pulling Olivia out of the car. The boy getting hit over the head. Olivia’s father shooting the man, then darkness. She heard the voices again. Her uncle and her father arguing. Then nothing. Then brightness. People shining lights in her eyes.

“Hi, princess. It’s me.” She looked to the source of the voice, desperately trying to recognize it, but she couldn’t place it. She didn’t know where she was. She didn’t know who he was. What was going on?

“Where am I?” Olivia squeaked out.

“Oh, dear. You were in a car accident.” The man rushed to her side.

“Where’s Mommy and Daddy?”

“I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.” She looked at the man. He started crying, tears streaming down his face. “I didn’t get there soon enough.”

“Are they okay? Or did they go to heaven?”

“They’re in heaven, angel.”

Olivia’s lip trembled. She knew that if they were in heaven, she wouldn’t be able to see them for a long time.

“Do you remember anything, princess?”

“I don’t.”

“What’s your name?”

“I can’t remember. I think it started with…I don’t know,” she said, crying.

“Where do you live?”

Olivia started to get nervous. “I don’t know,” she sobbed.

“It’s okay, dear. Your name is Sarah Olivia Adler. You’re six years old. You live in Charleston, South Carolina, and nothing bad will ever happen to you again.”

“How do you know? Who are you?”

“I’m your Uncle Charles. And I’m going to protect you, always.”




Olivia shot up, breathing heavy, clutching her chest. She scanned her room, looking for some sort of comfort. And then she remembered. Her one source of comfort was gone. She ran out on him after he declared his love for her.

Falling back on her bed, she brought a pillow to her chest. “It’s for the best, right, Nepenthe?” she said to the cat. “I know I love him, but I shouldn’t. And he shouldn’t love me, either.” Nepenthe jumped off the bed, giving Olivia an irritated look. “Oh, don’t you start with me, too. Traitor.” She turned over, her mind racing.




~~~~~~~~~~




“OKAY, LIVVY, ARE YOU ready?” Mo asked toward the end of their second set that Friday night.

Olivia scanned the audience, her gaze meeting those green eyes she saw in her dreams. “Yeah. Let’s do it.” She knew Alexander wouldn’t stay away from MacFadden’s.

“Are you sure, Olivia? I mean, really sure?”

She turned toward Mo. She hesitated for a second, and he looked at her with a hopeful expression on his face. She recalled the doctor recommending that she express her feelings to Alexander. Olivia was taking her advice and using the best form of expression she knew…music.

“Yes,” she hissed, glaring at him.

Mo’s face dropped before walking back to the microphone. “All right, guys. We’ve got another new song for you. Miss Olivia Adler, ladies and gentlemen!”

The crowd cheered as Olivia looked out over the audience. Kiera stood down front and off to the side next to Alexander. Co-conspirators, she thought to herself. Fuck ‘em all. She smiled a little when she saw Melanie and Tyler standing together, his arm draped around her. But then she realized that she wasn’t supposed to be happy. She was supposed to be angry. At what, she couldn’t remember anymore. Angry that Alexander said he loved her? But that didn’t make any sense. None of it did.

“Thanks everyone. This is by a new band that I discovered a few months back called Delta Rae. You should all really check out their new album. It’s fantastic. Anyway, this is If I Loved You.”

Mo started strumming his guitar. Olivia grabbed the microphone out of the stand and stood center stage, staring into Alexander’s hopeful eyes.

He returned her gaze, searching those brown eyes that he had loved his entire life. Her voice was soft and smooth. He listened to the lyrics as she sang about how perfect her life would be if she loved him.

Then the drums kicked in and Olivia began to belt the first chorus, walking over and standing directly in front of Alexander, their eyes never breaking. The words pained Olivia to say, but she had to tell him that she didn’t love him. She couldn’t. Love was too painful. She needed to protect herself so she had to push him away. Again.

Her voice returned to soft and sweet as she sang the second verse, thinking about all the nights Alexander held her and soothed her tears when she woke up screaming. She felt his love in those moments. Even in that first week together, it was as clear as day. He had loved her since the very beginning.

Olivia’s gaze intensified as she sang the bridge. Her chin quivered, thinking about whether Alexander really was the one for her. Was she making a mistake pushing him away again? She remembered the heartache she felt all those months when he was gone. It was an unbearable pain, and it had returned over the past few days.

She sang the last verse softly, tears starting to flow down her cheeks. Gazing into Alexander’s green eyes, she saw the hurt spreading across his face. As her voice carried through the bar, she realized the words she sang weren’t true, no matter how much she wanted them to be. She did love him. He made her happy, and she was an idiot for wanting to push him away. Again. Why did she overreact when he told her he loved her? He had sworn time and time again that he would never leave her, and that’s what scared her. She wasn’t scared to love him. She was scared to love and lose him. Olivia didn’t want to lose Alexander again. She loved him more than she had loved anything or anyone.

Her lip trembled and she began sobbing. The room grew silent as she finished the last verse, the band patiently waiting for her vocal cue to start the final chorus.

It never came.

Olivia stormed off the stage, crying uncontrollably as she tore down the stairs. She could hear the audience cheering, not knowing that they hadn’t finished the full song. Pushing people out of the way, she made a bee-line outside for some fresh air.

“Olivia! Wait!” Alexander’s voice bellowed as she stomped down the street. 

She stopped on the sidewalk at the sound of his voice, refusing to turn around. “Please, love. Please,” he begged.

“What, Alex? What do you want?” Olivia asked, choking the words out through her tears. The air was cold, chilling her to the bone and she crossed her arms over her stomach, trying to keep herself warm. She felt Alexander approach behind her, the familiar electricity present.

“What do I want?!” He grabbed her shoulders, turning her around to face him. “Haven’t I made myself perfectly clear over the past several months?!” He ran his fingers through his hair.

Olivia stared at him, tears streaming down her face as she leaned against the brick building.

He slowly walked up to her and placed his hands on either side of her head, leaning over her. “You, Olivia! I want you!” he exclaimed passionately. “I want you every second of every day. I want the good. I want the bad. I want the sweet. I want the ill-tempered. I want the hot. I want the cold. I want the crazy, irrational, exasperating pain-in-the-ass girl that I love with my entire fucking heart.” He took a deep breath before lowering his voice, the look on his face sincere. “I want the sexy, beautiful woman that makes me whole, Olivia. And I am not going to stop until you admit that you love me. I know you do so stop running from it. You’ve been running from love all your life. It’s standing right here in front of you, embracing you. What are you so scared of?” He stared into her eyes as they searched his, looking for an answer. “What are you scared of, love?” he whispered in her ear.

“What do you want me to say, Alex?” she asked quietly.

“I just want you to tell me how you feel, Olivia. The truth.”

Several intense seconds passed as Alexander stared down at her, bracing for her answer. Her eyes traced over his face. His green eyes were so full of sadness. She could see the hurt all over his body. He looked good, but there was something missing from his usual spark.

“Okay!” Olivia shouted. “I love you, Alexander! Okay?! Is that what you want to hear?! You want to hear how I want to get married and have beautiful babies?! Because I do! I love you so fucking much that it hurts!” Tears continued to fall down Olivia’s face as Alexander pulled her close, stroking her hair and kissing her head, trying to calm her down.

“I’ve loved you since I saw you running that day back in August at Boston Common. And then I started to love you even more when you came and adopted Runner. I loved you so much that I ran from you. I fell in love with you even more when you came after me and found me, begging me to come home with you. And then it broke my fucking heart when I saw you with another woman because I loved you then, too.

“And every day I spend with you, I fall even more in love. And the days we’re apart, I feel like I could die from the fucking heartache because I’m missing such an important part of me. It feels like I can’t go on breathing or surviving when you’re not with me, and that’s what I’m fucking scared of. I’m scared that you’ll leave me, just like everyone else in my life who I’ve ever loved, and I’ll never survive.”

She cried into Alexander’s chest, soaking his suit jacket. “I’m scared to death to love you, but I’m more scared to walk away from you,” she sobbed out. “There. I’ve admitted it. Are you satisfied now?”

“Shhh… It’s okay. I’m not going anywhere. I promise.”

She took several deep breaths, reveling in the feeling of being back in Alexander’s arms. It had not even been a week, but it felt like an eternity since those arms had held her.

“Olivia, look at me,” Alexander said, coaxing her head up. A brilliant smile spread across his face. “There’s the girl I love.” He wiped the tears from her eyes with his finger. Olivia let out a small laugh as she tried to compose herself, shivering from the chilly March air.

“You must be freezing out here, wearing just that,” Alexander said, eying her black open-back halter top.

“You do a pretty good job at making me all hot and bothered, Mr. Burnham,” Olivia said sweetly.

Alexander laughed. “Come, love. Let’s get you warmed up.” He pulled her close to him and led her back toward the noisy bar.

He stopped right before the front door. “Hey, Olivia?”

“Yes?”

“I love you.” 

Her heart swelled. Standing on her tip-toes, she planted a gentle kiss on his lips. “I love you, too, Alexander Burnham,” she murmured.

“That’s my girl.”













CHAPTER FIFTY

I WILL




ALEXANDER AND OLIVIA MADE their way back upstairs just as the band finished their song. Alexander met Mo’s eyes, nodding. “All right, ladies and gentlemen. It’s a special night. We’ve got a local celebrity in our presence. Let’s get him up here. Alexander Burnham. Come on, bud!”

Olivia looked at Alexander and then back at Mo. “What’s going on?” she asked.

“Hell if I know.” He smirked. “Come on.” He pulled Olivia through the crowd of people, and she noticed that the stage was set up differently. A chair sat slightly off center, positioned in such a way so the person sitting could see the audience as well as the performance.

Alexander hopped up on stage, shaking hands with Mo and the guys. Olivia stood in front of the stage with Kiera, who winked at her, squeezing her arm, as if saying she was glad they worked things out. Melanie and Tyler smiled at her.

“Glad you’re giving my brother another shot,” Tyler joked. “He’s been impossible to deal with this week.”

“So has Libby,” Melanie added.

Olivia rolled her eyes before returning her gaze to the stage and Alexander, watching as he grabbed the microphone out of its stand and walked over to where she stood. “Oh no, love. You’re not getting out of this.” He held his hand out to her. She looked at him, questioning. “You can trust me,” he whispered in her ear, helping her back onto the stage and leading her over to the chair. “Have a seat, gorgeous.”

“What are you doing, Alexander?” she asked nervously. She always loved being up on stage, but she had no idea what was going on. And that scared her more than anything.

“You’ll find out,” he winked. Olivia reluctantly sat down, her heart thumping in her chest.

Alexander put the microphone back in its stand and walked over to his Martin guitar, picking it up to check the tuning. He played a quick chord, getting the note he needed to start the song.

“Set?” Mo asked him.

“Set,” he replied.

Mo counted the band in and Alexander immediately began singing The Beatles’ I Will, his eyes trained on Olivia.

She gasped. He was singing a song to her, a song that she had heard many times in her dreams. It all seemed so familiar.

Tears streamed down her face as she watched Alexander sing the chorus, staring into her eyes, declaring his love for her, letting everyone know that she possessed his heart. But that song. There was something about that song. She tried to remember, but the memory wouldn’t come. Olivia tried and tried. There was just something so familiar about that exact moment.

Alexander began the last verse, staring intently at Olivia, singing the words to her. She wiped her eyes, trying to hide her tears. She felt so much love for the man singing to her. Her heart felt like it was going to explode.

The final note rang out and the audience cheered. He took off his guitar, placing it back on the stand before grabbing the microphone and walking toward Olivia as he motioned for the audience to quiet down.

Olivia swallowed hard, a nervous shiver running down her spine. Alexander brought the microphone back to his mouth. “Olivia, love, to answer your question from before…I’m not satisfied.” His voice echoed through the bar, no one making a sound, the crowd glued to the drama unfolding in front of them.

She stared at him, a confused look on her face.

“You asked me if I was satisfied. Well, to tell you the truth, I won’t be satisfied until I can wake up next to you every day for the rest of my life.”

After a few excruciatingly quiet moments, Alexander took a deep breath and swiftly lowered himself to one knee.

Olivia, and half the audience, gasped.

“Alex. What are you doing?” Her eyes scanned the crowd, cell phone cameras flashing away. Olivia knew that photo would soon be all over the internet.

“Sarah Olivia Adler, I fell head over heels in love with you the minute I laid eyes on you, and my love for you has only grown over the past eight months. Even when you left me, and I almost married someone else, I never stopped thinking about you.”

The audience chuckled.

Olivia could barely see anything, her eyes turning into kaleidoscopes because of all the tears she shed.

“I can’t stand the thought of not spending the rest of my life with you.” He set the microphone on the floor and reached into his pocket. He produced a small black velvet box. “Will you please do me the honor of being my wife?”

He flipped open the box. Olivia’s eyes went wide when she saw the beautiful ring. It was a three-karat round cut diamond with small stones circling the larger one and inlaid into a platinum band.

“Oh, Alex. It’s gorgeous.”

He took the ring out of the box and held it up to the tip of her ring finger.

“Marry me, Olivia. Make me the happiest man on the planet.”

All of a sudden, she knew why she remembered that song and that moment. Her dream. The green-eyed boy singing that song for her, then morphing into Alexander. And then him getting down on one knee with a ring box in his hand. Maybe her parents had been watching out for her. Maybe her mama had been sending her a message with the dreams. She immediately knew her answer.

Olivia smiled and nodded fervently. “Yes.”

“Yes?” Alexander asked excitedly, sliding the ring on her finger.

“Of course, Alexander.” She pulled his face toward hers, crushing her lips to his as they both stood up. “A thousand times, yes,” she breathed into his mouth.

He pressed his body against hers, kissing her sweetly, his tongue gently caressing hers. She ran her fingers through his hair, relishing the taste of him, never wanting that feeling to go away.

“Come on, you two. Get a room,” Mo interrupted. Alexander pulled away slowly, planting gentle kisses on her nose and cheeks.

“So, Livvy. What’s your answer?” Mo asked.

Olivia held up her left hand, grinning.













CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

COMPLETE




ALEXANDER OPENED THE DOOR to the SUV, helping Olivia into the waiting car.

“Miss Adler. Wonderful to see you again,” Martin said, winking.

“You won’t have to call me Miss Adler for much longer,” Olivia replied, smiling wide.

Alexander got in the car opposite her. “Where to, love?” He grabbed her left hand, sending shivers down her spine as he planted gentle kisses on her knuckles and ring, rubbing his lips against her soft skin.

Olivia felt her stomach clench, her body heating up just from the simple gesture. Alexander peered into her eyes, waiting for an answer. “Your place, Mr. Burnham,” she said in a quiet, sultry voice.

“Your wish is my command, the future Mrs. Burnham.”

Olivia giggled. She loved the sound of that.

Within a few minutes, Martin dropped Alexander and Olivia off in front of his building. “Thank you, Martin. I’ll call you if I need anything else.”

He ran around and opened Olivia’s door for her, leading her through the lobby of his building and into a waiting elevator. “Let’s go home.” After a short ride, the elevator door opened to the penthouse. Alexander picked Olivia up, cradling her in his arms.

“Put me down, Alex,” she laughed.

“No way. I need to carry you over the threshold, darling.”

Olivia playfully smacked him. “That’s on our wedding night, jackass.”

He leaned down, pressing his lips gently to hers as he stood in the foyer. She reached up and ran her hands through his dark hair. “I’m just practicing, love,” he whispered against her lips, punching the code into the wall. The door opened and he walked in, his lips never leaving hers.

“Maybe we can try practicing a few other things for our wedding night, too,” she whispered, her eyes wide with yearning.

Alexander carefully put her down, making sure she had her footing, his eyes intense. She backed up against the wall, unable to look away.

He pressed his body to hers and whispered, “What kind of things did you have in mind, Olivia?”

She swallowed hard. Her body was on fire, her heart racing in her chest. “You know… Things…” She raised her eyebrows.

Alexander trailed kisses along her jaw. Olivia moaned, feeling that familiar tingling sensation overtake her. He tugged on her earlobe, pulling it between his lips. “You’re going to have to be a little more specific.” His breath was hot on her skin. “What kinds of things do you want to practice?”

He wrapped his hands around her body, lifting her up, forcing her legs around his waist, using the wall to support her. He gently thrust against her and she threw her head back.

“Olivia, look at me,” Alexander growled. Olivia met his eyes. “What do you want to do?”

She pulled Alexander’s head toward hers, crushing her lips to his, telling him with her gesture what she wanted. Her tongue invaded his mouth, exploring him in a way that she never had before. The kiss was so much more meaningful than any other kiss they’ve ever had.

Alexander groaned and Olivia could feel him get even harder. He tore his mouth from hers, breathless. “Please, love. Tell me what you want to do. You’re driving me crazy here.” He grabbed her hair, pulling her head to one side. He kissed her neck, sending bolts of lightning through her body.

“I want you to take me to your bed,” she whispered.

Alexander continued kissing her neck, sucking and biting. “What do you want to do there?”

Olivia knew what she wanted to do. She just had trouble saying the words, and Alexander knew that. She didn’t just want to fuck like they usually did. She wanted so much more than that.

“Please, Olivia. Say it,” he begged her softly, the dominating lover nowhere to be found.

She looked into his green eyes, the love he had for her evident. “I want you to make love to me, Alexander.”

He growled, pressing his lips to hers. “I’ve been waiting eight months for you to say that to me.”

He put his hands back around her ass. “Hold on tight, love,” he said before making his way up the flight of stairs, her legs still wrapped around his waist.

He kicked open the door to the master bedroom and carried Olivia over to the bed, gently lowering her down before crawling on top of her.

She grabbed the back of Alexander’s neck, forcing his mouth to meet hers as his hands explored her body. He ran his fingers across her stomach. She savored the feeling of the silk top pressed against her body as he teased her nipple through her shirt.

“No bra, Miss Adler?” he asked. “I could get used to that.”

Olivia leaned her head back, her body overwhelmed with the sensation of his fingertips tweaking her nipples through the soft fabric. He slowly lowered down her body, planting kisses on her stomach, lifting her shirt up slightly.

She squirmed, her breathing heavy, becoming slightly unhinged when she felt Alexander’s tongue trace circles around her belly button. “Oh, god,” she exhaled.

Alexander’s hands glided up the side of her stomach, gently lifting her top over her head. He explored her with his tongue, slowly inching his way up to her chest. “You are so beautiful, Olivia. I can’t get over how fucking amazing you are.” His tongue circled her nipple, taking it between his teeth.

“Alexander, please,” she breathed out. “I can’t take it much longer.”

“Patience, beautiful. Let me love you,” he said, torturing her other nipple with his mouth. She moaned, running her fingers up and down Alexander’s back, pulling his shirt off and throwing it on the ground. He unbuttoned Olivia’s jeans, quickly ridding her of the rest of her clothes before stripping out of his.

Olivia pulled him back down to her, invading his mouth with hers as she wrapped her legs around him, circling him around his erection. He tugged on her bottom lip with his teeth, placing kisses down her neck, her chest, her stomach, her hipbones. Olivia glanced down, meeting his eyes as he positioned his mouth between her thighs.

He flicked her with his tongue, making her moan out. “Do you like that?” he breathed, the vibrations of his voice on the most sensitive part of her body turning her on even more.

“Yes, Alexander,” she moaned.

He continued his exploration of her with his tongue, taking his time. She was in the moment of complete and utter rapture. Her heart swelled as she thought of the love she had for him, and the love he had for her. At that moment in time, everything was perfect. She was finally getting beyond her past. She finally opened her heart up to love, and received love in return. For the first time she could remember, she felt that she had finally found her place in the world. With Alexander.

Olivia cried out when Alexander sucked on her clit, inserting two fingers, circling her, massaging that sweet spot inside her. She was climbing higher and higher, and she knew it wouldn’t be long before she fell over the edge again. Alexander felt it, too.

“Come for me, love,” he said. “I want to feel you shake.”

“Alex!” she shouted. Her mind was a blank slate as her orgasm coursed through her body, the spasms never seeming to end while Alexander watched her body tremble beneath him.

When the aftershocks finally subsided, Olivia pulled Alexander’s head toward hers, kissing him full on the mouth, tasting her on his lips and tongue.

“I taste good,” she commented. 

Alexander groaned, incredibly turned on. He positioned himself between her legs and, very slowly, entered her. He wrapped his arm around her back, raising her closer to him, not wanting any space between them.

Slowly, he moved in and out, kissing her body all over.

“God, Olivia, you feel so good. I love you so much.”

A tear ran down her cheek, the love she saw in Alexander’s eyes overwhelming. She was so deliriously happy at that moment. She always enjoyed sex, and sex with Alexander was always incredible, but there was something about that moment, with him moving inside of her, that was so much bigger than anything she had ever experienced. She felt full and complete.

Alexander continued his slow movement, wanting to savor every feeling that he had. He brought his mouth back to Olivia’s, brushing her lips with his tongue. She threw her head back, moaning, as she felt the familiar clenching sensation in her stomach. Alexander felt her tighten around him as he began to move quicker.

“Are you going to come again?” he asked, his eyebrows raised. He was still surprised that he could make Olivia feel that good.

“Yes, Alexander,” she exhaled, closing her eyes.

He picked up the pace, maintaining a gentle but fast rhythm, his breathing becoming labored. “I want you to say it, Olivia. Say what I want to hear when you come.”

Olivia opened her eyes, staring at him, her orgasm imminent.

Leaning down, Alexander brushed his lips against her neck. “Please, Olivia. I need to hear it.”

He moved inside her and almost immediately Alexander felt her tense up around him.

“I love you, Alex!” Olivia shouted as she came undone again, staring into Alexander’s eyes, her declaration of love sending him over the edge.

“I love you, too, Olivia!” he exclaimed, nuzzling her neck, nipping gently as he emptied inside her.

“Holy crap,” she said as Alexander lay on top of her, their breathing ragged.

“You can say that again, love,” he smirked.

“That was amazing.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed yourself, Miss Adler.”

“I’m pretty sure you enjoyed yourself there, too, dear.”

“You have no idea,” he growled, kissing her neck, rolling her onto her side. They lay in bed, staring into each other’s eyes.

“I love you, Olivia.”

Her heart swelled. “I love you, Alexander.”

He pulled her closer, her head nestled against his heart as she toyed with the little bit of chest hair that he had.

“You make me so happy,” she exhaled, enjoying the feeling of being in Alexander’s arms again.

She shot up. “Holy crap! I have to plan a wedding!”

Alexander pulled her back down. “That can wait. We don’t have to do anything big. Whatever you want.” He held her in his arms, listening to her breathing normalize as she drifted off to sleep.

He knew he was in deep now. She agreed to marry him. Would she ever forgive him if she found out who he really was? Could he really keep that from her? He wasn’t sure.

“I love you, Olibia,” he said, kissing her forehead. 




~~~~~~~~~~




LATE FRIDAY NIGHT, SIMON walked into Donovan’s office after his attorney indicated that it was okay to go in.

“Donovan, hi. Good to see you again,” he said awkwardly, extending his hand to the intimidating man in front of him.

Donovan looked up from an article he was reading on his laptop, ignoring Simon’s hand.

He nervously placed it in his pocket.

“Have a seat, Simon.”

He quickly sat down.

“I’m going to cut to the chase. I was hesitant to agree to your demands, but then I got to thinking that you could be rather useful. You see, Olivia knows you. You attacked her, which wasn’t the smartest thing you could have done.”

Simon looked down, embarrassed that he fucked up so bad with one simple job.

“But then you went to prison. We’re going to present you as a reformed prisoner. Someone who has gone through anger management and is now sober. Someone seeking redemption.”

Simon scrunched is eyebrows. “I don’t follow.”

“You will be compassionate, begging for Olivia’s forgiveness. Tell her it’s part of your therapy. At a point in the near future, we’ll be driving a wedge between her and Burnham. You see, he was a childhood friend of Olivia’s. He knows who she is and has kept that from her these past eight months. That little piece of information will tear her fucking world apart, allowing you to come back in and help her pick up the pieces of her shattered world. Earn her trust, Simon. Refrain from any sort of sexual relationship. Get the information and then…” He held his hand up, imitating a gun. “Bang bang.”




To Be Continued…
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A Note From The Author







Gorgeous Chaos is the third and final installment in my Beautiful Mess series. As with the first two books of the series, this book contains explicit sexual situations and strong language. In addition, there will be several scenes that contain graphic violence. I have spent hours making sure that I painted some of the violent situations these characters face in the book in a certain light without sacrificing the integrity of the story, and I hope I was able to reach a respectful balance. In particular, there are two scenes in which rape is alluded to, but not described in any detail at all, as I refuse to glorify a horrific crime in that manner. That being said, if you are particularly sensitive to arguably violent situations, proceed with caution. 

Approximately every two minutes, another woman is sexually assaulted in this country. If you have been a victim, there are resources available to you so that you do not have to go through the healing and recovery process alone. The Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network is one of the leading services out there today. If you ever need someone to talk to, you can always call them at 1.800.656.HOPE or find them online at www.rainn.org.

As always, thank you for your loyalty and for supporting me.













CHAPTER ONE

THANK YOU, MAMA







SUN FILTERED INTO THE elegant master bedroom, waking up Sarah Olivia Adler on a bright Saturday in March. Stretching, a smile spread across her face as she recalled the events of the previous night.

Alexander loved her, and she loved him. She was able to say those three words that had scared her most of her life. Her heart felt as if it would explode when the image flashed through her mind of Alexander dropping down on one knee, asking her to be his wife. It all made perfect sense. The dream she had all those months ago in Newport that scared her to death, causing her to flee, was suddenly clear. She firmly believed that her mama was sending her a message from wherever she was with that dream. Once Alexander sang that song, the song she remembered so well from her childhood, the song her mama was singing in her dream as she danced with the green-eyed boy, she knew it was meant to be. It was useless to fight it anymore.

“Thank you, Mama,” she whispered, glancing at the large diamond on her ring finger. Turning over, she reached her arm across the mattress, surprised when all she felt was the cold of the bed. Alexander wasn’t there.

Olivia glanced the clock on the nightstand to see it was almost noon and shot up. She couldn’t remember the last time she had slept the entire night and woken up so late. She grabbed Alexander’s white suit shirt that he had been wearing the night before and threw it on, remembering the first weekend she stayed with him and how turned on he got when she walked around wearing his clothes. She barely recognized the girl she was all those months ago, and she knew that she had Alexander to thank for finally breaking down her walls.

After pulling her wavy brown hair into a messy bun, she made her way downstairs, searching for her fiancé. An infectious smile crossed her face when she spotted him sitting at the breakfast bar, drinking his coffee and reading the newspaper. She sauntered up to him and kissed him full on the lips as he slinked his arm around her slender waist.

Moaning, Alexander closed his eyes, pulling her against his body, and slipped his hand under the shirt she wore. “I love the feel of your skin, Olivia,” he murmured.

Her eyes became aglow at his affectionate words and she curved toward him, her lips poised on his. “And I love it when you feel my skin, Alexander,” she replied, kissing him once more.

“You look hot,” he commented, his voice raspy and sexy. “I like you in my clothes. Coffee?” He ran a finger up and down Olivia’s spine, causing her to shiver before pulling back.

“I can get it. You sit.” She gave him a quick kiss on his neck and walked around the kitchen island. Grabbing a mug, she made herself a cup of coffee before returning to the breakfast bar and sitting next to him.

“So, there are a few things we should probably discuss.” His voice was firm as he turned to her with an austere expression on his face. 

“What’s that?” Olivia asked, raising her coffee mug to her lips.

“Have you spoken to my sister?” He lifted his eyebrows, as if already knowing what her response would most likely be.

She hid her eyes from him, recalling how she had spent the past several days since running out on him after he declared his love for her. “No, I’m sorry. I just kind of ignored life this week.”

He exhaled loudly. “I figured as much.” He took a sip of coffee. When he put his mug down, a stern look crossed his face, his vibrant green eyes intense.

Crap, Olivia thought to herself.

“Well, Simon was released from prison yesterday.”

“So, let me guess,” she said loudly, standing up from her barstool. “Now you’re going to assign an army to watch me? Is that what this is about, Alex?” She glared at him, her hands on her hips in irritation.

“Hey. Relax,” he responded, caressing her arm. “That’s not what this is about at all.” His eyes pleaded with her not to be upset.

She stared at him for several long moments before a small smile crossed her mouth. How could she stay mad at that adorable face? Her aggravation waning, she sat back down and waited for him to continue.

He raised his hand and pushed an errant curl that had fallen out of her bun behind her ear, gently brushing her forehead where her scar was. “I know I can be overbearing at times…”

“Ya’ think?” Olivia interrupted with a sarcastic tone.

“Don’t get fresh with me,” he growled into her ear. “Or I’ll teach that mouth of yours a lesson.”

His words sent a primal desire through her body. All she could do was stare at him with her mouth open, thinking how much she wanted him to teach her a lesson. Moisture pooled between her legs at the thought.

“I’m just trying to keep you safe, Olivia. That’s all,” he said, immediately switching from the passionate lover to the concerned fiancé. “I protect the people I care about who are important to me. That’s why I need to be in control…to keep everyone close to me safe. You’re the most important person in my life.” Grabbing her chin, he forced her to look him in the eyes to see the truth in his words. “If I’m overbearing at times, I apologize. I just want to make sure that nothing bad happens to you.”

“I’m sorry,” she responded, her voice husky. She wondered if Alexander would always have that effect on her. She loved how caring and compassionate he was. Guilt spread through her conscience for jumping down his throat about protecting her when all he was trying to do was keep her safe from someone who had a history of attacking her. She knew he had issues with control. She guessed it went back to his childhood when he lost his friend all those years ago. He had admitted how helpless he felt after her death.

“So, back to Simon.” He cleared his throat, releasing his grasp on her chin. She took a sip of her coffee and listened. “Like I said, he’s out of prison. You probably have a notice sitting in your mailbox about all of this. Anyway, the protective order has been lifted. He is free to contact you if he wants.”

She glanced at Alexander, his face weary.

“Do you understand what that means, love?”

“It’s just a piece of paper anyway, Alexander. Even if it hadn’t been lifted, it wouldn’t change anything. If he really wanted to see me, that protective order wasn’t going to stop him,” she said, withholding from him that Simon had already violated the protective order not even a week after he was arrested for attacking her back in August.

“You’re absolutely right. But I just wanted to warn you to be careful. We know this Mark Kiddish, or Donovan O’Laughlin, paid Simon’s attorney fees, but we have no idea if there’s more to the connection than that. We still don’t know what Kiddish could possibly want from you,” he lied.

“Should I be worried?” Olivia stared into his eyes, searching for the truth.

He debated telling her everything. He wanted to, but her father’s warning lay heavy on his heart…and his mind. What if Jack was right? What if her lack of memory was the only thing that had kept her alive those past twenty-plus years?

“Let me worry about Simon. You just worry about planning a wedding.” He winked.

“Holy shit! I totally forgot about that.”

Alexander stared at her, aghast.

“Don’t give me that look. I’m still trying to get my head around the fact that I’m getting married!” She bounced up and down on her barstool, excitement oozing from her infectious grin.

Alexander couldn’t help but smile at her in return. “I can’t wait until you have my last name, Olivia,” he said softly, grabbing her hand and gently kissing her knuckles.

She was instantly reminded of the night that she met him. An awareness of complete euphoria washed over her from Alexander’s sensual words and presence, and she truly believed that running into him outside her office building was the best thing to ever happen to her.

A loud ringing echoed, breaking their moment. Alexander glanced down at his cell phone and let out a short sigh. “Sorry, love. It’s my mom. I should probably tell her I’m getting married, if she doesn’t already know.” He slid off the barstool and answered the phone. “Good morning, Ma.”

“Is it true?” Colleen Burnham asked excitedly. “I was watching the news this morning and they’re reporting that you’re rumored to be engaged, darling.”

Alexander laughed. “Yes, Ma. I asked Olivia to marry me last night.”

“Oh, Alex.” She squealed out in joy. “I’m so happy for you. Gosh, after all these years. Who would have thought? Is she there? May I speak with her?”

“Mom…”

“Alex. Don’t worry. I won’t say anything, I promise. But you need to before it’s too late and you lose her again,” she scolded before softening her voice. “I just want to talk to her about the wedding…girl stuff.”

“Fine.” Alexander handed the phone to Olivia. “It’s my mom. She wants to speak with you.”

She sent him a questioning look.

Don’t worry, he mouthed.

Smiling, she took the phone. “Mrs. Burnham?”

“Good morning, Olivia, dear. And please, call me Colleen.”

“Sorry. Colleen.”

“I just wanted to offer you my congratulations on your engagement, darling.”

“Thank you. It still hasn’t really sunk in.”

“I’m sure it will take a bit. Anyway, I wanted to invite you and Alex over to the house this evening for a little family get together. The reason I’m asking you is because he’ll shoot me down right away. He likes to keep you for himself. Selfish bastard.”

Olivia laughed. That sounded like Alexander.

“You’re going to become a member of our family,” Colleen continued. “And I’d like to introduce you to everyone.”

“I’d love to, Colleen. That sounds wonderful.” Olivia couldn’t believe the words that came out of her mouth. Just a week ago, she was scared to meet Alexander’s mother. Now, she was agreeing to a family gathering.

Alexander studied Olivia, raising his eyebrows in an inquisitive manner. Family dinner at your mom’s, she mouthed. He held out his hand for the phone. She responded by raising her finger, indicating that he would have to hold on.

“I’m looking forward to seeing you and the rock I heard about on television this morning.”

Olivia held her hand in front of her and admired her new piece of jewelry. “Your son does have excellent taste.”

“I taught him well. Please put Alex back on and I’ll see you this evening.”

“I look forward to it,” she replied before returning the phone to Alexander.

“Mother, what do you think you’re doing?” he seethed, his teeth clenched.

“Oh, nothing, dear. Just having a little family get together this evening at the house. Don’t worry. Mrs. Carlson is helping me prepare it and rid it of anything ‘Olivia-related’.”

Alexander let out a long breath, worried that being back in Mystic could trigger memories about her past…a past that could kill her. “I’m not going to win this fight with you, am I?”

“Not a chance. See you tonight.”

Shaking his head in defeat, Alexander faced Olivia. “Well, you better pack a bag, love. We’re heading to Connecticut for the evening.”

She gasped. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize your mother lived in Connecticut! I would have spoken with you first if I had known. She made it sound as if she was close by, or maybe I just assumed she was.”

Alexander chuckled. “She can be a bit deceiving at times. I think that’s where I get it from.”













CHAPTER TWO

THE DEATH OF ME







THE AIR WAS THICK with tension as Alexander drove with Olivia from Boston toward Connecticut that afternoon. Glancing at the man she was going to marry, Olivia couldn’t help but notice his rigid and taut stature, as if he was uptight about the party that evening.

“I’m looking forward to seeing where you grew up,” she said, breaking the strained silence.

“Are you sure you’re okay with this? We can go back if you want to.” Alexander met her eyes briefly, a nervous expression drawn on his face.

She reached across the car and grabbed his hand. “I’m fine with it,” she reassured him. “Are you going to be okay being there? I know it’s difficult for you…” She trailed off, looking out the window at the rolling green hills. She should have known that it would be painful for him to be in a place where he would be surrounded by constant reminders of the friend he lost when he was just a young child.

“It’s okay. I’m fine with it. Ever since I met you, it’s been much easier for me to deal with the memories.” He squeezed her hand and gave her a comforting look before returning his eyes to the road.

Over the last several months, he had been able to confront his memories but, in turn, was constantly forced to hide information from the girl sitting next to him. He had to remind himself that it was necessary to keep those secrets from her. It was the only way he could protect his Olivia.

Before long, he maneuvered his Maserati off the freeway and onto the main road through Mystic. Olivia took in her surroundings as they made their way toward the downtown area, driving past the train station. She furrowed her brow.

“Penny for your thoughts?” he asked with a hint of apprehension upon noticing her expression.

“This place looks familiar,” she replied as they drove over the drawbridge, passing Alexander’s favorite ice cream shop.

“It’s a fairly popular place in Connecticut and New England, really. There’s a lot of maritime history here. In fact, at one time, the house I grew up in belonged to a sea captain. I was obsessed with boats and ships when I was younger. Maybe that’s why I wanted to go into the navy so badly.”

“No. I don’t ever remember visiting here,” she said quietly, her eyes still glued to all the old buildings. “But it just seems familiar.” Olivia stared as they drove down Main Street, searching her brain for a memory that wouldn’t come.

Within a few minutes, Alexander pulled his car into the long driveway of his house overlooking the Mystic River, worried that being back inside his home would stir even stronger memories. He wanted to throttle his mother for her hair-brained notion that it was a good idea to bring Olivia back here.

“This is where you grew up?” Olivia asked, astonished at the breathtaking large white house with a wrap-around porch. “It’s beautiful, Alexander.” She got out of the car, gazing over the river at a tall ship docked on the opposite side of the bank. “What a view.”

Alexander stared at her, relieved that perhaps she truly had no memory of her childhood. She grew up just a few houses down from him and had the same view. She practically lived at Alexander’s house most of the time, and yet she acted as if it was the first time she had ever laid eyes on the river…and the house.

Starting to relax, he pulled her into his arms. “If you’re good, I’ll take you down the street and buy you some ice cream later.” He swatted her ass, making her jump, before leading her up the driveway and into the house. She followed him down a long hallway, past several formal living rooms and an ornate dining room, and into the kitchen.

“Olivia, darling,” Colleen said, embracing her as she entered the open, modern room. “It’s wonderful to see you. I’m so glad that you dragged my son here.” She pulled back, winking. “Alex, please take your things upstairs while your fiancée and I have a little chat.”

“Mom…”

“Hush. I don’t bite, dear.”

Alexander rolled his eyes and carried their bags up the stairs to his room.

“Now, dear, let me see the ring,” Colleen said, turning back to Olivia.

She held out her hand.

“Oh, my,” she exhaled, holding Olivia’s hand up to her eyes for a closer inspection. “That is beautiful. I wonder if he picked it out himself.”

“Based on his closet at home, I’d guess so. He does have fantastic taste in clothes.”

Colleen laughed. “He absolutely does. I guess that’s what happens when you grow up with mostly women as influences.”

“Stop talking about me, you two,” Alexander joked, making his way back downstairs after scanning the walls to ensure that his mother had done a thorough enough job of ridding the house of anything ‘Olivia-related’.

“Well, listen. Why don’t you both relax for a while? People won’t start to arrive until seven, so you’ve got plenty of time to go for a walk or whatever you want. It’s finally supposed to be such a nice evening so I had everything set up out back.”

“Ma, who all is coming?” Alexander glared at his mother. She loved to throw a party.

“Oh, you know. Family.”

Alexander walked toward the back door, gazing at their expansive backyard to see that it was set up for roughly a hundred guests.

“Mom, this is not a small little get together.”

“We have a large family. Now out with you two so I can finish getting everything ready.”

Alexander glimpsed at Olivia, a look of panic across her face. “Come with me, gorgeous.” He pulled her hand and led her out of the house. “Want to go for a walk?”

Olivia nodded, needing a minute to calm her nerves.

“I’m sorry about all of this,” Alexander said, clutching her hand as they walked along the river toward downtown Mystic on the warm early spring day.

“It’s okay,” she replied nervously, letting out the breath that she had been holding. “I know that I need to get used to it. I just grew up with no family. My uncle was the only family I really had.” She looked down at her hand enclosed in his as she savored the warmth of his skin on hers, feeling comfort in the innocent contact.

“Were you close to him?” He was desperate for more information about his father’s secret life.

“It’s hard to say.” She hadn’t thought about her younger years in quite a long time. “He was my legal guardian, but I really only saw him during summers. He had a house on Folly Beach right outside of Charleston, and we would spend our summers there, but he always seemed somewhat distant. Mom died leaving me a fortune, as you know, and when I was younger, he hired a nanny to take care of me.”

“Sorry…”

“It’s okay,” Olivia said, shrugging. “I guess I was better off than a lot of girls I was in school with. Most of them were sent to the boarding school so their parents could travel and not be saddled with dealing with their kids. At least I had no parents. I guess the hardest part was around the holidays.”

“How so?”

“Well, even though all the other girls’ parents dumped them at some school so they didn’t have to actually care for them, at least they got presents and cards. I was the only one who never got anything. My nanny would sometimes send me a small little something, but when you’re a little kid and you see everyone else around you opening gifts and you don’t have anything to open, it’s difficult. You start to think that nobody loves you enough to remember to send you a gift for Christmas or even your birthday.”

“Fuck…” Alexander muttered under his breath, wondering why his father would agree to look after her and then practically ignore her.

Olivia glanced at him as they strolled along the riverbank past rows of historic homes. “Tell me about it.”

They walked in silence for a moment. “I had some pretty good friends there, especially in middle school and high school.” The corners of her mouth turned slightly upwards. “We used to get in so much trouble together.”

Alexander listened as she recalled her younger years, wishing he had known her during that time in her life. Maybe both of their lives would have turned out differently. Then again, if she hadn’t been taken from him, maybe they would have eventually grown apart, as childhood friends often do. He shuddered at the thought of not having her in his life.

“As the years went on, I spent more and more time at the school,” Olivia continued, bringing him back from his thoughts. “My uncle was hesitant at first. He could be overbearing at times.” She tilted her head to peer at Alexander with a playful expression. “You probably would have gotten along wonderfully. You remind me of him a little bit.”

His breath caught and his eyes met hers, silently questioning her.

“You know. You’re both rather protective of me,” she explained. “It’s cute and all, but you do realize that I’m an adult, right, Alex?”

“Of course I do,” he responded, bringing her hand to his mouth and placing a gentle kiss on her knuckles. “But I just have this deep-seated need to look out for you and keep you safe.”

She opened her mouth to say something and then closed it, not wanting to argue after they were getting along so well. “Anyway, my uncle finally relented and allowed me to stay at school during the holidays so I could participate in sports and theater and other stuff. Of course, before he agreed to that, he made sure the security in place during regular sessions was exactly the same. He was just as paranoid as you.” She winked.

There was more silence as they turned onto Main Street. Olivia took in the narrow street with the drawbridge, everything seeming eerily familiar to her. “There’s an oyster place over the bridge, isn’t there?”

Alexander stopped in his tracks, causing several tourists to almost bump into him before they maneuvered around him, cursing underneath their breath. “How do you know that?” He met her gaze and swallowed hard.

“I have no idea.” She blanched. “That seems to be happening a lot lately…as if I had been to certain places before, you know, the accident.”

He continued walking with Olivia by his side, hoping her surroundings didn’t stir any more memories. “Do you recall anything about your life before the accident?”

“Not really. I guess my brain just forgot everything. My uncle told me that I couldn’t even remember my name due to the head injury I had suffered. The doctors hoped that I would get my memory back once I returned to my regular life and went home, but I guess Charleston didn’t hold any memories for me because nothing ever came back.”

“That’s kind of depressing.”

“Well, I’ve got the cure for that,” Olivia said, eyeing the ice cream shop adjacent to the drawbridge. “Ice cream!”

Alexander laughed. “Okay. You got it, love.” He pulled her along, skirting by tourists exploring the shops in downtown Mystic.

They walked through the front door of the relatively empty shop, making their way to the counter to order. “What’ll it be, Olivia?”

She absorbed her surroundings. The store looked familiar, just like the rest of the town. “Scoop of strawberry, scoop of rocky road with pineapples on top,” she replied without even thinking about it.

“Are you serious?” Alexander asked with a blank expression.

“Yeah. I don’t know why I’m ordering that. I don’t think I’ve ever had it, but something about this place makes it seem like the right decision.”

“Okay. You got it.” He placed their order and handed her the bowl full of ice cream.

“Is that a park across the street?” she asked, sticking a spoon in her frozen treat.

“Yes. Do you want to go sit over there?”

Her eyes widened. “Yes, please,” she responded excitedly. “We can watch the boats come by.”

Alexander stilled again, thinking that bringing Olivia to Mystic was probably the worst idea his mother had ever come up with. He remembered doing the same exact thing with her when they were growing up. It didn’t help that he had ordered what he always did when he and Olivia were kids – vanilla with cherries on top.

“Are you coming?” Olivia asked, holding the door open for him.

He snapped out of his memories. “Yes. Sorry.” He walked behind her, checking out her tall, slender body from behind as they made their way across the drawbridge.

She glimpsed over her shoulder and shivered from the primal stare Alexander gave her. “See something you like, Mr. Burnham?” She winked.

“I see something I love, Miss Adler.” He slinked his arm around her waist and planted an affectionate kiss on her temple as they walked across the street to the park and sat down on a bench, looking out over the river.

“It’s so peaceful here,” Olivia remarked, enjoying the feeling of the light breeze on her skin. “I think I would have enjoyed living here as a child. There must have been so much to do.”

“It was a good place to grow up.” Alexander recalled spending nearly every day with Olivia. He remembered how she cried when he got to start school, but she was still too young. He smiled, thinking how her eyes lit up when he stopped by her house after that first day and told her all about it.

She had been coloring with her mother and she excitedly ran into her playroom, handing him a piece of construction paper with a drawing on it. It was supposed to be of the two of them sitting on a bench at the park eating ice cream. He wondered if he still had that somewhere at his house.

“And, I mean, what kid wouldn’t love living right down the street from an ice cream shop!” Olivia brought him back from his memories as she took another bite, moaning with pleasure.

Alexander glanced at her, leaning into her neck. “You better stop with that or I’m going to throw you on the ground and have my way with you, and I don’t care who’s around to watch,” he growled, his voice husky.

Olivia’s spine straightened, her eyes growing wide. She met Alexander’s gaze, the heat emanating from it palpable. She swallowed hard. “That’s pretty fucking hot.” She grabbed another spoonful of ice cream, brought it to her lips, opened her mouth slightly, and took a bite while Alexander watched her, his expression intense. Closing her eyes, she moaned again as she slowly slid the spoon out of her mouth.

“Do you want me to fuck you, Olivia?” he whispered in her ear.

She opened her eyes to see Alexander looking at her with a hooded stare. “Yes,” she exhaled.

Grabbing her hair, he forced her head back to expose her neck. “Yes, what?”

Olivia’s blood spiked. She loved playing his little game. “Yes, Mr. Burnham.”

“That’s better.” He stood up, clutching her hand. “Let’s get home.” He pulled her down Main Street. The short walk back to the house seemed to take an eternity.

“Oh, you’re back,” Colleen said, spotting Alexander and Olivia as they practically ran through the front door.

“Yes. We’re back. Olivia wants to lie down. See you soon, Ma,” Alexander replied quickly, rushing through the living room in the direction of the staircase.

“Okay. Go easy, kids. That bed isn’t nearly as sturdy as it used to be.”

Olivia stopped dead in her tracks on the stairs and turned to look at Alexander, her face bright red. A wicked grin spread across his face and he couldn’t help but laugh.

“I used to be your age once, too, ya’ know!” she explained.

Olivia gawked at Colleen, speechless.

“Come on, love,” Alexander said, still laughing. Picking her up, he slung her over his shoulder, making her squeal with excitement when he playfully smacked her ass.

He opened the door to his childhood bedroom, thankful his mother and Mrs. Carlson had taken down all the photos he had of him when he was a boy. Placing Olivia on her feet, he sat on the edge of the bed, glaring at her with a lustful expression. “Strip,” he ordered.

Fuck, this is hot, she thought to herself as her eyes roamed his beautiful body. She met his stare and slowly unbuttoned her jeans, taking her time lowering them to the floor, her eyes never leaving his.

“Are you trying to be a tease, Olivia?” he asked sternly. “I am not a patient man. I said strip. Now.”

The tone of his voice made her heart race even faster. She lifted her shirt over her head before quickly removing her bra and panties.

“That’s better,” he said, crossing his arms in front of his chest.

Olivia gaped at the muscular biceps threatening to bust the seams of his t-shirt. 

“Now, getting back to our conversation in the park,” he said, bringing her back from her thoughts about his gorgeous frame. “Do you want me to fuck you?” He surveyed her naked body as she stood in front of him, her engagement ring the only item she wore. He felt a twitch in his pants.

“Yes, Mr. Burnham,” she replied quietly.

“Ask me, then,” he ordered, his voice full of hunger and yearning. Reaching out, he grabbed her hips, pulling her closer. He planted kisses across her stomach before lowering his head, licking between her legs.

“Fuck,” Olivia breathed out when Alexander stopped a few seconds later.

“I said ask me, Olivia.” He looked up at her, gently plunging a finger inside of her.

She squirmed in response. “Will you fuck me, Mr. Burnham?” she exhaled, the sensation of just one finger inside of her too much.

Standing up, Alexander rid himself of his clothes in a hurry. He walked up behind her, brushed her hair to one side, and kissed her exposed neck. “Hold on to the bedpost and lean over, love.” His voice was gentle and soft.

Olivia still marveled at the dichotomy of the man she had fallen in love with. Sex was always different, no matter how many times they did it. She walked over to the bedpost and placed her hands on it, bending over, using the frame to support her body.

“You should see the view I have right now,” he commented, curving toward her, his lips warm against her neck. Olivia looked over her shoulder as he softly caressed her ass, setting her body on fire from the anticipation. “It’s hot.” He gently eased himself into her, filling her completely.

Her eyes widened, the sensation of Alexander slowly pushing into her from behind overwhelming her once more.

“You like that, Olivia?” he asked, withdrawing before entering her again.

She closed her eyes, reveling in the electricity coursing through her veins from his gentle motion.

“I asked you a question, Olivia.” He grabbed on to her hips and leaned down once more. “And I expect an answer,” he growled into her ear.

“Yes,” she exhaled as he continued his deliberate movements.

“I know that I always say this, but you feel so damn good,” he grunted. She met his rhythm thrust for thrust, her breathing becoming erratic as she fought against her orgasm.

“Do you like it slow like this, or do you want it fast?”

She moaned, not wanting to answer. She was ready to fall apart from the gentle pace Alexander was maintaining. She couldn’t even imagine what would happen if he picked up the tempo. She thought she would explode. “Slow, Alexander. Please,” she begged.

“And why’s that, Olivia? Are you ready to come already?” He dragged his tongue across her shoulder blade. “Is my cock too much for you to handle?” he whispered against her skin.

She remained speechless, convinced that Alexander could make her come from his words alone.

“Well, Olivia,” Alexander said, his voice demanding. “Is it?”

“No,” she responded.

“No, what?” he growled, pulling her hair back and gradually increasing the pace.

“No, Mr. Burnham,” she exhaled, her voice barely above a whisper. She knew her orgasm was imminent. She felt as if she was wound tighter than she could remember in all her years, and she didn’t know why or how that could even be possible.

“We’ll see about that. I have a feeling my cock is more than you can handle, Olivia. You always come so quickly when I start driving into you. Don’t you?” he commented.

She could hear the smile in the tone of his voice. Her heart began to race, not wanting to respond to him. She knew it was absolutely true. Alexander completed her in more ways than one.

“Well, if you’re not going to answer, we’ll just have to test my theory.” He immediately began plunging into her at a punishing pace.

“Fuck!” Olivia screamed out, her body trembling as her orgasm overtook her, waves of ecstasy rolling through her core.

“Holy shit!” Alexander thrust into her faster, turned on by her shaking body underneath him. He soon found his own release, screaming out Olivia’s name, forgetting that his mother was just down the stairs and could probably hear everything they were doing.

Once their breathing began to slow, he placed his hand over her stomach and helped lower her onto the bed. She lay on her back, utterly spent. She turned her head to see Alexander in the same position. “Sex with you is always fucking fantastic,” she said, smiling, her body still tingling from her orgasm.

Alexander was still breathing heavy as a sly grin crept across his face. “It absolutely is.” They both stared at the ceiling for several long minutes, trying to get their breathing under control.

“Hey, Olivia?” Alexander said, breaking the silence.

“Yeah?” She turned her head to look at him.

“Have I told you today how much I love you?”

She dragged her finger up and down his sculpted chest. “Yeah. But you can say it again.” She repositioned herself so she was lying on her side, propping herself up with her elbow. Alexander followed suit.

“I love you, Sarah Olivia Adler.” He ran his hand up and down the length of her body.

“I love you, too, Alexander Thomas Burnham,” she replied, pushing him onto his back and climbing on top of him. She placed her legs on either side of him and he could feel the warmth emanating from between them. He raised his eyebrows.

Olivia nodded before slowly lowering herself onto him, his erection hard again.

“You’re going to be the death of me, Olivia,” he growled as she started moving up and down, moaning.













CHAPTER THREE

LETTING HIM IN 







OLIVIA AWOKE FROM AN afternoon nap, admiring the beautiful man sleeping peacefully next to her. She glanced around the large bedroom, the duvet and several pillows thrown on the floor. A grin spread across her face, thinking about the amazing sex she had with Alexander just a few hours earlier. She pried herself out of his arms and went in search of a much-needed bathroom.

Grabbing her jeans and sweater, she threw them on before quietly walking over to the door, thankful when it didn’t creak and wake up Alexander. After finding a bathroom, she went to see if his mother needed any help getting things ready for that evening.

The house was eerily quiet as she walked down the stairs searching for Colleen. “They must all be outside,” she said to herself. She headed in the direction of the back door, when a room off the hallway caught her eye. She stopped dead in her tracks, a memory rushing back. Her fifth birthday. Her mama had made her a cake in the shape of a Care Bear. She could have sworn she remembered her mama and the green-eyed boy from the dream sitting beside her in that very room, singing to her as she blew out the candles on that cake.

Turning, she headed toward the ornate dining room, the table and chairs all covered with sheets. Walking around the room, she felt as if she had been there before, but that was impossible. She hadn’t even known Alexander for a year and this was the first time he invited her home with him. Still, the smell and sounds surrounding her were strangely familiar.

She scanned the walls and her eyes settled on a large picture frame covered with a white sheet. The other portraits weren’t hidden. Curious, she slowly made her way to the center of the room where the enormous frame hung. She gingerly began to raise the sheet, wondering what was underneath.

“Olivia, dear! There you are!” Colleen called out, startling her.

She jumped, placing her hand over her chest. “Colleen. I’m sorry. I came downstairs to see if you needed any help, and I guess I got a little sidetracked.” She shrugged her shoulders, feeling guilty that she was caught snooping around.

Colleen walked over to Olivia and placed her hands on her shoulders, trying to lead her out of the room. “I understand. It happens to the best of us.”

“Colleen,” Olivia said, raising her voice. “Why is that portrait covered up?”

She opened her mouth, pausing as if collecting her thoughts. Olivia kept her eyes glued to hers, her heart rate picking up speed with each passing second.

“I’m sorry, Olivia,” Colleen said finally. “It’s just that whenever Alexander comes home, I try to rid the house of any memories of…”

“Oh,” she said, understanding. “I should have known.” She turned to head back upstairs, her shoulders slightly dropping.

“Olivia, dear!” Colleen called out.

She stopped and faced her.

“He loves you very much. I’ve never seen him so happy in all his life, even when he was a little boy.” She smiled before retreating back outside, leaving Olivia alone with her thoughts about Alexander and why the dining room in that house brought back memories of her fifth birthday.




~~~~~~~~~~




“LIBBY, LIBBY, LIBBY!” KIERA shouted, running up to her as she stood underneath a string of Chinese lanterns in Alexander’s large backyard.

Olivia couldn’t believe her eyes when she walked outside that evening. The transformation was remarkable, particularly after such short notice. White party lights were strung all across the lawn, casting a subtle glow on the backyard. Tables and chairs were set up, but most of the guests milled about socializing with each other as servers walked through with trays of hors d’oeuvres. Olivia was shocked that Alexander’s mother could pull something like that off in a few short hours. But she was even more surprised to see Kiera walk in with Mo and the rest of the guys in the band, followed by Melanie and Bridget.

“Oh, my god! What are you guys doing here?!” She looked at her friends and then at Alexander.

“I called Kiera while you were in the shower before we left Boston,” he explained. “I figured it would be nice for you to have a few familiar faces here.”

Olivia leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you. You’re the best boyfriend ever!”

“He’s not your boyfriend anymore!” Kiera exclaimed, her green eyes brimming with enthusiasm.

She laughed. “That’s right! I’m never going to get used to that.”

“Guys,” Alexander interrupted, directing his attention to Mo and the rest of the band. “You can set up your gear over on the stage. You can play for five minutes or five hours. Doesn’t matter to me. Just enjoy yourselves.”

Olivia looked at Alexander again, noticing a make-shift stage set up that she hadn’t seen earlier.

“They asked if they could play at the party tonight. My mother was thrilled I was able to find a band at the last minute.” He winked.

Over the next hour, Olivia clung to Alexander’s arm as he introduced her to his relatives, as well as several family friends. A few people seemed to look at her awkwardly and she couldn’t the feeling that he wasn’t being entirely truthful about something. She had thought they were past that but, now, she wasn’t too sure.

“Come on, Libby,” Kiera said, waking Olivia from her unsettled thoughts. “Let’s go dance. I’m stealing your girl, Alex.” 

“Enjoy it while you can, Kiera!” Alexander replied, brushing his lips against Olivia’s temple before Kiera dragged her away.

They made their way through the party guests mingling on the enormous lawn, soon finding Melanie and Bridget. Kiera pulled her deep red hair back and started to move to the rhythm of an Allen Stone tune the guys were playing, the rest of the girls soon joining in.

“So, I’m thinking bachelorette in Vegas. You game?” Kiera asked above the music.

“We haven’t even set a date yet. It still hasn’t sunk in that I’m getting married.”

“Oh!” Melanie squealed. “I’m just so excited!” The tall, skinny blonde jumped up and down animatedly.

“And don’t even say you’re picking someone else for your Maid of Honor because I’ll make a scene right here in front of everyone,” Kiera joked.

“Of course I want you to be my Maid of Honor,” she responded. “I think I’m going to keep the wedding party small, though. Just you, Bridget, and Melanie.” She smiled affectionately at her other two best friends who were brimming with enthusiasm. “I’m not really close to anyone else. Well, not close enough that I’d want them standing by my side on the most important day of my life.”

“Awww, Libby.” Kiera hugged her, nearly spilling both of their drinks. “I love you, too.”

“So, what’s the deal with you and Tyler?” Olivia asked Melanie, wanting to change the subject. She nodded toward a tall, muscular, dark-haired man with strikingly similar features as Alexander as he stood by the bar, discreetly checking out Melanie.

“Oh, when they’re together, he can’t keep his eyes off her,” Bridget explained, grinning. “But neither one of them will make the first move and ask the other one out.”

“Shut up, guys! He’s just so flippin’ hot!” Melanie protested.

“Mel!” Kiera shouted. “So are you. He’s probably intimidated. Make the first move. Sometimes you have to. I had to make the first move with Jack!”

Bridget looked at Kiera, questioning. 

“Oh, I mean Mo, but Libby’s the only one who calls him that. Well, I guess now you guys, too.” Kiera rolled her eyes.

“Come on, Mel. Go talk to him,” Olivia urged, nudging her friend toward the bar.

“If you don’t, I’ll drag him over here so you have to talk to him,” Kiera added.

“Fine. Fine. I’m going.” She stormed off and the girls giggled a little as they watched her nervously interact with Tyler.

Olivia continued to dance the night away with her friends, thinking how drastically different her life seemed from just twenty-four hours ago. Every so often, she would find Alexander in deep conversation with an old friend or neighbor, but their eyes would always meet. No matter who he was talking to, he always seemed to keep an eye on her. For once, she was happy about that. She felt truly loved.

“Thanks everyone,” Mo said into the microphone after playing for a few hours. “Can I just get your attention, please?”

Servers filtered through the backyard, carrying trays of champagne and distributing them. Alexander slinked up next to her, and snaked his arm around her waist.

“Miss me, love?” he asked in a low voice with a twinkle in his eye.

“Of course,” she responded, planting a gentle kiss on his lips. “How did your mother put this together today?”

“You have no idea how easy it is to do something like this if you’re willing to throw money at people,” he explained. “And my darling mother can be very persuasive.”

“I see that.”

Alexander grabbed two glasses of champagne, handing one to her before they turned their attention back to the stage.

“We’re all here to celebrate the engagement of my good friend, Olivia Adler, to Alexander Burnham,” Mo continued. “I’ve known Livvy since she was a freshman at Boston College and, to be honest, I never thought I would see this day. Livvy’s not the easiest person to get along with.”

Olivia pinched Kiera, her face turning red as she listened to the crowd roar with laughter. “He better not think this is a fucking roast,” she hissed quietly.

“He wouldn’t. Don’t worry.” She gave her a reassuring look.

“Olivia was always sort of an enigma when she was in college,” Mo reminisced. “She worked as a bartender at this bar called Scotch, where we all had the pleasure of meeting her. Guys would fawn over her and she would send them packing with their proverbial tails between their legs, never letting anyone get close to her.

“But, eventually, she let me and Kiera in and, of course, the rest of the band here. Although we may all have had our disagreements in the past, that doesn’t mean we love each other any less.”

Olivia listened to his words and didn’t cringe when he said the word “love”. She finally realized that she had begun to love people again. She loved Kiera and Mo, and she loved Alexander more than she thought her heart was capable of. Love no longer scared her.

“Something changed in Olivia after she met Alex,” Mo said, his eyes meeting with Olivia’s as she stood in Alexander’s embrace. “She lost some of her edge, in a good way. She slowly began to let him into her life, and she finally realized how truly special it is when you find your soul mate.” He raised his champagne glass. “I’m so happy for you, baby girl.” He faced the audience. “To Alexander and Olivia!”

Everyone raised their glasses, toasting the couple.

Alexander peered down at Olivia, a serenity about him. “Thank you for letting me in, Olivia.” His lips met hers, coaxing her mouth open, the taste of champagne making her tongue taste sweet.

“I love you, Mr. Burnham,” she responded, surprised at how easy it was to say those three words over and over again. She never wanted to stop telling Alexander how much she loved him.

Noticing her empty glass, Alexander asked, “Looks like you’re empty. Refill?”

“Yes, please.”

“You got it. Be back in a second.” He kissed her neck before heading across the lawn, surprised to be met with jealous eyes as he approached the bar.

“Adele. What are you doing here?” he asked nervously.

“Your mother invited my parents. I found out about your little engagement and left Boston to get here to celebrate with you, Alex, dear,” she responded, placing her hand on his arm.

He took a step back, cringing from her touch. “Why are you really here?” he demanded.

“No reason,” she replied rather nonchalantly. “Just wanted to offer my congratulations to you and your bride-to-be.”

“Well, you’ve done it. So please leave,” Alexander growled.

“I understand, Alex,” Adele responded, her confident stature shrinking.

“Adele, I appreciate you coming.” He sighed, running his hand through his hair. He didn’t know what to make of her somewhat duplicitous behavior. “But there’s too much bad blood between you and Olivia, and I’m here to look out for her,” he said softly.

She shot daggers at him and took a step closer. “Making up for lost time, Alex?”

He straightened his spine and took a step back. “What are you talking about, Adele?”

“Oh, nothing. Imagine how little Olivia will react when she finds out you’ve been keeping secrets from her.”

The tension building, his heart thumped in his chest, his face becoming heated from her insinuation.

“I know, Alexander,” she spat out, answering the question that was so clearly written on his face. “I know she’s your Olivia and that you’ve been keeping that secret from her. Do you think you can keep it from her forever?”

He gaped at her, dumbfounded as he formulated a response. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath. “How did you find out?” he asked quietly.

Adele’s voice softened. “Alex, I knew she looked familiar. Granted, it’s been over twenty-one years, but the similarities were too much,” she lied, placing her hand on his arm. A compassionate look crossing her face, she continued, “Do the right thing before it’s too late. I’ll keep it to myself for now, but I can’t guarantee that I’ll remain quiet forever.”

He hung his head low. “I know, Adele. Just give me some time. She needs to know.”

She walked away, smiling. She knew him well. He would keep his secret from Olivia as long as he could. He couldn’t bear to lose her, and telling her would make her run. Hell, it would make any woman furious to know that they had been lied to, and that’s what Adele was counting on.

When she received that phone call earlier in the day, she thought the man on the other end was full of shit when he said the woman Alexander was now engaged to was Olivia DeLuca. But he had just confirmed that it was true and that he was aware of her real identity. Adele had no idea why the man on the other end of the phone was concerned with Olivia’s true identity and she didn’t really care. As long as she got her money once Olivia found out about her past, she was fine with whatever was going on.













CHAPTER FOUR

STARTING NOW 







“DO YOU EVER THINK you’ll move all your things into my place?” Alexander asked one warm evening in early May as they enjoyed a relaxing dinner out on his balcony. Since their engagement party several weeks ago, Olivia and Alexander attempted to adjust to the change in their relationship. Both had been so fiercely independent for the majority of their adult lives that it took time to acclimate to their new living arrangement…an arrangement Olivia was still having trouble with.

“Alexander, we’ve already discussed this. Every day. It’s just taking me some time to adjust.” She looked down at her plate, slowly losing her appetite.

“I know, love, and I’m trying to be patient. I understand this isn’t easy for you, but we’ve been engaged for over a month and you’ve refused to agree on a date or move the rest of your stuff over here. What’s really going on?” He met her eyes and softened his expression. “Are you having second thoughts?”

“No!” she said forcefully. “Of course not.” She lowered her voice. “I love you, Alexander, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

“Damn it, Olivia! Then why don’t we start the rest of our lives now? Please?” He stood up and walked the short distance to the other side of the table, kneeling in front of her and grabbing her hands. “I want to wake up to your beautiful smile every morning. I want to feel your body next to me as I fall asleep every night. I want to finally experience all those little quirks of yours. The way you take one last look in the mirror when you’re getting ready. You simply sigh and shrug your shoulders, and it’s the cutest thing I’ve ever seen. And I want to see that every single day for the rest of my life, Olivia. I know you like your space and that you’ve been on your own for as long as you can remember. I know this is going to take some adjusting, on both our parts, but we’ll work through those things. Together.”

Olivia studied the man kneeling in front of her, a sincere expression etched on his strong face. At that moment, he looked so vulnerable and a wave of guilt washed over her for making him doubt her devotion to him.

“Fine.” Her lips turned into a crooked smile. “But where am I going to fit all of my shoes?”

Alexander laughed, pulling her into his arms. “I’ll have a closet built just for your shoes, love.”

She giggled, butterflies swimming around her stomach. After all this time, she was surprised that he could still give her those butterflies. She recalled her mama’s words when she was just a small child, telling her that she’d know when she was in love by the constant butterflies. That’s how she knew he was the only man for her.

“I love you so much, Alexander.” She planted a soft kiss on his lips.

“I will never tire of hearing you say that,” he remarked before standing up and returning to his seat to finish his meal.

“About a date…” Olivia took a sip of her chardonnay, nervous to be discussing plans for her upcoming wedding.

“Yes? Have you given any thought to what I suggested?” he asked.

“Actually, I have and, well… I just want to make sure this is something you want to do. Get married then, I mean.”

“Of course it is. I wouldn’t have suggested it if I wasn’t serious about it,” he replied firmly.

“It’s just…” She trailed off, looking down at her fingers fidgeting in her lap. “I know how difficult that day is for you, and I want to make sure you only have happy memories of our wedding day.”

“Olivia, look at me.” His voice was forceful and demanding.

She snapped her head up to see him smiling at her, his expression a stark contradiction to his commanding tone. “Darling,” he started, his voice serene once more. “That’s exactly why I want to do this. I didn’t realize it, but my life didn’t truly begin until I met you. Marrying you on that day will erase any bad memories from early on. I need to close this chapter in my life, and start a new one.” He reached across the table and grabbed her hand. “With you.”

His words sent Olivia’s heart soaring. She loved how passionate he could be at times. She still couldn’t believe how far they had come from their first meeting when he whispered in her ear, “People only have to call me Mr. Burnham in the bedroom.”

“So what do you think?” he asked, interrupting her thoughts of Alexander in the bedroom.

“Okay. August twenty-fourth it is then.” She smiled. Up until that moment, it hadn’t sunk in that she was going to marry Alexander. Now, with a date, it all began to feel real, and she couldn’t be happier.

“Good.” He thought it was fitting, marrying the girl who was taken from him on the exact date twenty-two years later.

“That’s less than four months away,” Olivia remarked, staring out over the boats on the waterfront as a gentle breeze blew. “I guess I better find a dress.” She dreaded the thought of going to bridal shops with the hopes of finding the perfect wedding dress. She immediately considered asking Alexander to elope.

“You could show up naked and I wouldn’t care.” He raised his eyebrows and gave her a devilish grin.

“Of course you wouldn’t.” She giggled.

“God, angel, all these months and I still love the sound of your laughter,” he said, making her blush. “Now, where would you like to get married? Any idea?”

“At a casino in Vegas,” she muttered under her breath, looking toward the sliding glass door. She laughed at the sight of Runner standing there, begging for table scraps from the other side of the glass.

Alexander grabbed her hand across the table again, getting her attention. “Olivia, if that’s what you want, I’ll support it. I just want to marry you. I don’t care if it’s in a crappy Vegas casino or an ornate cathedral. All I care about is you saying those two words to me.”

“I do?” Olivia asked, smirking.

Alexander rushed to the opposite side of the table and swooped her in his arms.

“No, Olivia,” he murmured, kissing her neck. “I will. Always. I will.”

Olivia’s skin tingled at his gentle voice whispering those two words in her ear. “Alex,” she exhaled as he ran his tongue down her collarbone. “Don’t start anything you have no intention of finishing.”

She felt Alexander’s mouth turn up into a smile. “When have you ever not finished?”

“I can think of a few times when some dominating prick wouldn’t let me come,” she joked.

Planting a chaste kiss on her cheek, he stood up. “Sometimes, Miss Adler, delayed gratification is worth it.” He turned and walked back to his seat.

She closed her eyes, trying to regain her composure.

“So, tell me. Where would you like to get married?” he asked, his voice serious once more.

“Well, I’ve always imagined getting married on the beach somewhere,” she responded, opening her eyes, trying to ignore the desire flooding through her entire body. “I’d like to keep it casual, you know?”

Alexander considered her words. He immediately recalled the beach house where he spent nearly every summer with her all those years ago. It was a massive estate with its own stretch of private beach. After locating the storage room beneath his office containing all the documents pertaining to his father’s cover-up, he found that Olivia still owned that property, although she did not know it. The beach house had been maintained beautifully over the years, ready to be handed over to her when it was safe to do so.

“I think I have the perfect place.”













CHAPTER FIVE

SOLITUDE 







THE FOLLOWING DAY, OLIVIA woke up early, pried herself from Alexander’s arms, and changed into her running clothes before descending twenty-five stories to the lobby.

“Miss Adler,” a voice said as she exited the tall building.

She looked up and saw Carter standing next to Marshall outside of the SUV parked in its usual spot. “Where to this morning?” he asked, scanning the sidewalks.

“I’m just going for a run and then back to my place. I’ll be fine by myself.” She began to walk away.

“Miss Adler, please wait for a moment!” Marshall called out nervously.

Olivia exhaled loudly before turning around, her irritation evident by the scowl on her face.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, but Mr. Burnham is our boss.” Carter surveyed her demeanor.

“Fine. Go ahead and call him to tell on me. All I want is one fucking day where I can go for a run by myself. Is that too much to ask for?” she huffed as she plopped down on a bench, glaring at her protection detail. Was this what her life would be like once she married Alexander? Would he always have one of his agents following her, protecting her from some invisible threat that he made up in his head? All because he lost his best friend when he was young?

Agent Marshall stared at her, an appearance of sympathy about her. “Just one moment, ma’am. I’ll see if I can convince him that you’ll be okay on your own.”

Olivia glanced up, a smile creeping across her face. “Thank you.”




~~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER WOKE UP TO his cell phone ringing. Opening his eyes, he noticed that Olivia wasn’t in bed next to him. He became alarmed when he saw the name flash on his caller ID.

“Marshall. Is everything okay?” he asked frantically.

“Yes. Sorry to disturb you, sir. Miss Adler is out in front of the building and wants to go for a run.”

“Well, what’s the problem? Send someone with her.”

She exhaled loudly before lowering her voice. “Sir, with all due respect, she feels smothered. Let her have this one run unaccompanied. It might make her feel better.”

“What?!” Alexander shouted, jumping out of bed. “Are you out of your fucking mind?!”

“Sir, please. We’ve been keeping an eye on her the past several months and haven’t come across any threats to her safety.”

“Of course you haven’t!” he fumed. “That’s because you’ve been around her! Once there’s a window, someone will take the opportunity!” He found a pair of shorts and threw them on before grabbing a running shirt, socks, and a pair of sneakers, dashing down the stairs and into the foyer, anxiously pressing the elevator call button as he dressed himself.

“I’m not second-guessing your decisions, sir,” she continued calmly. “But perhaps if you clue me and Carter in so that we’re aware of the threat you seem to think exists, maybe we could have a better understanding of what’s going on.”

The elevator dinged, announcing its arrival. Alexander lowered his voice. “I can’t do that. I wish I could, but the less anyone knows about this, the better. I trust you. You’re one of my most valuable agents. That’s why I assigned you this job.”

“You’re going to lose her for good if you don’t give her some breathing room,” Marshall explained cautiously.

Alexander stepped back and the elevator doors closed, letting it leave without him. He stared at the wall in front of him and contemplated Marshall’s words. Perhaps one run unaccompanied would go a long way.

“Okay. Let her go for a run.” He sighed in resignation. “But keep an eye on her from a safe distance,” he warned.

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

“And, Marshall?”

“Yes, sir?”

“I want constant updates. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir. I can do that.”




~~~~~~~~~~




MARSHALL HUNG UP THE phone and headed toward Olivia as she sat glaring at her. “Okay. Off you go. Don’t make me regret sticking my neck out for you. Be safe.”

Carter walked over to the SUV idling on the side of the street and opened the passenger side door, grabbing something out of the glove box. Turning back to Olivia, he handed her a small can of pepper spray. “Take this with you.”

“Oh! Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!!” Olivia squealed, wrapping her arms around Carter’s neck and planting a quick kiss on his cheek. “You guys are the best!” She put the pepper spray in her pocket before heading off on her run.

“Um, Miss Adler?” Carter called out.

Olivia turned around, removing her ear buds. “Yes?”

“Keep that in your hand. If you’re attacked, you won’t have time to reach into your pocket. Sometimes one second can be the difference between life and death.”

She glared at him, her irritation returning.

“Or…I can call Mr. Burnham back and have him accompany you,” Marshall threatened.

“Fine,” she spat out, dramatically grabbing the can of pepper spray out of her pocket. “Happy now?”

“Very. Enjoy your run,” Marshall said, grabbing her cell phone and searching her contact list. She watched as Olivia ran off down the streets of Boston. “Excuse me for a moment. I need to return a phone call.”

“You got it, Cheryl.”




~~~~~~~~~~




SIMON WAS SITTING AT the counter of a diner, drinking a cup of coffee early on a Sunday morning when his cell phone began to ring. “Hello?”

“It’s me, Simon. She’s out for a run. You know what to do. I was able to give you a wide berth so don’t fuck it up. I’ll text you the location.”

“Okay, okay. I got it.” He hung up and glanced at a text that had just come in. It appeared as though Olivia was heading toward Boston Common Park. Perfect. He threw some money on the counter and ran out of the diner, hailing a cab.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA TURNED ONTO TREMONT Street, crossing over to Boston Common Park past the old Granary Burying Ground, enjoying her momentary solitude. She would finally be able to stretch her legs a bit and push her pace. It was always difficult running through city streets, having to stop every few seconds at another crosswalk.

She entered the park and opened up her stride, basking in the morning sun. She had finally gotten her legs back after running in the Boston Marathon. The week following the marathon had been a tense and scary time in the city. Olivia was one of the lucky ones who had crossed the finish line before the bombs ruined the event for thousands. She had just returned to Alexander’s place when she turned on the news to see what had happened at the finish line. Her heart sank, wondering why someone would possibly do something so hateful at an event that inspired millions. It still broke her heart to think about it, but what those cowards didn’t count on was the spirit of runners and the city of Boston. She had a new drive to run, desperate to continue on for all those who no longer could.

That’s what she thought about as she made her way through Boston Common. Every time her legs started to feel tired, she reminded herself that at least she still had the ability to run. She still had legs. Dozens of people who were injured on that tragic day would do anything to be in her position right now so she ran on.

Running past the swan boats, a wide smile crawled across her face as she thought about the day she bumped into Alexander at that very spot. She came to a stop and gazed out over the crystal lake, replaying that fateful day in her mind.

“Olivia? Is that you?” a voice called out from across the path.

She turned, her brows furrowed. “Simon?” She took a few timid steps toward him. “Wow. I hate to say it, but it looks like prison was good to you,” she remarked, taking in his appearance. He looked like an entirely different person. He was skinnier, but more built than he was before. His usual attire of dirty jeans, t-shirt, and work boots was replaced with a crisp white polo shirt, dress khakis, and loafers. His hair was much shorter and he was clean shaven. For probably the first time in his life, he looked like someone you would be proud to take home to meet your parents.

“Yeah, about that,” he said softly, lowering his gaze, a shy look covering his face. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you, but I didn’t know how you would react to seeing me again.” Shuffling his feet, he stuffed his hands in his pockets. “And, well, I understand if you want to walk away right now, but I’d really appreciate it if you would listen to what I have to say.”

Olivia met his eyes, a look of sincerity on his face. But there was something else there, too. A troubled look. He appeared as if he was in pain, and her heart went out to him.

She walked over to a bench and sat down, motioning for him to do the same. “Okay. I’ll listen, Simon.” It seemed as though he had turned over a new leaf and the least she could do was hear him out. Plus, she had the pepper spray Carter had given her clutched in her hand so she didn’t feel threatened.

“I just wanted to apologize for my behavior all those months ago,” he started, his eyes trained straight ahead on the swan boats. “I never wanted to hurt you, Olivia.” He faced her, beseeching her with his eyes to believe the words he spoke. “I don’t know what came over me, and I regret agreeing to help those people…”

“Wait,” Olivia interrupted. “What are you talking about, Simon?” She scrunched her eyebrows as she felt a small tightening in her chest. “What people?”

“I don’t know all the details, but this guy paid me the equivalent of two years’ salary to get close to you and see if you remembered something from your childhood,” he explained, almost avoiding her eyes.

Speechless, Olivia stared straight ahead, almost unable to believe what Simon was saying to her.

“I know it was stupid now,” he admitted when she remained silent. “You have to believe I would never do anything to hurt you again.” He lifted his head, meeting her eyes once more. “I had a lot of time in prison to reflect on my behavior, and I want to be honest with you, Olivia.” He took a deep breath before continuing, “You’re in danger.” His voice was firm as he warned her. “I don’t know what these people want. Hell, I don’t even know who’s behind any of it. Some guy bailed me out of jail and paid for my attorney, but I have no idea what his connection is to this whole mess. All I know is that they think your dad…”

“My dad died years ago, Simon,” she interrupted, dropping her voice to barely a whisper. “Both of my parents did.” Avoiding his eyes, she fought back the tears that threatened to fall as a gentle breeze rustled through the trees, making her shiver despite the warm spring air.

“I know. This guy said they died in an accident, but was it really an accident?”

Olivia’s mind began to race, recalling her dreams. Her head spun around quickly and she glowered at him. “I was in the car, Simon,” she spat, swallowing hard. “I survived. I relive that day in my dreams every night of my fucking existence. Yes. It really was an accident.”

“I’m sorry, Olivia,” he said quickly. “I’m not trying to upset you. The last thing I want to do is hurt you. I just want you to be safe.”

She studied him with a renewed curiosity. Why was Simon being so nice to her now? It didn’t make any sense. Then again, maybe he was able to gain some clarity and insight into his life while he was in prison.

“I heard you’re engaged to Alexander Burnham,” Simon said quietly, changing the subject.

Blushing, she avoided his eyes. “I am.”

“He’s a good man, Olivia. He can protect you.”

“Why are you telling me all of this, Simon?” She tilted her head and eyed him suspiciously. “What’s your goal here? What do you hope to get out of it?”

Running his hands through his hair, he exhaled loudly. It reminded her of Alexander. “I don’t know,” he said quietly. “I just want to make amends for my past behavior, and maybe telling you what I know will mean the difference between life and death. These people are very dangerous so please be careful. I guess that’s what I wanted to say… And that I’m sorry.” His eyes met hers. “I’m scared for you.” He got up and began to walk away.

Olivia watched as he strolled along the path, dodging other runners out for their morning exercise. Could she trust him? He knew so much. “Simon! Wait!” she shouted, running to catch up to him.

A grin crept across his face. He paused and readjusted his expression into a solemn look before turning around. “Yes, Olivia?”

“I just wanted to say…” Her voice trailed off.

“Yes?”

She took a deep breath. “I forgive you,” she said, knowing how difficult it must have been for him to tell her everything. The least she could do was forgive him for what had happened in the past. Maybe it would help him continue to grow. “You scared me back in August, but I’m not going to hold that grudge anymore. I hope you can move on from this and that my forgiveness gives you some peace. You did the right thing telling me what's going on. I value your honesty.” Thankful that one person in her life was finally being truthful with her, she took his hands in hers and their eyes locked.

“All I ever wanted was to get to know you, Olivia,” he said sweetly. “You just made it so damn hard. You kept everyone away, and it nearly broke my heart,” he explained, his voice shaking. “I wanted you so badly, but all you were looking for was a fuck buddy. Then when this guy found out I was sleeping with you, he came to me with a proposition and…well, I wasn’t born into money like you were. I’ve had to struggle my entire life to make ends meet. But, in the end, I know it wasn’t worth it. I ruined whatever we had going between us…”

“Simon, please…” She released his hands, glancing down at the cobblestone path.

“I just need to get this off my chest.” His unyielding tone made Olivia look back into his eyes. “The day I walked into your studio to work on that construction project, I thought you were the most beautiful woman I had ever laid eyes on, and I still believe that to this very day. I’ll always be here for you, no matter what you need. I will never hurt you again. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I did. That’s why I need your forgiveness. I know there’s no future for us, and I’m glad you’ve found someone who makes you happy. I just wish that you had let me in all those months ago. Maybe things would have turned out differently.” Simon turned away, leaving Olivia speechless.

As soon as he walked onto Charles Street and looked over his shoulder to make sure that she hadn’t followed him, he picked up his cell phone. “Donovan. It’s Simon. I think she bought it. You’re a fucking genius, man.”

“No. I just know people.”













CHAPTER SIX

OUR PLACE 







OLIVIA CIRCLED OUT OF Boston Common Park, her conversation with Simon replaying in her mind for the remainder of her short run. It was unmistakable that he had changed quite a bit since August when he came at her with a knife. He now seemed like an entirely different person. Maybe being in prison gave him some perspective about where his life was headed if he didn’t get his act together. The pain on his face when he confessed his feelings for her was touching, and she regretted the way she treated him during their brief “relationship”.

Still, Simon’s warning lay heavy on her mind. She always thought that Alexander was simply being overprotective, but maybe he knew something, too. He had mentioned the possibility of Simon having a connection to Mark Kiddish. That must have been the guy who wanted to get to Olivia. Regardless, she was certain that Simon’s apology was genuine. He looked desperate and distraught as he begged for forgiveness. She couldn’t imagine what he had gone through those past several months sitting in prison, having to live with his stupid mistake.

Olivia ran down Commonwealth Avenue, slowing to a stop in front of her house. She looked up at the brownstone that had been her first home when she moved back to Boston. The three-story brick building was symbolic to her of finally putting down roots, but now she would put down new roots with Alexander on the other side of the city.

They had discussed what she should do with her house. After a few heated arguments, she decided to hold on to the property for a while and perhaps rent it out. The housing market had started to turn back up, but she wasn’t ready to part with her home just yet.

She punched the code into the door and ran upstairs. Sweaty from her run, she hopped in the shower, rinsing off the salt that had settled on her skin. Once she felt refreshed, she put on a change of clothes and set about boxing up her life.

After several hours of going through her belongings, she heard her phone buzzing. She glanced at the caller ID and saw Alexander’s photo flashing on the screen. Crap. She had forgotten to turn the ringer back on. Hesitantly, she answered his call.

“Olivia…?”

“Yes?” she breathed.

“Where are you?” His tone bordered on being condescending, insinuating that he was fully aware of where she was.

“I’m at my house packing up some boxes.”

“Would you like some help?” he asked, his voice softening. “I can see if I can get some movers to come and take care of that for you.”

“No. That’s okay.” She glanced around her bedroom at all her belongings and started to feel overwhelmed by the enormity of the job ahead of her. “Some of this stuff is kind of personal. I’d rather do it all myself.”

“Do you want me to come and lend a hand, or would you rather be alone?”

She could hear the hurt in his voice. “I’m sorry about this morning, Alexander. I just feel a little smothered sometimes. I know you’re trying to keep me safe, and I really do appreciate that but, at times, it’s a little overwhelming.”

“I know, Olivia,” he sighed. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to scare you off. You just have to tell me how you feel. I can’t read your mind. I promise I’ll try to not be as much of an overbearing asshole.”

Olivia giggled. “Okay. I’ll try to do better, too.”

“So, want me to come over?” His voice was brimming with hope.

“It would be a shame to waste this opportunity to put you to work.”

He chuckled. “Okay. I’ll be there in a bit. Carter and Marshall are out front of your house should you need anything in the meantime.”

“You knew where I was this whole time, didn’t you?”

“You’ll have to torture me if you want me to answer that.” There was a pause. “Until then… I love you. Always.”

His voice caressing those words made her want to melt into the hardwood flooring. “I love you, too, Alexander,” she replied before hanging up.

Olivia returned her attention to the task at hand and began sorting through the bookshelf in her study, boxing up books and other trinkets. Occasionally, she stopped to look at various photos from her college years, memories flooding back from all the trouble she and Kiera used to cause. She paused when an old photo album fell off the middle shelf, pictures scattering across the room. Chasing one of the photos all the way to the doorway, she was met with a jean-clad leg.

Her eyes followed the leg upward, meeting Alexander’s brilliant smile.

“Afternoon, beautiful. I brought sushi.”

Olivia straightened up and kissed him gently on the lips. “Thank god. I’m starving and there’s nothing in this house except for cat food.” She leaned down to pick up the photo that had escaped. Her breath caught in her throat and she spun around to hide her face from Alexander.

“What is it? Are you okay?”

She stared at the image in front of her. It was one of the few photos she had from before the accident. She was standing on a bunch of rocks on a large beach, her father behind her, holding her up beneath her arms. They were both smiling at the camera. Her hair was in two braids on either side of her head and she was wearing a long Harvard sweatshirt over her bathing suit. Caressing the photo, her finger lingered over her father’s face.

Alexander walked up behind her and peered over her shoulder. “Is that your father?”

“Yes,” she replied quietly.

“It looks like he loved you very much.”

A tear fell down Olivia’s face. “I think he did. I just wish I could have remembered more about him, ya’ know?”

“I know. I get it.” He wrapped his arms around her shoulders, bringing her back flush with his body. Guilt overwhelmed his conscience for keeping so many secrets from her, especially for not telling her that her father was still alive. He could end her pain right now if he just told her everything. He wanted to, but her father’s warning sounded in his head, reminding him that he could lose the woman he loved if she remembered her past.

“We should probably go eat before Nepenthe gets into the sushi.” She wiped her cheeks, trying to regain her composure. “He’s got a thing for raw fish.” 

Kissing her on the cheek, Alexander released her. “Well, let’s go eat then.”

After finishing all the sushi Alexander had brought over and downing a few beers, they trudged back up the stairs to continue packing her belongings, deciding to start in the bedroom.

“I’m going to miss this room most of all,” Alexander commented after over an hour of boxing up Olivia’s shoes, barely even putting a dent in her enormous collection.

She looked up from the dresser. “Oh, yeah? Any particular reason for that?” She raised her eyebrows.

He stood up and strode across the room toward her, pulling her to her feet and pressing her body into his. “If I remember correctly, Miss Adler, you gave me the most amazing, earth-shattering blow job in that bed.”

His seductive tone set her body aflame and she swallowed hard.

“The first of many incredible blow jobs, I might add.” He pulled back, winking.

“Perhaps one more for the road, Mr. Burnham?” Olivia asked, brushing her lips against his neck, planting soft kisses across his collarbone. She slowly lowered herself, running her hand down his chest before kneeling in front of him and unbuckling his belt.

“Olivia,” Alexander exhaled, staring down at her. “You drive me crazy. Do you know that?”

Keeping her eyes trained on his, she unbuttoned his jeans, sliding them down his muscular legs, and his erection sprang free. She licked her lips, her entire body aching with need for him. Grabbing on to his arousal, she took him into her mouth and sensually dragged her tongue across his length.

He closed his eyes for a moment, lost in the sensation of Olivia’s tongue on the most intimate part of his body. He immediately hardened even more in her mouth.

She moaned, loving that she turned him on like that. Continuing her sensual motion, she glanced up at him, his eyes now open and glued on her. Her heart stopped when she saw the primal stare he gave her. It made her burn for him even more. She was in a trance, unable to break her gaze from his.

“That’s right, baby. I love it when you look at me with my cock in your mouth.”

She moaned again, not breaking eye contact with him because that’s what he liked. That’s what made him happy and, for the first time in her life, she was with someone who she wanted to make deliriously happy.

Reaching out, Alexander placed his hand on her head, helping to guide her motions as she continued torturing him with her mouth and tongue. Nothing turned him on more than looking down at Olivia, her eyes wide as she took him into her mouth.

“Faster, Olivia,” he said softly. “I’m close, baby.” Slowly exhaling, he closed his eyes and tried to fight against his impending orgasm. He wanted it to last longer, but he knew that nothing was going to stop him from unraveling in a matter of seconds. “Damn, you give amazing head.” He thrust into her mouth, signaling with his body the rhythm he wanted her to maintain.

She increased her pace in response, meeting his motion, licking and sucking as she continued to drive him crazy. He tightened his grasp on her head and she knew he was about to release.

She bared her teeth, pushing him to his breaking point, and he came in her mouth, shouting her name. She slid her tongue against his length until the aftershocks of his orgasm subsided. Meeting his eyes, she smiled, a feeling of complete satisfaction enveloping her. A year ago, she would never do that for anyone. Now, she loved pleasing him that way, and she didn’t even want anything in return.

“Damn, Olivia. I love your lips,” he commented, helping her to her feet.

She giggled at his compliment, sending Alexander’s heart soaring. Placing a hand on the small of her back, he carefully dipped her back, kissing her full on the mouth, his tongue invading where his erection had been seconds beforehand.

“That’s the most beautiful sound in the world,” he murmured against her neck. “Now, back to packing.” He smacked her ass and she yelped, an infectious grin spreading across her face.

They spent the remainder of the afternoon going through her things while she decided what she wanted to keep and what she would donate or throw out. By early evening, they had boxed up most of her bedroom and study.

“Moving is more of a pain in the ass than I remember,” Olivia joked.

“Let me hire some movers to deal with the rest of it. I get not wanting people sorting through your personal stuff, but I think we tackled most of that already.”

She looked around the kitchen, not thrilled with the idea of having to pack up the cabinets. “That’s fine. But what are we going to do about all my furniture? You already have everything we need.”

“Well, is there anything you can’t live without? Anything you like better than what I have?”

She surveyed her living room. “I’ll have to think about it. Maybe I’ll just keep the rest of the house like it is and rent it out fully-furnished or something instead of bringing it all over to your place.”

“Great. And stop calling it my place. It’s our place.”

Olivia melted into his body as she snuggled against hist chest “I like the sound of that.”

Alexander kissed the top of her head. “I do, too, love.”













CHAPTER SEVEN

PLANNING 







OVER THE COURSE OF the following week, movers transported all of Olivia’s personal belongings from her house over to her new home, while Alexander was out of town on a training exercise with a group of his latest “mercenaries-in-training”, as Olivia liked to call them.

After returning from her appointment with Dr. Greenstein on Thursday, she decided to open a bottle of wine and enjoy a glass out on the enormous balcony overlooking the waterfront. The sun was shining and there were only a few clouds in the sky as a light breeze blew through the city.

It was the type of day Olivia loved. Normally, she would go for a walk through the city, take her e-reader, and read in the park. But lately, after Simon’s warning, she took Alexander’s security detail a bit more seriously. Before bumping into Simon, she thought Alexander was overreacting. Now, she knew he had every reason to overreact. Someone wanted to hurt her. Simon inferred that the accident that had taken her parents from her was not an accident at all. If that was the case, maybe she was supposed to die in the crash, too. She wondered why anyone could possibly think she was worth hurting…or worse.

Her phone rang as she sat on the balcony thinking about Simon and what it could all mean. She smiled when she saw Kiera’s face pop up on the screen.

“Libby. God, I have spring fever something fierce today,” her friend said before Olivia even had a chance to say hello.

“Yeah. It’s beautiful out, isn’t it?” She took a sip of her wine.

“You got that right. Are you heading to the gym this afternoon?”

“No. I got up early this morning and went before going to see my therapist. I knew it would be a nice day and I’d hate to waste the afternoon sweating inside the gym.”

“What are you up to?”

“Not much. Just relaxing on the lanai, drinking a glass of wine, and enjoying the view from my castle in the sky,” Olivia responded sarcastically.

“Well, my afternoon meeting was cancelled. I was thinking of ditching work early.”

“Great. Why don’t you come over here? I could use some girl time.”

“It’s been too long, and we have to start planning your wedding!”

“Yeah. There’s that pesky detail, too, isn’t there?” Olivia didn’t even know where to begin when it came to organizing the wedding. It was still rather overwhelming. Unlike so many other girls, she never saw herself as the type to actually get married, and she was at a loss of what to do. Thankfully, she had Kiera.

“Okay. I’ll be there in twenty.”

“Sounds good,” she responded. “I’ll call down to the concierge and alert them that I’m expecting you.”

“Aren’t you all ‘Miss High and Mighty’?” Kiera huffed.

“You know it. My minions prefer to screen my visitors for potential security threats. It’s tough to be the queen,” she said in jest.

“Yeah. Yeah. Be there soon. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Olivia opened the sliding glass door and stepped back into her new home, making her way to the enormous wine cellar just beyond the kitchen. She scanned the aisles of Alexander’s impressive collection for a good, crisp white wine. Her eyes settled on a nice Sancerre and she grabbed it before heading back to the kitchen.

Searching the refrigerator for some snacks, she found a block of brie and gouda, and set about preparing a cheese and fruit plate for her visitor. There was something about Alexander’s museum-like home that made her feel as though she should actually attempt to entertain Kiera as she would a guest. She hadn’t been to his place yet so she was eager to show her friend around her new home.

A short while later, she heard the buzzer sound. Sliding back the door, Kiera stood in the foyer with her mouth agape. “Holy shit! This place is incredible, Libs,” she said in awe.

“I know. For a straight guy, he has fantastic style.”

Dumbstruck, Kiera simply nodded in response.

“Let’s go enjoy this weather.” Olivia grabbed her hand and pulled her through the open floor-plan of the penthouse’s main level. “I’ll give you a tour later.” She led her toward the windows, sliding back the glass door that opened to the balcony.

“This view is amazing.” Kiera looked out over all the boats below on the glistening water. “I would never leave. Well…I probably would when it snows.”

“Thank you.” Olivia sat down at the bistro table and gestured at the cheese and wine she had set out earlier. “Help yourself.”

“Aren’t you the best little host?” She took a seat opposite Olivia, grabbed the bottle, and poured herself a glass. “So, you’ve set a date then?”

Olivia grinned, a lightness in her chest at the thought of marrying Alexander in just a few short months. “Yes. August twenty-fourth.”

Kiera’s eyes grew wide. “Really? Even though it’s the same day as…?” She trailed off, gauging Olivia’s reaction.

“I’m okay with it,” she insisted, giving Kiera a convincing look. “It actually never even crossed my mind that it would be the same day my parents died. I guess being with Alexander is more important than dwelling on something that I can’t change.”

“Okay then. That doesn’t really give us a lot of time. I’ll call around and see what we can do about getting you an appointment to go look at some dresses.”

Olivia flushed, not realizing how little time she actually had. Her excitement quickly turned to nerves when she was met with the reality that she had absolutely no clue where to begin with wedding plans.

“Any idea what kind of dress you’re looking for?” Kiera grabbed a cracker and sliced a piece of brie.

“Not really. I haven’t even looked.”

Kiera reached down and unzipped her commuter bag. “Well, it’s a good thing I’m your friend. Here.” She shoved several large bridal magazines at her. “Just start looking through these so you can get an idea of what you may want. The good thing is, between the two of you, you have more money than sense, so you’ll be able to get whatever you want, whenever you want.”

Olivia took a drink from her glass of wine, feeling overwhelmed.

“Have you gone over any details with Alex?” Kiera asked, all business.

“Not really. I think we’re going to do it on the beach. Cape Cod.”

“Kinky…” she said with a smile on her face.

Olivia picked up a cracker and chucked it at her. “His company owns this huge beach house with a massive private beach.”

“I love the idea of a beach wedding. It’s very ‘you’.” Kiera grabbed a legal pad out of her bag and started to take notes.

“We’re going to try to keep it small, though. I know it will be hard. He has a huge extended family but…I don’t know,” she lamented. “I have no family and I think he feels bad that the majority of the guests will be there for him and not for me.” Olivia lowered her head, thinking about how difficult that day would be for her with no family there to watch her marry the love of her life.

“Hey.” Kiera reached out and clutched her hand. “It doesn’t matter how many people you have there supporting you. That’s the problem with weddings. Everyone feels like they need to put on a big show. Most people only go to weddings for the free booze and couldn’t give a shit about celebrating the actual day. So fuck ‘em. Do what you want and what makes you happy.”

Olivia met Kiera’s gaze and gave her a grateful smile. “Thanks, Care Bear.”

“Okay. Back to important matters.” She released Olivia’s hand. “Pick a weekend for Vegas!”

She laughed, relieved to be discussing a lighter topic.

The friends spent the next several hours enjoying the weather and each other’s company, as well as a few bottles of wine. As the sun began to go down, a chill set in and the girls retreated indoors. 

“Shit,” Olivia said upon noticing the time. “I should probably call Alexander before he freaks out.”

“Yeah. You’re probably right. Jack’s expecting me, as well.”

Olivia raised her eyebrows.

“Yup. That’s right, Libby. Kiera’s getting laid tonight.”

“Jesus, Kiera,” she responded, her face turning bright red. “I don’t want to hear the details about you and Mo.”

Kiera laughed. “Okay, Libs. Thanks for the fun afternoon. Dress shopping this Saturday.”

Olivia hugged her friend and said good-bye. When she was all alone, she grabbed her cell phone and walked up to the bedroom, eager to hear Alexander’s voice. She hated when he had to leave town for work.

“Burnham here,” he barked angrily into the phone, picking up on the third ring.

“Hi. It’s me,” she said quietly.

“Olivia, angel.” His voice relaxed. “How are you?”

“Good. Everything okay?”

“Yes. As good as it can be. I miss you terribly.”

“I miss you, too. How much longer will you be gone?”

Alexander exhaled loudly. “It’s hard to say. This mission isn’t going as well as I had hoped. I wanted to be home by tomorrow to see you sing with the band but, at this rate, it will probably be after the weekend before I can get back.”

“Oh,” Olivia replied, clearly disappointed.

“I’m so sorry, love, but I have to make sure these guys are properly trained.”

“It’s okay, Alexander. I understand. I just miss you.” She sat on the bed, lying down. “I don’t like being apart from you.”

“I don’t like it, either. I miss falling asleep next to you, listening to your gentle breathing. I miss the feel of your skin on mine.”

The image of his body moving on top of her flashed in her mind and she let out a shallow moan.

“I miss the taste of your sweet pussy,” he breathed out, his voice turning husky.

“Fuck, Alex,” she exhaled “I need you here, inside me.”

“Touch yourself,” he ordered.

Her heart quickening at the tone of his voice, she obeyed, slipping her hand into her panties.

“Are you wet for me, Olivia?”

“I’m always wet when I’m thinking about you,” she replied coyly.

He groaned. “Tease your clit for me. Gently.”

She followed his instructions, her breathing becoming heavy with longing. Alexander was over a thousand miles away, but he still had her bundled up in knots, the desire for him building with every stroke.

“How’s that feel, Olivia?”

“Good,” she whimpered, a dull ache becoming more pronounced she fondled herself, listening to Alexander’s sultry voice over the phone.

“Good. Now I want you to put two fingers inside. Slowly.”

She bit her bottom lip as she complied with his request, the pleasure starting to build with each second.

“Now, picture me on top of you, Olivia. Picture me fucking you senseless. Are you doing that?”

“God, yes, Alex. I need you.”

“Pretend I’m there, slamming into you, filling that delicious little pussy,” he growled into the phone, his breathing heavy. “Sliding in and out as I bite your perfect nipples. You like it when I do that, don’t you?”

Olivia moaned, thinking about his teeth on her breast, loving when he was gentle and rough with her at the same time. Her heart rate increased and she felt that familiar tingling feeling from her stomach down to her toes.

Alexander must have sensed it as well. “Come for me, Olivia. Give me your pleasure.”

She rubbed harder, screaming Alexander’s name as she spasmed around her fingers, her orgasm ravaging her body for several long moments. Her mind was a blank slate as she tried to control her breathing, neither person saying anything for a while.

“Did you enjoy that, love?” Alexander asked, finally breaking the silence.

She giggled. “I would have enjoyed it better if it was your hand, but I guess beggars can’t be choosers.”

“I’ll let you beg when I get back,” he replied. She could almost hear the smile on his face. “Till then… I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

“Hey, Olivia?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

Olivia scrunched her eyebrows. “For what?”

“For letting me love you. For letting me in. For letting me beneath your skin…your beautiful, perfect skin.”

Olivia’s heart swelled at his words. She loved how one minute he could be telling her how much he loved fucking her, and then the next, he could say the most sweet and sentimental things.

“Thanks for not giving up on me, Alexander.”

“Olivia, I’ll never give up on you. No matter what this life throws at us, no matter what obstacles we face, I will always stand by your side, looking out for you, protecting you. I love you. I’ll hurry home.”

“I love you, too, Alexander,” she replied quietly, a lump forming in her throat from his sweet words. Placing the phone on the nightstand, she curled up on the bed, feeling completely satisfied. Not from the orgasm she just gave herself, but from Alexander’s loving words.













CHAPTER EIGHT

FIX OR RUIN 







OLIVIA SAT IN HER office Friday afternoon, thinking about Alexander. She longed for his arms to be wrapped around her, for his body to be next to hers as she drifted off to sleep. Instead, she woke up that morning in an empty and cold bed. She was rather disappointed that he would be unable to make her gig that night, but understood he had obligations and couldn’t be expected to blow off his job just to see her sing with a band in a bar.

She considered how much her life had changed since she met him. Just a year ago, she would shudder at the thought of having an actual relationship with anyone, and now she was planning a wedding. Maybe Alexander was exactly what she needed in her life. She still worried about losing him, but she no longer let that fear control her.

As she gazed out her window at the city streets below, her brain rewound to the phone conversation she had with Alexander the previous night, a smile creeping across her face. Her body warmed when she recalled his sweet words, amazed at how his sensual tone could send her over the edge so quickly.

Engrossed in her daydreaming, she had lost track of the time. “Shit!” she exclaimed when she looked at the clock, finally snapping out of her thoughts, realizing that she was late for a circuit training class she was supposed to teach. “Crap. Crap. Crap,” she muttered under her breath as she ran down the hall and into the studio.

“Sorry I’m late, y’all,” she apologized to her waiting class, making her way over to the sound system. “Okay. Let’s get to work.” She returned to the center of the room once the music began blaring. “Warm up time. Let’s start with some arm crosses.” She exhaled deeply as she started her class, clearing her mind of everything as best she could…everything except for Alexander Burnham.

Over the next half-hour, she worked her class pretty hard, leading them through three circuits. As she began the last exercise in the third circuit, she heard the door to the studio open and close. She ignored it and focused on finishing her class.

“Just five more, guys. Almost there. Do not quit on me.” The class began to groan as she pushed on through bicycle crunches, doing them alongside everyone. “Last one…and done!”

She laughed when she heard sighs of relief from all around her. “Great job. Now let’s cool down. Everyone go to sitting position.” She sat up and pulled her legs wide, looking up. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw Alexander standing in the back of her studio, wearing an olive green t-shirt with camouflage cargo pants and boots.

She blushed, having trouble concealing her smile and excitement. He looked hot. She had never seen him in his fatigues before and she was incredibly turned on.

She finally snapped back to the present when she realized she had her class in the same stretch position for far too long. Hiding her distraction, she finished leading her students through their cool down stretch rather quickly. “Thanks, guys. Keep it up.” She dismissed her class and grabbed a towel, dabbing the sweat off her body. She felt exposed wearing only her sports bra and a pair of gym shorts. She silently wished that she had grabbed a t-shirt to throw on.

“Olivia, love. I’ve missed you.” Alexander pulled her into his arms.

“Stop. I stink.” She tried to push him away. “I’m all hot and sweaty.”

“I like it when you’re hot and sweaty.” He leaned down, kissing her neck.

Knowing it was useless to fight him, she relaxed in his arms and breathed in the heavenly aroma she had missed the past few days. “You smell delicious. Like rugged man.” Their eyes met. “I like this look on you. It’s fucking hot.”

“Come, let’s get you all cleaned up.” Alexander clutched her hand, leading her out of the studio and into her office. “Do you have any more classes to teach today?” he asked, walking over to her refrigerator and grabbing a water bottle. He loosened the cap and handed it to her.

She sat down at her desk and glanced at her daily schedule. “Nope. Free and clear for the rest of the day. We have a lot of new staff so, thankfully, I’m not needed as much. I have a wedding to plan after all.” She winked, taking a sip from the bottle.

Not responding, Alexander stared down at her, his eyes hooded. The atmosphere became heated and Olivia swallowed hard.

“You’re back sooner than expected,” she said, breaking the growing tension in the room. His proximity still overwhelmed her on occasion, her heart racing with the look he was giving her, almost like an animal stalking his prey…prey that anxiously wanted to be caught. “Not that I mind. I’m thrilled but, when we spoke last night, it sounded like you wouldn’t be home for a while,” she rambled.

“Yes.” He softened his gaze slightly. “The training exercise is still going on right now, but I’d hate for you to think that I don’t value our time together. I will not be one of those husbands who puts their work ahead of their wives. You have a gig tonight so I came home. I do need to fly back out tomorrow morning, though.”

Olivia shot out of her chair and rushed through her office, packing up all of her things.

“What are you doing?” His voice had a hint of amusement in it.

“I want you to take me home, Alex. I haven’t felt your body on mine since Sunday. I need to feel you inside me before I have to meet the girls at MacFadden’s.”

A sly grin spread across his face as he watched her bend over and kneel on the floor to unplug her laptop charger. She glanced over her shoulder, feeling his eyes surveying her body. “See something you like?” She smirked, their eyes meeting.

His smile grew wider and he nodded slowly.

“Good.” She raised herself off the ground and placed her things in her commuter bag. Alexander took the bag from her and practically ran down the hallway and out of the wellness center, dragging Olivia behind him. He punched the elevator call button repeatedly, praying for the car to arrive as soon as humanly possible.

He pulled her body against his, her back to his front. “Do you feel me?” He brushed her hair to the side, exposing her neck. He traced his tongue across her smooth skin. “Even after a workout, you smell amazing, love.”

The sensation of Alexander’s mouth on her skin after being absent for so long made Olivia’s body tingle with anticipation. “Alex,” she exhaled breathlessly.

“Yes, Olivia?” He nibbled on her earlobe.

“Take me to your office.”

She felt a smile creep across his face as he leaned forward and pressed the up elevator call button.

“And what do you want to do there?” he asked coyly as his hands roamed her body.

She spun around, her eyes blazing into his. “I’m pretty sure you know what I want to do, Alex,” she said, leaning in and whispering against his neck, “But in case you want to know in greater detail, I want you to fuck me. I want it fast. And I want it hard.” She pulled back. His eyes were wide. “Are you game?”

He grabbed her hair, tilting her head back. “Olivia, I love your dirty mouth.”

The elevator finally sounded, announcing its arrival, and they were whisked nine stories up to Alexander’s office. When the doors opened, he grabbed her hand, practically running through the reception area.

“Mr. Burnham.” His secretary jumped, apparently nervous that her boss had unexpectedly shown up. “I didn’t think you would be here today.”

Alexander punched his code into the door. “Pretend I’m not even here. I won’t be long,” he snapped just as the door opened, pulling Olivia through a hallway she had become so accustomed to walking down over the past several months.

“Do you think she knows?” Olivia asked.

Alexander turned to face her, punching his code into the office door. “I think we made it pretty obvious when we ran down the hallway like a couple of horny teenagers.” His eyes sparkled with amusement as the door buzzed, allowing them access to his office.

She rushed to his enormous bathroom and turned on the shower.

“In the shower, Miss Adler?” Alexander asked.

“Yes. I stink.” She began stripping out of her gym clothes in a hurry. Testing the temperature of the water, she felt a presence approach behind her and spun around, meeting Alexander’s heated gaze.

“Olivia,” he growled, crushing her body against his. “I don’t care if you just finished teaching your class. I plan on fucking you right now. The shower can wait.”

He leaned over her and turned off the water, his eyes raking over her exposed body. She swallowed hard, the feverish atmosphere replaced by one of intense hunger.

“I’ve been dreaming about the day I could see you sprawled out beneath me on my desk,” he murmured against her neck. “Now, go stand there. Face the windows. Don’t you dare turn around.”

She stared into his deep green eyes, unable to make a sound as her heart pounded in her chest.

“Olivia, love, did you hear me?”

She simply nodded, her mind a haze as she walked out of the bathroom toward his desk, the room bright from the sunlight streaming in. She faced the windows, looking at the bustling city all those stories below. Her breathing increased as she continued standing there, waiting. The anticipation was killing her. It always did, and he knew that.

After what seemed like an eternity, she sensed him behind her. “It’s about fucking time, Alex,” she whined. “I’m going crazy over here.”

He wrapped his arm around her stomach and pulled her against his naked body. She gasped at the feel of his erection on her back.

“Do you feel what you do to me, love?” he asked softly. “All week, all I could think of was the next time I could be balls deep in that perfect pussy of yours.” His hand traveled down her stomach, slowly making its way to her clit. “Did you miss my cock as much as I missed your pussy, Olivia?” he asked as he began rubbing her.

She threw her head back against his chest, needing his body for support. “Yes,” she exhaled, lightheaded. “Please. I need to feel you inside me, Alexander.”

He quickly spun her around to face him. She ran her fingers through his hair, pulling his face down to hers. “I missed you so much, so will you please fuck me already?” she breathed into his mouth before pressing her lips against his.

Groaning, he tore his lips away from her mouth, panting after the sudden invasion of her sweet tongue. “I will never tire of kissing you. Every kiss feels like our first kiss. Do you remember that?”

She stood up on her tiptoes and planted a gentle kiss on his lips. “How could I forget? You pinned me against my door.”

He brushed his fingers against her lips. She closed her eyes in response, remembering their first kiss. He was right. Every kiss felt the same. Every kiss forced the same reaction from her body. Every kiss ignited sparks deep within.

“Olivia,” he whispered.

“Yes,” she exhaled.

“I want to watch.”

She flung her eyes open, not understanding what he was talking about. His hands roamed her body as he feathered kisses against her soft skin. “Last night, angel. On the phone. I want to watch you touch yourself.”

She closed her eyes, relishing in the feeling of his hands on her body.

“Please, love. For me.”

Her heart melted at his gentle plea. She would do anything for him if it made him happy. Pulling back, she smiled. “Okay.”

Alexander’s eyes grew wide in surprise before he crushed his lips to hers once more, moaning into her mouth as he slowly walked her back to the desk, carefully lowering her on top of it. He hovered over her, kissing her neck before exploring the rest of her body with his tongue. Grabbing her hand in his, he slowly moved it down her stomach, spreading her legs as she lay on the dark mahogany.

He guided her hand over her clit, rubbing with her, his hand on top of hers. Nuzzling against her, he dragged his tongue across her neck. “I’m going to remove my hand now, Olivia,” he said calmly. “I’m going to sit in the chair in the corner and watch as you make yourself come. Okay?”

Olivia moaned, entirely lost in the moment. She never thought she could be so turned on from her hand alone, but the fact that Alexander was watching as she pleasured herself set her body on fire with each stroke.

Alexander slowly walked away, sitting down in a chair a few feet away from the desk, never taking his eyes off her. “Spread your legs wider, Olivia,” he ordered. “I want to see how wet you are.”

She immediately obeyed his command, forcing her legs further apart as she continued toying with her clit. “Alex, I don’t know how much longer I can do this,” she said, her breathing becoming ragged.

“Does it turn you on that I’m sitting over here watching you, Olivia?” he asked.

“Yes,” she answered quickly.

“Good. Look at me,” he said. She opened her eyes and glanced at him over her legs. He was stroking himself. A smile spread across her face. “Well, I couldn’t let you have all the fun,” he explained. “Now, don’t you dare stop. I want to see you come.”

“Dammit, Alex!” Olivia shouted, lying back down on the desk. “I just want to feel you inside of me! Stop teasing me like this.”

“I’m not the one teasing, Olivia. You’re doing that all by yourself,” he replied. “And it’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my entire fucking life so don’t you even think about stopping.”

Olivia groaned in frustration as she returned her fingers to her clit.

“That’s my girl,” Alexander murmured, watching the woman he loved touch herself as he continued stroking his own erection. On edge, he tried to hold back, not wanting to come before she did. Standing up, he walked over to the desk and watched as she continued rubbing. “Olivia,” he said quietly. “I’m going to come soon. Are you?”

She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth, nodding fervently. “Yes.”

“Good. I want you to come and then I’m going to fuck you. Okay?” He ran his hand across her stomach, stopping at her nipple, and squeezed.

His words and hands on her body sent her over the top. She screamed out his name as she shuddered from the satisfaction that her own fingers gave her.

Alexander grabbed her legs and brought her to the edge of the desk, slamming into her.

Olivia moaned out, the orgasm still coursing through her, making her entire body tremble around him.

“God, love. You feel so fucking good.” He thrust into her as he stood against his desk. “I’ll never get enough of this beautiful pussy of yours. Tell me you like it when I fuck you hard like this,” he demanded, his breathing labored.

“Yes,” Olivia said, her mind a blur. “I like it hard like this.”

“Olivia!” he moaned out, leaning over the desk and biting her nipple as his orgasm ravaged his own body.

The room was still, the only sound that of their labored breathing. She gently caressed his sweat-laden forehead. He met her eyes. “Can I just say that may have been the hottest thing ever.” A boyish grin spread across his face.

Olivia brought his face to hers, kissing him full and deep. “I missed you, Mr. Burnham.”

“And I missed you, Miss Adler. Now, shower time.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“LIBBY!” MELANIE SHOUTED FROM the opposite side of MacFadden’s when Olivia walked through the door with Alexander several hours later. She ran up to them as they made their way past the bar, hugging Olivia with a mischievous smile plastered on her face. “Don’t be mad.”

Olivia raised her eyebrows. “What are you talking about, Mel?”

“I kind of told a few friends how friggin’ awesome you are, singing and all that, and I invited them to come out tonight.”

“It’s okay. I’m used to performing in front of several hundred people. I don’t mind.” She gave her a reassuring look.

“Good. I was worried you’d go off the deep end. Don’t worry. I’ll be good tonight. Early morning tomorrow and all.”

“Are you working?” Olivia asked, confused. Melanie usually didn’t work on the weekends.

“No. Kiera invited me to come dress shopping with you!” she exclaimed excitedly. “Bridget is coming, too, I think. Kiera figured you’d never ask anyone else to join you, and we all think that having a few different opinions would be beneficial.”

“What’s this?” Alexander asked, his interest piqued.

Olivia faced him. “Apparently, I’m going shopping for a wedding dress tomorrow. Kiera is hell bent on making sure I actually marry you, for some reason.”

He slung his arm around her waist. “Remind me to keep her on my good side then.”

Melanie smiled at Olivia and Alexander, sighing. “You guys are too freakin’ cute together.” She looked over at the couches, a dreamy expression spreading across her face. Olivia followed her eyes to see her gazing at Tyler before she snapped back to reality. “Come. We’re all over there.”

She led the way through the bar toward a large section of couches where quite a few people Olivia had never met sat enjoying some drinks and having a good time. And amongst all of them sat Tyler, his eyes never leaving Melanie for too long.

“Is Kiera here yet?” Olivia asked Melanie.

“No. Not yet. But she should be here soon, I think.”

Olivia tensed up when she saw everyone in the group eye her and Alexander as they sat down in the seats Melanie had pointed to. She still grew somewhat uneasy in social situations like this, hating how everyone stared at her because of whom she was there with.

“This is Olivia, one of the best friends a girl could ask for,” Melanie said. “And this is her fiancé, Alexander Burnham. And, yes. It’s the Alexander Burnham. He’s Tyler’s big brother.” She sat down, visibly bouncing in her seat, grabbing Tyler’s hand in hers.

Alexander leaned over to Olivia. “Are you okay with all of this?” he whispered in her ear.

“It’s fine, Alexander,” she said quietly, giving him a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry about me.”

He sighed, brushing that errant curl out of her eye. “It’s my job to worry about you, love.”

“Hey! Who brought the party?” a voice called out seconds later.

Olivia breathed a sigh of relief when she heard her friend’s voice. She got up and wrapped her arms around Kiera, winking at Mo over her shoulder.

“Happy to see me, huh, Libby?”

“You have no idea,” she replied under her breath.

Mo and Alexander exchanged a handshake as a server came by to take some drink orders. Melanie introduced everyone, but Olivia knew she would never remember all their names. She laughed a little at the look on Tyler’s face as he spoke with his brother, keeping his eyes trained on Melanie and smiling affectionately at the bubbly blonde, while she enthusiastically spoke with all of her friends. Olivia had seen that look before. Tyler was in deep.

She thought that maybe this was a good thing for Melanie. She had never seen her out with anyone and knew that she was lonely and desperate to feel a deeper connection with someone. She was incredibly sweet but got her heart stomped on more times than anyone should. Although she had just turned twenty-two, Melanie was wise beyond her years, and she wanted something more than a quick hook-up…something like what Olivia and Alexander had. Maybe Tyler could give that to her.

“Well, we should probably go set up,” Mo said after a few drinks. Olivia nodded and they said their farewells to Melanie and her crowd of friends, Kiera and Alexander joining them as they made their way through the bustling bar. 

“So, we need to start planning for Vegas,” Kiera said as she and Olivia walked up the stairs behind Alexander and Mo.

“What’s this?” Alexander asked, stopping abruptly on the stairs and turning around to look at Olivia. “When are you going to Vegas? And why?” He crossed his arms in front of his chest, his stance wide.

“Chill. It’s for the bachelorette party,” Kiera responded, trying to brush him off.

“When were you going to tell me about this, Olivia?” He glared at her, his tone accusatory.

“Relax, Alexander,” she huffed, not wanting to fight about something as insignificant as going to Vegas with a few of her friends. “Kiera just threw it out there. We haven’t made any plans just yet. No need to get all bent out of shape over this.” Olivia looked to Kiera for support and noticed that she and Mo had disappeared. Cowards, she thought, wanting to strangle Kiera for opening up this can of worms.

“Olivia, I protect what’s mine,” he said sternly, his eyes intense. “Something could happen to you while you’re in Vegas and I’d be nowhere to be found!”

“For crying out loud, Alex! You’re being ridiculous!” She attempted to walk past him up the stairs. He blocked her way. She glared at him, her eyes full of venom. “And stop talking about me like I’m a piece of fucking property or someone you need to protect! I’m not a child. You need to stop trying to control every little thing about my life!” Her voice grew louder as Alexander simply stared at her. “You have to let me make my own decisions and stop being so fucking suffocating!” She pushed against his chest and stormed past him. He let her go, unsure of what to make of her outburst.

“Am I suffocating?” he asked under his breath to no one in particular.

“Yeah. You can be.”

He flung his eyes to the source of the voice to see Kiera standing at the top of the stairs. Her arms were crossed in front of her face and her normally confident and sure stature was lacking. “You need to remember that Olivia’s been on her own her entire life,” she explained. “She’s taken care of herself for as long as she can remember. So you need to ease up on your controlling tendencies. I know you love her and you just want to keep her safe, but you’ve got to let her do what she wants to do or you’ll lose her again.” Kiera sent him a pleading look.

“But I worry about her,” he said quietly.

“That’s no excuse. I worry about her, too, and I still let her date you.” She winked. “If I were you, I’d get your ass up there and apologize to that girl.” Kiera glared at him for several long moments before softening her gaze. “I know you mean well, but sometimes you need to be more compassionate. Stop looking at her as someone who needs protection or saving. Okay?”

Alexander sighed. “I get it. I’ll try.”

Kiera smiled, returning back to her normal cheery self. “Good. Now get back in there and apologize to my best friend because, so help me god, if I have to call and cancel all the dress shopping appointments I booked for tomorrow, I will rip your balls off.” She turned and bounced across the empty room toward the stage where Mo was setting up.

Alexander scanned the dance floor and saw Olivia standing at the bar getting a drink with a few of the band members.

“Olivia,” he said quietly as he walked up behind her. She grabbed a shot off the bar and slammed back the small glass filled with the silver tequila she needed. After swallowing the liquid, she spun around, her eyes shooting daggers through him.

The rest of the band members grabbed their drinks and left quickly, the tension between Olivia and Alexander obvious.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I just get so jealous sometimes. I want all your time. I know it’s selfish of me to want that, but it drives me crazy to think that something could happen to you and I won’t be able to do anything about it.” His eyes pleaded with her.

She took a sip of her beer as she absorbed Alexander’s words. “Alex, you have to trust me to make my own decisions. I’m an adult, for crying out loud! You can’t always be by my side. I need my own space, and I need time with my friends.”

“I know. I know. And I’m so sorry.” He grabbed her hands in his, gently caressing her skin. Leaning down, he planted a soft kiss on her neck, lingering several seconds as he breathed against her skin.

Shivers ran down Olivia’s spine, loving the feeling of Alexander’s lips on her neck…or any part of her body, for that matter. “Okay,” she exhaled. “Apology accepted.” She wrapped her arms around him and ran her fingers up and down his muscular back, thinking how it was nearly impossible for her to stay angry at him for too long. “I hate fighting with you.”

He grabbed Olivia’s chin, forcing her to look into his sincere eyes before placing a gentle kiss on her lips. “Why do we seem to argue all the time?” he asked as he brought her head against his chest, holding her close to his body.

“Because you are the most frustrating man I’ve ever known.” She smiled and listened to his heartbeat, feeling safe as his warmth surrounded her. “You’re the only one who can fix or ruin everything in the blink of an eye,” she murmured.

He reeled back, staring down at her, unsure of how to respond.

“And that’s one of the many reasons I’m madly in love with you, Alexander,” she continued, noticing the forlorn expression on his face. “There’s never a dull moment with you around.” She winked, walking away.

Alexander watched her hips sway as she bounded up the stage, guilt seeping back into his conscience for constantly keeping her in the dark about her past. Olivia was right. He could ruin everything. Maybe he already had ruined everything and she just didn’t know it yet. 

But he couldn’t tell her. What if her father was right and her lack of knowledge was the only thing keeping her alive? Until he knew more, she needed to stay in the dark. It was the only way.













CHAPTER NINE

JUST A COINCIDENCE 







TWO SMALL CHILDREN RAN around the beach, chasing each other, the end of a game of hide-and-seek.

“I found you, Olibia! Fair and square!”

“I know. But maybe I want you to chase me for a little bit, Alex!” Olivia continued to run up and down the beach, hoping that the tall, dark-haired, green-eyed boy would keep following her.

He stopped running and placed his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath. “I’ll never stop chasing you, Olibia. We’re best friends, and we’ll be together always. Forever and ever.” He strolled toward the rocks leading up to the enormous beach house.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA’S EYES FLUNG OPEN. She looked over at Alexander as he slept next to her, his breathing rhythmic. What did her dream mean? The same green-eyed boy that pulled her out of the car in her nightmares was there, and she had called him Alex. It had to just be a coincidence.

Wanting to forget about the dream and everything it inferred, she drew her body closer to Alexander’s and listened to the rain fall outside.

“Good morning, love,” he murmured groggily, a devilish smile crossing his face. “I can certainly get used to being woken up like this.” He raised his hips to meet hers. His eyes grew wide when she pushed him onto his back and placed her legs around his waist.

“Mmmm…” he moaned as she began a slow circling motion, teasing his already hard erection. “God, I’ve missed you…”

Not wanting to look into those same green eyes she always saw in her dream, Olivia leaned down and kissed Alexander deep on the mouth, their tongues entwining softly at first. Her kiss became more needy, her hips beginning a more torturous rhythm. She needed to forget it all, and Alexander was the only one who could help her.

“Damn, baby,” he breathed, flipping her onto her back. “What’s gotten into you this morning? Do you want me inside of you?” he asked, his eyes narrowed.

Panting, she nodded, raising her hips, pleading with her body for Alexander’s touch.

“Oh no, Olivia,” he said coyly, shaking his head. “I need to hear you say it.” He gently trailed kisses down her neckline, taking his time so he could savor each intoxicating minute. “I love the taste of your skin,” he whispered in her ear.

His husky voice made her body throb, an ache settling between her legs in anticipation of what was to come. She felt alive, Alexander’s touch igniting her need for him.

Pulling back, he returned his intense green eyes to hers. An evil grin spread across his face as he teased her, pressing his pelvis rhythmically between her legs.

“Alex, please. I need to feel you.” She grabbed his neck and forced his mouth against hers, kissing him full on the lips.

He groaned and Olivia felt him harden even more against her, surprised that was possible. He positioned himself between her legs and traced circles with his tongue on her nipple. “Say it, love.” He teased her clit with his erection, nibbling on her ear. “Tell me you want me inside you, Olivia,” he whispered, his voice raspy. “That you want to feel me slowly moving inside you over and over again, pushing you higher and higher with each motion until you can’t think from the amazing sensations you feel from my love.”

“Alexander,” Olivia exhaled, her breathing ragged from his words alone. “I want you inside me,” she panted, running her fingers through his dark hair. “I want you to make love to me.”

He crushed his lips to hers, his hands traveling up and down her naked body before he pulled back and met her eyes. The carnal intensity that was evident just moments ago was now absent, replaced by a tender expression. “Do you have any idea how much I love you?” he asked sweetly.

She nodded, biting her bottom lip as she stared at his chiseled body moving slowly on top of her. He wasn’t even inside her yet, but she was ready to explode from the love she felt for him at that moment. Clutching his face, she brought his mouth just a mere breath from hers. “I love you, Alexander Burnham. Forever. You’re the only man for me,” she whispered sweetly against his lips as he slowly entered her, her eyes growing wide from the total euphoria enveloping her body. It was the same sensation she felt every time she was with him, and she never wanted it to stop.

“God, love. There is nothing like being inside you. I never want this moment to end.” He looked down at her in admiration. “I don’t think I’ll ever get my fill of you, Olivia.”

“Alex…” she moaned out, wondering how one man could cause a thousand different emotions to run through her body from one simple act.

“Do I make you feel good, Olivia?” He buried his face in her neck, nibbling on her soft skin.

Not wanting any more space between them, she wrapped her legs around his waist and moved with the gentle pace he set. “Yes, Alex.” Her breathing became erratic as she fought against her impending orgasm. “You do.” No one she had ever met in her life made her feel as good and complete as that man. She had fallen head over heels in love with him, never expecting to fall for anyone. He was perfect for her. He anticipated all her wants and desires.

Alexander picked up the pace to a quick but gentle rhythm. “I love that I can bring you so much pleasure so quickly, angel. I love that I alone can do this for you.”

Olivia closed her eyes, getting lost in the moment.

“Look at me, love,” Alexander murmured. “Please. I want to see those gorgeous brown eyes of yours.”

She opened her eyes and stared at him as he continued moving inside her, ready to fall over the edge.

“I’ve looked for you my entire life, Olivia. I love you so much,” he said, the love he felt at that moment causing him to release inside her. He pressed his lips to hers, delicately caressing her tongue with his. He pushed into her once more before her body began convulsing around him, her own orgasm taking hold. He continued his slow gentle movement until the aftershocks finally subsided.

“Promise me something, Olivia.” He met her eyes, his heart overwhelmed with the love he had for her.

“What’s that?” she whispered as she ran her hands up and down his back, trying to regulate her breathing.

“That you’ll never run again, no matter what. That we’ll be together always.”

Olivia inhaled quickly, her recent dream rushing back. She tensed up, her heart thumping in her chest.

“What?” Alexander pulled back and stared at her with a furrowed brow. “What’s wrong?”

She searched his eyes…those same green eyes she saw in her dreams. But what was she going to tell him? That she was starting to think that he was the green-eyed boy who pulled her from the car accident? That was absurd. They grew up in two entirely different places. Realizing how ridiculous it all sounded, she softened her expression. It was all just a coincidence.

“Nothing’s wrong,” she said sweetly. “Just another déjà vu moment.”

A smile replaced the concerned look on Alexander’s face and he leaned down, kissing her softly on the nose. “Come on. Shower with me.” He pulled her to her feet.

She cringed as she felt the aftereffects of their lovemaking trickle down her leg. “Gross,” she said, laughing.

Alexander glanced down and smiled when he saw his semen dripping from her. “That’s hot. You’re a marked woman now, Miss Adler.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her into the bathroom, turning on the shower. 




~~~~~~~~~~




AFTER OLIVIA FINISHED GETTING ready for the day, she made her way downstairs, smiling at the sight that greeted her. Alexander was hard at work in front of the stove making her breakfast. It warmed her heart that he had no problem cooking for her.

“Eggs okay, love?” he asked, feeling Olivia’s presence behind him.

“Of course, love.”

He turned around. “Are you mocking my term of endearment for you? I could change it and start calling you my wench instead.”

Playfully, she punched him in the arm. Alexander faked being hurt as she walked past him over to the coffee brewer and made herself a cup. “Of course not, Alexander. I love your term of endearment for me. It sends shivers up my spine every time you say it.”

Alexander looked up from where he was sautéing potatoes. “Good.”













CHAPTER TEN

HIM 







“MIRANDA, WHO’S ON THE phone?” Donovan shouted from his office into the reception area.

“He wouldn’t say. He said you’ll know.”

Donovan stilled. Fuck. It’s him. He took a deep breath and picked up the phone. “Donovan here.”

“Hi, Mark,” the voice said. “How are things going?”

Donovan had heard that voice only a few times over the past several decades and, every time, it sent chills up his spine. It was a cold, calculating voice. He could only imagine the individual attached to it. He never wanted to meet him in person.

“Pretty good, sir,” he replied. “We’re getting closer every day.” His voice was audibly nervous.

“Really? Are you now?” he sneered. “Why do I feel like I’ve had to do everything for you? I found the girl for you back in July, and you still haven’t gotten me the information I’m paying you to find. That I’ve been paying you to find for years now.”

“I understand that, sir, but patience is something all of my clients need to have. If we rush things, it could blow up in all of our faces. The only way I can ensure that nothing will get back to you, or me, or anyone else is to take our time and make sure things are done right. I’ll admit that we’ve run into a few complications, but everything is back on track, I assure you.”

“Convince me, Mark. Convince me that everything is okay.”

Donovan glanced around the room before getting up from behind his desk and closing the door. He hated to divulge his plans to anyone, but this guy was not someone to be trifled with.

“Well, the girl is engaged to a hot shot here in Boston. He runs his own private security company and noticed a few threats to her safety so he made sure she had a protection detail assigned to her. We were able to spook him enough to add to that detail and include one of our own people on that job to try and get close to her. It hasn’t been fruitful yet, but we’re still hopeful it will all work out. In the meantime, we’re working another angle.”

“Which is?” the man on the phone growled. “I’m quickly losing my patience and you do not want to be around when that happens.”

“We have everything in place to drive a wedge between the girl and this man she’s planning on marrying. We have information that will shatter her fucking world. Apparently, they were friends as children. He knows and he’s keeping that from her. We plan on using that to tear them apart. And when that happens, we already have someone in place to pick up the pieces.”

“And then what?”

“Then we’ll hope that this Alexander fellow tells Olivia everything, which he probably will, and then she’ll start to remember things about her past, leading one of our people to the information you’re looking for. An expert we’ve hired is quite certain that she could very well be able to remember her past once she realizes who Burnham really is.”

“Fine, but so help me God, if you don’t get a move on, you will regret it.”

Donovan hung up, trembling. Why did he have to get into the family business?




~~~~~~~~~~




“OLIVIA, LOVE, I NEED to get back to Texas,” Alexander said, walking down the hall from his office and into the living room.

She glanced up, her expression somber at the thought of Alexander leaving her again. Getting up from the couch, she strolled over to him and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “When will you be back?” she whispered against his neck.

“Hopefully no later than tomorrow night. Now, you have fun with the girls today. Marshall is out front and will drive you wherever you need to go. Understand?”

Olivia exhaled, her frustration evident as she turned away from him. “Yes, Alexander.”

“Hey, Olivia, look at me.” He reached out and grabbed her arm, spinning her around to face him. “It’s for your own good. I don’t like it any more than you do, but I need to know that no harm will come to you while I’m gone.” His voice was sincere and full of worry.

Simon’s warning sounded in her head, reminding her that Alexander’s concerns were valid. Her expression softening, she threw her arms around him again, kissing him fully on the mouth. “I love you, Alexander.”

“I love you, too. Now, enjoy your day. I’ll hurry home to you, angel,” he said sweetly, planting one last kiss on her temple.




~~~~~~~~~~




“GOOD MORNING, MISS ADLER,” Marshall greeted Olivia, opening the door to the waiting SUV. “Where to first?”

“Starbucks, please. The one by Alexander’s office building.” She climbed into the car and was soon on her way to meet the girls at their usual Starbucks before starting their day of dress shopping.

After a short drive, Marshall pulled up outside the coffee shop. Walking into the bustling store, Olivia wasn’t surprised to find that she was the first to arrive. Her friends were notoriously late. She ordered four coffees and found a table to wait for the rest of the girls. Sipping her coffee, she was thankful to have the extra caffeine to get through the day. She hadn’t slept much and, even then, it wasn’t a restful sleep. 

“Well, if it isn’t Olivia Adler?” she heard a snide voice say a few minutes later.

She looked up from her e-reader, a scowl crossing her face as she stared into Adele’s harsh eyes. “Nice to see you, as well, Adele,” she replied coldly before returning her eyes to her book, hoping she would get the hint and move on.

“You know it won’t last between you two, don’t you?” Adele sneered.

Olivia looked up again, sighing. She had hoped that Adele would finally be past all that juvenile nonsense. No such luck, apparently. “Adele, you need to get over this. We’re getting married, and there’s nothing you can do to stop it from happening.”

Adele’s eyes softened. “Are you sure that’s a smart idea? I mean, do you really even know him? He has a tendency to keep secrets, and I just want to make sure that you know what you’re getting into. Once you say ‘I do’, there’s no going back. Well, except through a rather lengthy and public divorce.”

“What are you getting at? Alexander doesn’t keep anything from me. He’s an open book.” Olivia’s voice wavered slightly at the lies coming out of her mouth. She knew Alexander kept things from her. A lot of things.

“Oh, really? Have you ever been in his office at home?”

Olivia studied her curiously, wondering why that even mattered. She never had been in his home office, and he was diligent in ensuring that he kept it locked at all times, even when he was in there. “Adele, the nature of Alexander’s business is such that he has to keep his work classified,” she explained, all the while wondering what he was keeping in that room.

“It’s not his work he’s trying to keep from you, Olivia. It’s something much bigger than that.”

Olivia eyed her cautiously, her heart beating nervously in her chest as her brain ran through hundreds of different scenarios. Did Adele know something? She was childhood friends with Alexander, after all. Maybe she knew more than Olivia thought. What was he hiding from her? She hated that she was beginning to doubt the man she loved.

“Olivia, is this woman bothering you?” a deep voice broke through her thoughts. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Simon standing next to her table, glaring at Adele with venom in his eyes. Olivia was surprised to find that, for once, she was actually thankful to see him.

Adele continued glowering at Olivia before lightening her harsh stare. “No,” she said sweetly, her eyes not breaking from Olivia’s. “I was just wishing Olivia good luck on her upcoming nuptials.” Adele turned to leave before muttering loud enough for everyone to hear, “She’s going to need it.”

Simon continued to shoot daggers at Adele as she walked through the front door of the store. Once she was gone, Olivia visibly relaxed, exhaling a long breath. Pulling out a chair, Simon eyed Olivia, almost as if he was asking if it was okay for him to sit down. She nodded.

“Are you sure you’re okay? You look a little shaken up. Who was that bitch?”

“Just someone who is jealous that I’m marrying the man she was hoping to. But she’s only interested in his bank account.”

Simon smiled. “Money grabber.”

“Totally.” She returned his smile, finally feeling better about what had just happened.

“Well, as long as you’re okay, I’m going to get out of here. It looks like you’re meeting some friends, and I can only assume Kiera will be one of them. I’m pretty sure that she’ll cut off my dick if she sees me speaking with you,” he joked.

Olivia looked at the four coffee cups on her table before returning her eyes to meet Simon’s. There was a slight twinkle in his gaze that she had never noticed before. I like the new Simon, she thought to herself.

“Yeah, you’re probably right.”

They both snapped their heads toward the door when they heard it open, their taut statures relaxing when it wasn’t any of her friends just yet. Simon was right. Kiera would absolutely castrate him if she saw him talking to her. And she wouldn’t even ask for an explanation until afterwards.

“Here. Take this.” Simon reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card. “In case you need anything. I’m always just a phone call away and willing to help out or listen. I’m a real good listener. I promise.”

Olivia took the business card and studied it. Simon MacKenzie, General Contractor. He must be doing pretty well for himself if he had begun to work as a general contractor. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Simon waved as he walked out the front door of the shop. Olivia wondered why he hadn’t grabbed a coffee. It was a Starbucks after all. She didn’t worry about that for long as, just moments after Simon’s departure, Kiera showed up.

“Libby, you are a goddess!” Kiera exclaimed, grabbing one of the cups of coffee off the table. “I barely slept last night.” She winked.

“Join the club,” Olivia mumbled, her dream rushing back once more. Was Alexander the boy from her dreams? And was that what Adele inferred he was keeping from her?













CHAPTER ELEVEN

ENOUGH 







“I DON’T THINK I can try on one more dress,” Olivia pouted. She slumped into a chair in the sitting area of an upscale boutique on Newbury Street. Her bridal consultant gave her an irritated, yet contrite look.

“Come on, Libby,” Melanie comforted her. “We just need to re-focus our efforts. That’s all. I get that it must be frustrating having tried on dress after dress all morning, but you need to have a little bit of patience. The perfect dress is out there somewhere.”

“She’s right.” Bridget walked over to her chair and sat on the arm, hugging her. “We’ll find it, even if it means we have to spend every Saturday from now until August helping you sort through racks of hideous gowns.” She gestured to an atrocious white concoction the consultant had carried into their sitting area.

Olivia laughed. “Thanks, girls. I just don’t really know what I’m looking for. I didn’t grow up dreaming about the day of my wedding. Hell, just a year ago, I would have rather been thrown into a pit of poisonous snakes before agreeing to marry anyone.”

“EEK!” Kiera shrieked, breaking her gaze from her smartphone. It was obvious that she had been texting Mo by the lovestruck expression on her face. “That’s a little extreme, don’t you think, Libby?”

Sighing, she got out of her chair and started to head back to the dressing room. “No. I don’t, and I’m starting to re-think my position on that.”

Kiera gave her a swift kick in the ass.

“Fine,” Olivia groaned. “I’ll get back in there and keep going with dresses.”

Once inside the fitting room, she stared in resentment at all the gowns in front of her that she still had to try on. Not one of them appeared to be anything she would wear. They were too big and extravagant. She didn’t want anything like that. She liked simple. She wanted to get married on a beach, for crying out loud. None of these screamed beach wedding.

There’s no way in hell I’m wearing this piece of shit, she thought, picking up the next dress just as Kiera opened the door, peeking in.

“Kiera! I could be naked!”

“Whatever. Not like I haven’t seen you naked before. Anyway, here.” She shoved another dress into Olivia’s hands. “This is the one. Trust me.” She winked and retreated back to the sitting area.

Olivia studied the dress in her hands. “Oh my,” she said under her breath. At times, it felt as if Kiera could read her mind. The dress was gorgeous. It was exactly what Olivia would have chosen herself.

She carefully put it on and stared into the mirror. “Holy crap.” She couldn’t believe her eyes. The sumptuous light champagne-hued dress had a low halter and clung to all her curves in the right way. The back of the silk gown was open, going down into a subtle V right above the beaded appliqué waist with a small chapel train trailing just slightly on the floor.

“It’s perfect,” Olivia said as she opened the door.

“You look absolutely ravishing, Libby!” Melanie squealed, jumping up from her seat. “You look like a movie star from the 1920s in that dress. It’s very Gatsby.”

“Let’s just hope that Alexander doesn’t meet the same fate as Jay Gatsby,” Kiera said as she adjusted the dress a bit. 

“He used to be a Navy SEAL. As long as there’s no gun involved, I’m fairly certain he can handle a pool just fine. He can hold his breath underwater for five minutes or something like that,” Olivia remarked.

“Okay. Buy the dress and let’s go celebrate with some drinks!” Bridget clapped her hands in excitement.

Olivia nodded and the bridal consultant took down the necessary information she needed to fit the dress for her. It was finally starting to feel real. She was going to marry Alexander in just a few short months.

After enduring the tedious process of having every inch of her measured, Olivia and the rest of her entourage emerged from the boutique and clambered into the back of the large SUV.

“Did you find a dress, Miss Adler?” Marshall asked once all the girls were situated in the car.

“I did!” Olivia replied, rather excited.

“Where to now, ma’am?”

“Take us to the Green Dragon, please.”

The girls cheered. “This is going to be a fun afternoon!” Melanie exclaimed, oozing with enthusiasm as she bounced in her seat.

“I need a girl’s day with all of you!” Olivia admitted, finally feeling relaxed for the first time all day now that the pressure of finding a dress no longer hung over her head.

After the short drive toward the North End of Boston, Marshall pulled over and opened the door for the girls, allowing them to exit onto the busy Boston street. “Go ahead,” Marshall said. “Carter is already inside, keeping an eye on things. I’ll be in after I park.”

Olivia nodded and the girls entered the old historic pub, nodding a greeting to Carter, who was sitting on a barstool near the entrance. They grabbed a high top table close to the bar and sat down to enjoy their afternoon of alcohol consumption. “You sit. Nature calls.”

Olivia began walking toward the back of the bar, not paying too much attention to where she was going, and slammed into a tall, hard body. “Oh! I’m so sorry. Excuse me.” Not looking up, she side-stepped the man and continued toward the back hallway.

“Olivia?” a soft voice said.

She spun around and her mouth dropped open in surprise. “Cam?! What are you doing here?!” She hugged him enthusiastically.

“Wow. You look so much better than you did…” He trailed off.

“It’s okay, Cam,” she assured him, placing her hand on his arm. “Things are much better now.”

“I’ve been wanting to get in touch with you and find out if everything was okay. I assumed that you worked things out with Alexander and that’s why I didn’t hear from you again.”

Olivia looked down at her feet, guilt shadowing her conscience that she didn’t at least get to thank the guy who pretty much saved her life. “I’m sorry. We stopped at your house on our way out of town about a week later, but you weren’t there.”

Cam ran his fingers through his wayward sandy hair. “Yeah. I just needed to get out of town for a little bit,” he explained with a hint of sadness in his voice. “You know how that goes.” He raised his eyebrows.

Olivia nodded, recalling that Cam had told her he loved her just days before she was reunited with Alexander. “What are you doing here anyway?” she asked, wanting to change the subject.

“I’m here on a conference. The American Psychotherapy Association’s convention is here starting Monday. A few of us decided to come early to roam around the city. I’ve never been to Boston before. And the concierge at our hotel told us we couldn’t leave town without stopping here for a pint, although it seems like a tourist bar. What are you doing here?”

Olivia shrugged. “Even though I live here, I never really do the tourist thing. It’s nice to do it once in a while, especially on the weekends. It’s great for people watching.”

There was an awkward silence, neither one of them knowing how to act.

Cam cleared his throat. “I guess congratulations are in order.” He nodded his head toward her ring. “Elsie had mentioned something to that effect a few months back.”

She beamed. “Yes. I will be Mrs. Alexander Burnham come late August.”

“I’m happy for you, Olivia.” He wrapped his arms around her and she could sense his melancholy mood despite trying to cover it with his brilliant smile.

“Hey! Who’s this?” Kiera asked, sidling up next to where Cam stood.

“Kiera, this is Cam.”

She looked at Olivia, confused.

“You know… Dr. Cam.” She raised her eyebrows in a knowing manner.

“Oh! You’re so my new BFF!” Kiera exclaimed, nearly toppling him over and hugging him with all her strength.

Cam looked at Olivia, a surprised expression on his face from Kiera’s forwardness. Olivia simply shrugged. There was nothing she could do about Kiera.

“We’re so happy that you were able to knock some sense into this girl and make her come back home,” Kiera said when she finally released him. “She didn’t realize how much everyone back here would miss her after her little disappearing act!”

“Okay. Nature calls,” Olivia said. “Come see me before you leave, okay?”

Letting out a long breath, Cam nodded and watched her beautiful body walk toward the back of the bar. Running into Olivia again was the last thing he needed. He knew that she lived in Boston, but when he decided to attend the convention, never in a million years did he think he would run into her. Seeing her again re-opened old wounds that he thought had healed over the past few months. Now he wasn’t too sure.

“So, she fucked you, huh?” Kiera asked him rather nonchalantly.

He broke out of his trance and faced her, shocked at her question. “What?”

“Oh, come on. I’ve known Libby for a long time, and I’ve seen the look on the face of every man she’s left in her wake. You’ve got the same exact look.”

Uncomfortable with the conversation, he started to walk away. “It’s not what you think, Kiera.”

She followed him, surprising him with her relentless spirit. “Well, humor me then. What is it? I saw the way you were looking at her. I’d say you’ve got it bad for that girl.”

“I did have it bad for her,” he admitted, his expression turning from soft and wistful to intense. “But she was so broken when she was in Florida. I just wanted to make her smile. Then I realized I would never be the one to make her happy…not truly happy. Not like him. In Olivia’s mind, I’ll never compare to him, and I’m okay with that. All I care about is her happiness, and if it means sacrificing my own, it’s worth it. There’s a girl out there for me somewhere.”

Kiera’s expression softened. “You’re a good guy, Cam. I like you.”

Cam nodded. “It was nice to meet you, Kiera.”

“You, too. Thanks for being there for Libby. She’s like a sister to me. I couldn’t imagine life without her in it.”

“I know the feeling.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“SO, LET’S TALK BACHELORETTE,” Kiera said once Olivia returned from the ladies’ room and a server dropped off a round of beers.

“Ooh! Yes! Let’s!” Melanie said. “I know you haven’t really talked plans yet, but Bridge and I would love it if we could crash your party.”

“Yes!” Bridget said. “I could so use a weekend away in Vegas with my three favorite girls. It’ll be so much fun!”

“Okay, but this can absolutely not turn into The Hangover,” Olivia joked. Her friends had a tendency to get slightly out of control at times. And that was why she got along with them so well.

“And if it does, there’s nothing you can do about it,” Kiera responded. “But we won’t be stupid enough to go the week before the big wedding. Now, here’s the thing. You’re going to be swamped with plans the closer you get to the big day. And you don’t have much time as it is, so how about the last weekend in June? It will work for everyone’s schedule. I already checked with Alexander and he said he’d be out of town that weekend for a meeting with a big client.”

Olivia considered Kiera’s proposition. She hated being in that big penthouse apartment all by herself. Runner and Nepenthe were good company, but it always seemed so empty without Alexander. Not to mention it didn’t feel like home to her yet. She wondered if it ever would.

“Okay. Last weekend in June it is!” Olivia said. “But there’s one catch. You aren’t paying a dime for that weekend. I can’t ask you all to spend your hard-earned money on this trip.”

“Whatever,” Kiera interrupted. “Alexander told me this morning that he already booked everything anyway. He’s paying for it.” She winked.

What a bastard, Olivia thought.

“He’s a sneaky one, isn’t he?” Melanie asked.

“That he is.”

“I think he felt bad about overreacting last night,” Kiera explained.

Wanting to forget about Alexander’s overbearing tendencies for a minute, Olivia smiled as she raised her beer glass and clinked with her friends. “To Vegas, bitches!”

“Vegas!”

Throughout the afternoon, the small tavern became more and more crowded. The sun finally came out to play after the rainy morning and Boston was swarming with tourists. The bar was located on the Freedom Trail in a rather popular section of the city. Many out-of-towners began to fill up the pub, wanting to grab a beer at the historic tavern in the city that was at the heart of the American Revolution.

The beers continued to flow hours into the evening as the girls planned their Vegas trip, although there wasn’t too much planning to do. Alexander had already done most of it.

“He probably had his secretary plan most of it,” Olivia slurred, finishing another beer. She wondered what number that was as she looked around the table at her friends. All of their faces were flushed from the liquor they had been consuming.

“It doesn’t matter,” Bridget said. “Whoever planned everything for us did a badass job. We’re in a presidential suite that sleeps, like, a gazillion people. We’re all having a spa day. And he’s arranged for bottle service at a bunch of the clubs in the area. It’s going to be a rockin’ good time!” She sounded incredibly excited. “And I’m so getting laid.”

The entire table erupted in laughter.

“I’m glad he’s pulling out all the stops for this one,” Olivia said, thinking how busy Alexander must have been arranging everything that morning. “And I’m glad none of us have to do the planning. I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

“Libby,” a soft voice called out. All of the girls’ heads turned to look in Cam’s direction as he stood by their table. “I’m heading out. It was great to see you again.”

Olivia glanced at her friends. “I’ll be right back, girls.” She slid off her barstool and walked with Cam toward the front door, the silence deafening as she tried to figure out what to say to him after everything they had been through.

“Well, listen, here’s my business card,” he said, breaking the awkward tension and pulling a card out of his wallet. Olivia was immediately reminded of Simon…and Adele. “My cell number is on there so if you ever need anything, anything at all, you know you can count on me.”

She met his eyes and could see the pain that she caused him. But he was the one who pushed her back to Alexander. If it hadn’t been for him, she wouldn’t be where she was right now - physically and emotionally. How could she ever repay him?

Olivia took the card from him and placed it in her pocket, not able to utter a word as her appreciation for everything he had ever done for her came rushing forward. No words could adequately convey what she needed to say to him.

“It was great to see you again. Good luck with everything, Libby.” Cam began to walk out of the door

“Cam! Wait!” Olivia shouted, finally finding her voice.

He turned his head, his feet unable to walk any further. His heart wanted her to confess her undying love for him, but his head knew that would never happen.

“Thank you,” she said. “For everything. I mean, helping me get my shit back together. I just… I don’t…”

Cam’s legs finally listened to his brain and closed the distance, cutting her off. He took her soft hand in his, savoring the contact once more from the only girl he knew he would ever love.

“You don’t need to thank me, Libby. I was just doing what any friend would do.” He stared into her eyes one last time before turning to leave the bar. She was a friend and that was all she could ever be. Nothing more. He regretted pushing her into the car all those months ago, and then making her confront Alexander when he showed up after he left his bride-to-be at the altar. But she would never have found her happiness unless she did so. Olivia was happy, at last.

He walked the few short blocks up the street to his hotel and flopped on the bed. After tossing and turning for hours, he couldn’t shake the feeling that the walls were closing in on him. He got up and grabbed his laptop. He needed to leave the city. He couldn’t stay there. It was something Olivia would do, but it had to happen. He now understood why she had done what she did.

He found his return flight information and called the airline to change his reservation to the next available flight. The customer service representative told him he could get on a flight leaving Logan Airport at six in the morning, less than five hours away.

“I’ll take it,” Cam said into the phone as he hurried to pack all of his things into his suitcase.

A few hours later, as he watched the city of Boston disappear beneath him cloaked in a pink-and-orange hue from the rising sun, he knew he made the right decision. He needed to try to forget about Olivia, and he couldn’t be in the same city as her.

“Enough,” he said to himself, more as a request than anything.













CHAPTER TWELVE

MAKE UP 







“I HAVE SOME INFORMATION, Donovan.”

“Yes, Cheryl. What is it?” he spat into the phone. He needed some good news, and soon, before everything fell apart.

“I have information about Olivia going to Las Vegas. Apparently, it’s her bachelorette party, and Burnham has agreed to allow her to go without normal protection, thanks to my prodding.”

Donovan brought his hand to his chin, thinking about what that meant.

“Do we deviate from the plan and take a chance at this opportunity?” Cheryl inquired.

“No,” Donovan answered after much thought. “The plan remains the same. But we’ll use this opportunity to our advantage. Send me the details that you know.”

“Yes, sir.”

Donovan pressed the receiver on his phone and dialed another number. “Lucas, would you and your brother be interested in taking a little trip to Vegas?”




~~~~~~~~~~




THE NEXT SEVERAL WEEKS seemed to fly by while Olivia continued to prepare for the wedding at the end of August. As she sat at a sidewalk table at a Newbury Street restaurant on a warm Thursday in late June, she couldn’t help but smile at the thought of getting on the plane the following day and spending a long weekend in Las Vegas. She perused the menu while she waited for Kiera to show up.

“Good afternoon,” Olivia heard a shrill voice say.

She glanced up from her menu and was met with Adele’s smirking face. She put on the best fake smile she could muster on such short notice. “Afternoon, Adele. It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?”

“Ugh,” she groaned. “I hate this humidity. I should have never left California.”

“Well, feel free to return at any time. I don’t think anyone here in Boston would miss you very much.” Olivia gave herself a mental fist bump before returning her eyes to the menu.

“Whatever,” she said, clearly irritated with Olivia’s lackluster response. “Have you thought at all about what I said during our last conversation?”

“No, Adele. I haven’t thought about you one bit, but it’s rather apparent that you’ve been thinking about me. Why else would you feel the need to pester me? Next time you see me, feel free to continue walking.”

Olivia glanced across the street and met Marshall’s eyes as she kept watch in the parked SUV. She gave her a thumbs up, indicating that she was fine and did not need any help. Marshall simply nodded. Olivia was grateful that she had begun to ease up on the ropes a bit. Any of her other assigned agents would have been out of the SUV immediately, making a scene. At least Marshall treated her like an adult and let her fight her own battles on occasion.

“Olivia,” Adele said softly, her voice changing from harsh and trite to warm and sympathetic. “I’m just trying to warn you before you get in too deep. Alexander is keeping secrets from you.”

“What the fuck are you doing here, bitch?” Kiera said loudly as she approached Olivia’s table. Several restaurant patrons raised their heads, aghast at hearing such language, and gaped at her.

“Kiera, please. People are staring,” Olivia said quietly, her expression wide as she scanned the other tables to see them gawking in her direction.

“Whatever,” she retorted, her green eyes wild with fury. “When have I ever cared what someone thought of me?” She turned to Adele. “We have a lunch date, so if you would please excuse us.”

“I’m sorry for interrupting.” Adele’s eyes met Olivia’s gaze. “Olivia, please. I just want to talk to you about something important. Can we get together for a coffee, say, next Tuesday? Then I’ll never bother you again. I promise.”

“Libby,” Kiera hissed, glaring at Adele. “Why would you listen to anything she has to say? She’s been nothing but a pain in the ass from the beginning.”

Olivia faced Kiera. “I understand that,” she admitted, trying to figure out what game Adele was playing. The promise of never having to see her again was rather tempting. “Okay, Adele. I’ll listen to what you have to say,” she reluctantly agreed. “Starbucks by Alexander’s building. Tuesday. Four o’clock.”

“Perfect,” Adele replied, clapping her hands. “I do appreciate it. Have a wonderful lunch, ladies.” She walked down the street and hailed a cab, taking the burner phone out of her purse.

“Hi. It’s Adele. It’s going down on Tuesday.”

“Wonderful. We’ll be ready.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“ALEXANDER?” OLIVIA CALLED OUT when she arrived at their place several hours later after a fun lunch and shopping outing with Kiera.

There was no answer.

Wondering if he was home from work yet, she walked down the hall toward his office. As she approached the door, her run-in with Adele came rushing back to her mind. Was he keeping secrets from her? Olivia knocked gently. “Alex? Are you in there?”

Still no answer.

She tried the handle even though she knew it was useless. She could see the numbered keypad on the door. If there was one thing Olivia had learned over the past several months, it was that Alexander was diligent with ensuring everything was locked and secured. He would never leave without re-securing that room, or any room for that matter. 

Defeated, she tried the handle one more time before turning around to head back into the kitchen, thinking about what to cook for dinner.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Alexander yelled, storming down the hall.

Olivia stared at him, wide-eyed at the tone of his voice.

He closed the gap, glaring down at her, his eyes wild with fury. “Answer me, Olivia. Now!” His face was red, his nostrils flaring.

“Nothing, Alex! I wasn’t doing anything, all right?!” she shouted. “And, unless you’ve forgotten, this is my house now, too! If I want to go somewhere, I’m damn well going to do so! So if you’d get out of my fucking way, I’d appreciate it!” She pushed him away and stormed down the long corridor, seething with indignation.

Alexander closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He placed his head in his hands, angry at himself for having such a knee-jerk reaction to seeing Olivia at the door to his office. He knew there was a perfectly reasonable explanation. She was not a nosy person. Opening his eyes, he followed her down the corridor, apprehensive about how to calm her down. He walked into the kitchen and found her standing in front of the refrigerator, perusing its contents.

He cautiously placed his hands on her upper arms as she continued to stare into the refrigerator, keeping her back to him. The silence was deafening as both of them stood there, neither one saying anything.

Alexander sighed, breaking the tension-filled room. “Olivia, love. I’m sorry. I may have overreacted a bit before…”

She spun around quickly, slamming the refrigerator door shut. “Oh, ya’ think, Alex?” She glared, her eyes shooting daggers. “You think that you may have overreacted when you nearly chopped my head off for standing in the hallway, knocking at your office door to see if you were home?”

“I’m sorry, Olivia. It’s just…”

She crossed her arms over her chest, her normal indication that she was waiting rather impatiently to hear a good explanation for his behavior. He had gotten quite used to seeing her in that pose over the past several months.

“What is it, Alex? Why do I always feel as if you’re not being honest with me? Why does it always feel like you’re keeping things from me?”

Alexander searched her eyes. With each passing day, it was becoming harder and harder for him to finally tell her the truth. He wanted to tell her all those months ago, but that was before her father reappeared out of nowhere, imploring him to keep her ignorant of her past. Could he really listen to a man who had ruined Olivia’s life? What should he do? Was this the moment of truth? He smiled at the pun.

“What’s so funny, Alex?” Olivia hissed, her anger growing with each passing minute.

“Olivia, I’m sorry,” he said, his smile disappearing from his face. “I didn’t mean to be a jerk. There’s just a lot of work I do that has to remain classified, even from you. I pride myself on our company’s work ethic in maintaining the highest level of confidentiality. I only know how to work one way, and this is it.”

Olivia surveyed Alexander’s face. It was an entirely legitimate reason for his behavior. She had no clue about half of the operations his company was involved in, but she did know that a lot of it included dealing with other countries.

Her expression softened as she gazed into his beautiful green eyes. “Okay. Apology accepted, but next time, don’t get your panties in a bunch.” She pushed by him and started toward the staircase. “Aren’t you coming?” she shouted when she was halfway up the stairs.

“What are you talking about?”

“Come on, Alexander! Make up sex!”

And with that, he shot up the stairs, chasing her toward their bedroom.

Olivia squealed when he caught up to her, picking her up in one swift move and cradling her in his arms, planting a deep kiss on her lips.

He threw open the bedroom door, startling Runner awake from his nap. “Come on, boy. Out,” Alexander said. Runner begrudgingly obeyed his master.

Alexander closed the door and slowly lowered Olivia to her feet. His eyes searched hers, making sure her anger from before had actually subsided. The fury he saw earlier was nowhere to be found. All that was left was a look of admiration.

“Kiss me,” she whispered, tugging his tie and pulling his body toward hers. She stood on her toes and their lips met. The kiss was soft, both of them eager to show the other that they were sorry for arguing about something that appeared to be so insignificant. They wanted to show their love.

Alexander pulled back, gazing down at Olivia, her eyes still closed. She moved a finger over her lips where his mouth had just been. “I still remember how I felt when you first kissed me,” she whispered, opening her eyes and dropping her hand from her mouth.

All Alexander could think about was how lucky and blessed he felt at that moment as his eyes remained locked on hers. He felt so fortunate for having finally found his childhood best friend after years of being told that she was dead. And she loved him. She was going to marry him, and they would live a happy life with no more worries.

Alexander refused to think about all the secrets he was keeping from her as he led her over to the bed they shared and made love to her.













CHAPTER THIRTEEN

WHAT HAPPENS IN VEGAS… 







THE FOLLOWING MORNING, OLIVIA groaned when the alarm went off, waking her up. It had been a fitful night of sleep. She had woken up in a cold sweat after having strange dreams. First, the green-eyed boy was there, promising Olivia that nothing bad would ever happen to her. Then a young blonde girl appeared out of nowhere and she had Adele’s voice. They were playing Barbie’s together in Alexander’s backyard in Mystic. The blonde girl had grabbed her Barbie out of her hand, and the green-eyed boy yelled at the blonde girl. “Stop causing problems, Adele. You’re always so mean to Olivia.” She could still hear it. Then, almost as if a new dream, Cam was there, trying to soothe and calm her down.

“Penny for your thoughts, love?” Alexander asked as he handed Olivia her coffee mug, leaning down to kiss her good morning.

“Just thinking about my trip this weekend,” she lied. “When will you be back from your meeting?” Sitting up in the bed, Olivia adjusted her legs and scratched Runner’s head while Nepenthe glared at the dog.

“Tuesday afternoon, I hope.”

“I’ll miss you terribly.”

“I’ll miss you, too, but you better enjoy your time with your friends.”

Olivia smiled. Vegas! She was going to Vegas with her three best friends. “Fuck!” she shrieked, noticing the time. “I need to pack or we’ll miss the flight.” She dashed out of the bed and ran toward her closet, practically downing her coffee in one gulp.

“Why didn’t you pack last night?” Alexander asked, following her into the massive walk-in closet that housed all of her clothes and shoes.

“Well, I had planned on it, but someone kept putting his cock in me.”

Alexander chuckled and wrapped his arms around her. “I didn’t hear you complaining about it last night. If I remember correctly, I had you screaming my name quite a few times.” He smacked her ass before strolling out of the closet, allowing her to pack in peace.

She returned to her suitcase, an infectious grin on her face as she thought about all the sex they had the previous night. Her nightmares were now the furthest thing from her mind.

Later that day, Olivia sat in her first class seat next to Kiera, watching the Vegas strip appear in the distance as they prepared to land at McCarran Airport.

“I’m so excited!” Melanie said enthusiastically. Olivia glanced across the aisle and smiled at Melanie and Bridget.

Once safely on the ground, the girls rushed off the plane, antsy to start their fun-filled weekend. “Where to first?” Olivia asked Kiera as they made their way through the bustling airport, the sound of slot machines chiming throughout.

“I figure we’ll take it easy today,” she replied as they walked through the gate area toward baggage claim. “We’ll just check into the hotel and then relax by the pool. We have an evening filled with dancing tonight!”

“I love dancing!” Melanie said.

“Oh, this must be us.” Bridget led the group toward a chauffeur holding a sign with Adler Bachelorette Party written on it.

“That’s us!” Melanie beamed at the man clad in a black suit standing near a baggage carousel.

“Good afternoon, ladies,” the chauffeur said, nodding at them.

Olivia surveyed the man, the buzz cut and muscular build of him giving her a sinking feeling that he somehow worked for Alexander. She made a mental note to look into whether he had offices in Las Vegas.

“My name is Toby and I’ll be at your disposal this weekend for any of your transportation needs around town.”

After no time at all, the girls’ bags appeared and they were soon on their way to the Vegas Strip and their luxurious hotel room for a relaxing afternoon of sunbathing without a care in the world.




~~~~~~~~~~




TWO MEN IN THEIR mid-twenties made their way out of their first class seats on a flight from Boston to Las Vegas. They maintained a discreet distance behind their targets, not wanting to arouse any suspicions. They were told to wait and make their approach when the girls were at their most vulnerable so they would wait until the club that night. Until then, they would simply keep an eye on them.

“Are you sure about this, Lucas? I mean, is it really worth it?” the taller one asked.

“Of course it is,” Lucas growled. “That’s a million fucking dollars going into each of our bank accounts, Dylan. It is absolutely worth it. Oh, and just to sell it, I’m gay. Chicks never find a gay guy suspicious.”

Dylan rolled his eyes. His younger brother was right. That money could go a long way, and they’d never gotten caught on a job for Donovan before. “So what’s the plan then?”

“I have their itinerary. They’ll be in the V.I.P. area at a club tonight. They’re bound to do some dancing, and when they do, we’ll pour on the charm, buddying up to her two little friends…the ones Donovan pointed out to us. I have all the background information we need on both of them. I’ll take the blonde. She looks like an easy mark.” He winked. “Just remember, this has to work. We need them to feel comfortable with us so that we can continue seeing them in Boston. That’s the important part, so don’t fuck it up.”

Dylan was nervous, but what was there to be concerned about? All he had to do was play nice with the girls and make them feel comfortable. What was the worst that could happen?




~~~~~~~~~~




“WAKE UP, LIBBY!” KIERA shouted later that evening, jumping on Olivia’s massive bed and waking her up from a far too short nap. The girls had spent the majority of the afternoon by the luxurious hotel pool, sipping too many cocktails to count as they basked in the warm desert sun.

“Go away,” Olivia groaned.

“Nope. It’s your bachelorette weekend, and we are not going to spend it sleeping. Get up, take a shower, and then we’re going out!”

Olivia raised her head, squinting at her friend. “What time is it?”

“It’s seven-thirty. Dinner is at nine at a five-star sushi restaurant here in the hotel so get moving.”

“Fine, but do me a favor.”

“What is it?”

“Call down and have a bottle of champagne brought up.”

“That was so thirty minutes ago.” Kiera handed Olivia a glass off the nightstand.

“I love you, Care Bear.”

Kiera smiled as they clinked glasses.

Later that evening, after a relaxing sushi dinner, the girls filed out of the casino they were staying at and made their way toward Toby as he waited for them with the limo out front.

“I totally think he works for Alexander,” Olivia whispered.

“Ah, who cares?” Melanie smiled. “I, for one, am happy that we have our own driver and don’t have to stand in that cab line.” She gestured toward a line that snaked around the building.

“Good point.” Olivia laughed as she stepped into the limo.

“I love all the stares we’re getting, like we’re celebrities or something,” Bridget said as the limo pulled out of the valet area.

“We are,” Kiera stated. “We’re with Olivia, and she’s about to marry one of the country’s most eligible bachelors.” Her face brimmed with excitement. 

“You love those gossip mags, don’t you?” Olivia asked, beaming at the fact that she was less than two months away from becoming Alexander’s wife. She didn’t care that he was one of the country’s richest and most successful single men. She’d want to marry him even if he didn’t have a penny to his name.

“Yes,” Kiera admitted. “And be glad that you have someone keeping an eye on what they say about you. Some girls would kill to be in your shoes. Literally. I mean those heels are pretty bitching…”

Olivia laughed, the rest of the girls joining in.

After a short ride down the Vegas Strip, Toby pulled up in front of an impressive looking hotel and the girls made their way through another crowded casino toward a night club. As soon as the bouncers saw their entourage approach, they pulled back the rope, allowing their party to enter ahead of the line. A hostess greeted them immediately.

“Miss Adler, it’s wonderful to see you this evening,” she said, leading them toward the back of a dark club that was decorated black and red throughout. The dance floor was already packed and people were lined up at the bar, anxious to grab a drink as loud music blared. Olivia couldn’t wait to get onto that dance floor and let loose. “Your fiancé has arranged for anything you and your friends need this evening so I do hope you enjoy yourselves.”

The hostess led them to a small V.I.P. area adjacent to the dance floor that was roped off from the general public, two bouncers standing guard. The noise level was slightly lower and Olivia secretly loved that Alexander made all the arrangements, ensuring that they had a private place to relax between shaking their booties.

After the hostess left, Melanie turned to Olivia. “I wonder how she knew it was you.”

Olivia shrugged.

“It’s because her face has been plastered all over the internet for months now,” Kiera interjected, winking at the attractive server who had just come to take their drink order. “Two bottles of Cristal, please.” 

The server nodded and returned in record time with their champagne.

“To Olivia!” Kiera shouted, raising her champagne flute. All the girls followed suit, clinking glasses. Olivia smiled at how different her life seemed from just a few short months ago. She still couldn’t get over the fact that she was getting married.

“We’ve been sitting down all night,” she said after pouring herself a second glass. “Let’s dance!” She jumped up from their table and made her way to the dance floor, the rest of her party close behind. Olivia closed her eyes and got lost in the rhythm of the music, mindful to not spill her champagne as she moved to the beat.

She felt someone nudge her and immediately opened her eyes, smiling when she saw Kiera grinding up next to her.

“Look over there!” she shouted, nodding her head a few feet away.

Olivia followed Kiera’s gaze and saw Bridget dancing rather intimately with an attractive man, Melanie talking to another guy just a few feet beyond that.

“Only been here for five minutes and she’s already attracting the hotties! That girl’s on a mission!” Kiera commented, referring to Bridget.

“That’s fine! She can have them! We’ve got our own hotties back home!”

Kiera clinked her glass with Olivia. “Damn straight!”

They danced for a few minutes, enjoying their time together, knowing that it was probably one of their last outings before Olivia got married.

“Hey, guys!” Melanie shouted over the music. A rather imposing man stood next to her, making her tall, lean body look tiny. He had dark hair and olive-toned skin with a strong jaw and a dazzling smile. “This is Lucas! He lives in Boston, too!” she said, placing her hand on his thick bicep. “Isn’t that funny? He goes to Northeastern with me! He’s even a psych major, although we’ve never met each other. We have a class together this fall!”

Olivia looked at Melanie with a furrowed brow.

“Oh, don’t worry, Libby,” she interjected. “I told him I’m not single. Plus, he’s gay.”

Olivia laughed, slightly relieved.

Bridget approached with the guy she had been dancing with. He had a rather strong resemblance to the young man standing at Melanie’s side.

“Lucas, it’s great to meet you.” Olivia extended her hand to him. “Where in Boston…? Oh, fuck it. Come back to our table with us,” she yelled, not wanting to shout over the music anymore.

The guys followed them back to their booth and Olivia let the bouncers guarding their area know it was okay to let them in.

After pouring champagne for everyone and ordering a few more bottles, Olivia turned back to Lucas. “Well, where in Boston do you live?”

“I live in Brighton. This is my brother, Dylan,” he said, gesturing to the guy sitting next to Bridget.

“Dylan went to Harvard!” Bridget said, her dark eyes brimming with excitement.

“Oh, really?” Kiera asked. “What do you do now?”

Dylan smiled and his hand disappeared beneath the table. “Oh, a little bit of this. A little bit of that.”

“Who’s older?” Olivia asked, noticing Bridget’s face flush red. She could only assume that Dylan had his hand on her leg.

“Dylan is,” Lucas answered. “He’s twenty-seven. I’m twenty-five. I started college a little late, but I’ll graduate this December.”

“Me, too!” Melanie exclaimed. “I can’t believe we haven’t run into each other before!”

Lucas nervously shifted in his seat, obviously flustered with Melanie’s beauty, even if he was gay. “Well, Northeastern’s a big school, and there are a lot of psych majors.”

Melanie rolled her eyes, an adorable look of mock irritation crossing her face. “You can say that again. We should totally form a study group for Professor Meecham’s seminar next fall. I hear it’s a bitch.”

“Definitely. I could use all the help I can get.”

“You both live in Brighton?” Olivia asked, interrupting Melanie’s conversation.

“I live in Cambridge,” Dylan explained, sharing a look with Bridget.

“You guys need to come to MacFadden’s one of these nights and see Miss Olivia sing! She’s a rock star!” Melanie said excitedly.

“Olivia?” Lucas studied her with a furrowed brow. “That’s it! I thought you looked familiar. You’re Olivia Adler, aren’t you? You’re about to marry Alexander Burnham! Man, if he were gay…” He flashed a dazzling white smile.

Olivia took a sip of her champagne, hiding her grin as the entire table erupted in laughter. She still got butterflies just thinking about marrying Alexander. She wanted it to be August twenty-fourth already. The past few months felt like a big waiting game and part of her wanted to just drag Alexander to Vegas that weekend and marry him there without all the bullshit of having a big wedding.

“Well, congratulations,” Lucas said, raising his champagne glass. “I wish you the best of luck in your marriage.” A strange look crossed his face. Olivia tried not to read too much into it, but something seemed off. Then again, maybe Alexander’s paranoia was just rubbing off on her. These guys meant no harm. They were in Vegas on a guy’s weekend, having a good time…just like she was.

They danced the rest of the night away, Bridget attached to Dylan’s hip throughout the entire evening. Melanie seemed content to be her wingman, spending time with Lucas and talking about school.

“I gave him my number!” Bridget slurred on the limo ride back to their hotel. “And I got his, too!”

“That’s great!” Kiera said excitedly.

“I know! He’s so sweet, guys! I mean, like really, really sweet. He kept telling me that I was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen and that he felt like he had been waiting his entire life to meet me.”

“You two make a really cute couple,” Olivia commented, watching Bridget brim with excitement.

“We already have plans to see each other on Tuesday. He wants to take me out to dinner! I have a date! I haven’t had a real date in so long!”

Olivia smiled at her friend, hoping that everything worked out with Dylan and Bridget because she deserved someone who treated her like a princess.













CHAPTER FOURTEEN

NO CHOICE 







“I’LL JUST PARK THE car and be right up with your luggage, ma’am,” Carter said late Monday night after picking up Olivia from the airport. She had a wonderful time with her friends, but was thankful to be home. At that moment, she finally realized that Alexander’s penthouse was her home.

“Thank you,” she said quietly, climbing out of the car and making her way into the waterfront building. She ascended the twenty-five stories and punched the code into the door, eager to see Runner. As the door to the penthouse slid open, the fifty-pound ball of energy wrapped in fur came bounding up to her, nearly toppling her over.

“Hey, boy. I sure did miss you!” She scratched his head before walking over to the couch, ready to collapse. Runner jumped up and snuggled next to her. Nepenthe stalked down the corridor, his keen eyes trained on the dog, as if debating whether or not he would allow him to live another day. He stretched and yawned before walking down the stairs to find another warm, dark spot to sleep in.

“Excuse me, ma’am,” Carter said, interrupting Olivia’s relaxing minute with the dog. “Where would you like your bags?”

“Up in the master bedroom is fine, Carter. Thank you.”

“It’s my pleasure, Miss Adler.”

Olivia collapsed back into the couch, feeling absolutely exhausted from the weekend. She fell asleep before she even heard Carter leave the condo, dreaming of beautiful green eyes once more.

Several hours later, she woke up with a start after hearing Cam’s voice in her sleep. She had no idea what it all meant. Why, after all this time, was she dreaming of him? It wasn’t as if she had feelings for him in any way other than him being a good friend who had helped her during her darkest time. But there was something about the dream that made it feel so real.

Shaking it off, she raised herself off the couch and walked into the kitchen. Opening the refrigerator, she grabbed a bottle of water and glanced at the clock on the wall. It wasn’t even midnight yet, but she felt utterly exhausted. After rummaging through her purse, she found her cell phone, wondering why she hadn’t heard from Alexander yet.

Shit, she said to herself once she found it. Alexander is going to be pissed. She had forgotten to turn it back on after she landed.

Letting out a long breath, she pressed the power button and waited for it to boot up. Once it found a signal, she was immediately bombarded with texts and voicemails from Alexander.

“Great,” she muttered to herself. She hated the feeling she got when she didn’t check in with him when he expected her to. He always overreacted, thinking that she wasn’t safe for whatever reason he concocted in his head. She was starting to get tired of Alexander’s hero complex. She loved him with every fiber of her being, but she still wondered whether he would love her when she no longer needed protection from whatever force he believed was threatening her.

She sat down at the kitchen island, savoring the coldness of the water as she stared at her phone. Memories of that day months ago came flooding back. She had just gotten back into town and went to Alexander’s office, begging him to take her back. He had chased her through the streets of Boston to give her the coat she forgot. A strange man had approached her and attempted to hit on her, rather poorly, Olivia thought. Alexander had seen it and pummeled the guy to the ground.

She recalled how it always seemed like he was trying to protect or save her from one threat or another. But she couldn’t shake the memory of his face when she told him exactly what she wanted from him while they stood on the snowy street that day: “I don’t want you to always feel like you have to come and help me, Alex. I just want you to stand by my side while I try to help myself.”

Olivia began to realize that, no matter what, he would never follow those words. He would always try to be the one to do the saving, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

Her phone interrupted her thoughts, Alexander’s photo flashing on the screen. She became nervous and was hesitant to answer, not wanting to be yelled at as if she was an errant child. “Well, I either have to face this today or tomorrow.”

She pushed the button on the screen and answered the call. “Hello, Alex.”

“Olivia! What the fuck?! Where have you been?! Your phone was off! I’ve been worried sick about you! I’m in the middle of an important meeting and, instead of being able to describe in detail what my company’s doing over in Afghanistan, I’m worried about whether my wife-to-be is still fucking alive!”

“Jesus Christ, Alex. I’m fine. I fell asleep after getting back to the condo tonight. You always go overboard where my safety is concerned and it’s getting old. Not to mention that I’m pretty fucking sure the chauffeur you arranged for us was one of your trained mercenaries, even though you promised that I could have this weekend to myself!” she spat out, fuming as she paced the kitchen. “Plus, you could have just called Carter! You know he was picking me up from the airport and dropping me off at home!”

“I don’t want to talk to Carter! I want to talk to you!” The line was silent for several long moments before Alexander spoke, softening his tone. “I’m sorry, Olivia. I’m working on my overbearing tendencies. I am. I just need to make sure that you’re safe.”

“Alex, how many times do we have to go through this? I don’t want you to constantly go behind my back to try to keep me safe! I can do that on my own!” She exhaled loudly before lowering her voice. “Do you know what I was thinking about just before the phone rang?”

“What’s that?” he asked quietly.

“That day in the snow back in January…”

The line went silent.

“Do you remember what I said to you?”

Alexander let out a long breath. “I do, Olivia, but I just can’t stand aside where your safety is concerned. I have control issues. You know that.”

She walked over to the couch, flopping down on it. “But it’s suffocating me, Alex. I love you, but sometimes I wish I could go back to how things were before you came into my life.”

“What are you saying, love?” he asked, his voice full of hurt.

“No!” she yelled, shooting up into a sitting position. “I’m not saying that. I love you and I want to spend the rest of my life with you, but since I met you, you’ve been smothering me, making sure I have a protection detail with me at all times. I want my simple life back. I know I’ll never truly have that now that I’m marrying you, but I don’t always need protection, Alex, and you know that.”

Alexander reeled from what Olivia was saying. If she only knew the threats to her life that he was aware of, maybe she would be singing a different song. This conversation had been occurring more and more often, and he knew it was only a matter of time before she would figure it all out.

“Olivia, darling, there are things you should know,” he sighed, resigning himself to do the right thing…although it went against her father’s wishes. “I’ll be home tomorrow evening and we’ll discuss all of this then, face-to-face. We’ll come up with a compromise. I never meant to suffocate you. I just need to make sure you’re safe. Always.”

“I know, Alex, but you need to start telling me what you’re trying to keep me safe from.”

“I know, and I will. Tomorrow. I love you, Olivia.”

She smiled. “I love you, too, Alexander. Good night.”

“Good night, love.” Alexander hung up as he sat at a desk in his hotel room in San Francisco overlooking Union Square, thinking about what he had just promised. He would have to tell her, and he would have to do it the following day. He didn’t know if he was quite ready for that but, suddenly, he no longer had a choice.













CHAPTER FIFTEEN

TRUTH AND CONSEQUENCES 







“CAN YOU TAKE ME to the Starbucks by Alexander’s office building?” Olivia asked Marshall as she exited her building just before four o’clock the following day.

“Absolutely, ma’am,” Marshall responded, opening the door for Olivia to climb into the back seat of the SUV.

Olivia was somewhat surprised that she made no move to contact Alexander to make sure he was okay with it. Then again, she met Kiera out for coffee quite often so it wasn’t an unusual request. This time, however, she wasn’t seeing Kiera. She had promised Adele that she would speak with her one last time and listen to what she had to say. Then, if Adele kept her word, she would never have to see her again.

After the short ride, Marshall pulled up outside of the coffee shop, the financial district bustling with activity on that warm summer day. Olivia grabbed two coffees and sat at a table to wait for Adele, who walked through the doors a few minutes later. She spotted Olivia and began heading in her direction, the normal bitchy look on her face nowhere to be found. Instead, she looked forlorn and solemn.

“Thank you for coming, Olivia,” she said, taking a seat.

Olivia slid the extra coffee toward her.

She smiled in appreciation before bringing it to her mouth and taking a sip.

“So, Adele, what is it you want to say to me?”

She stared at Olivia and pinched her lips. “What do you know about Alexander’s childhood?” she asked cautiously.

“If this is about his friend who had the same name as me, I already know about that, and I don’t think it’s weird. My real first name is Sarah anyway.” She raised her voice, becoming a bit defensive. “Olivia is my middle name. He didn’t fall in love with me just because I go by the same name as that little girl.”

Adele lowered her eyes and drew a long breath before returning her gaze to Olivia. “It’s not that you go by the same name as that little girl. Olivia, you are that little girl…”

Olivia looked at Adele as if she was crazy. “Adele, that little girl died. Alexander told me so. He goes there every year to visit her grave and…”

“Your parents were killed, weren’t they?” she interrupted.

“Yeah. What does that have to do with anything?” Olivia’s hands grew clammy and her heart pounded in her chest.

“Isn’t it a coincidence that they were killed the same day as Alexander’s Olivia?”

She sat in silence, unsure of how Adele even knew when her parents died, or what to think of her inferences. She had never proven herself to be trustworthy in the past so she was hesitant to believe a word that came out of her mouth at that point. Still, it was a huge coincidence. But that’s what she always thought it was…just a coincidence.

“I grew up in Charleston, Adele,” Olivia responded, snapping out of her unsettled thoughts. “That little girl lived near Alexander in Mystic.” She was unconvinced of her own words. She couldn’t remember anything about her life before being sent to that boarding school in Charleston. That was where she must have lived before the accident. Why would she have been sent there if she didn’t live there? It didn’t make sense.

“Look at this, Olivia.” Adele pulled a few old photos out of her purse. “I went home this weekend and searched my parents’ house for my old photo albums. Here.” She handed her a photo. “I couldn’t find many of the two of us. We never really got along that well.”

Olivia studied the photo. It was of her when she was a little girl. Her hair was in two braids on the opposite sides of her head, and she was standing next to a small blonde-haired girl. They were both holding their Barbie dolls and smiling at the camera.

“All this proves, Adele, is that we knew each other when I was little. I don’t remember much about my life before the accident that killed both of my parents,” she said, trying to ignore the loud voice in her head telling her that her worst fears had become a reality.

Adele sighed. “Well, how do you explain this?” She pushed another photo across the table.

Olivia gasped when she saw it. It was probably taken the same day as the previous photo. Olivia sat on a swing set in a large backyard. She recognized the yard. It was where she had her engagement party. Alexander’s house was visible in the distance.

“So, it’s Alexander’s backyard. I have no idea how I could have been there but, like I said, I don’t remember anything. That doesn’t mean that I knew Alexander or that I’m his Olivia,” she said more for herself than anything. She didn’t want it to be true, but knew she wasn’t going to get her wish. It all made sense. All the puzzle pieces that she had ignored or excused away over the past several months were falling all too neatly into place.

“Here.” Adele threw the final picture at Olivia. “I just don’t want you to go on any more not knowing the truth,” she explained compassionately.

Olivia looked at the picture, tears welling in her eyes. It was her. She was sitting on the same park bench across from the Mystic River where she recently sat with Alexander. In her hands was a bowl full of ice cream. She could faintly make out a few pieces of pineapple on her spoon. 

And next to her was the boy with green eyes from her dream.

“He pulled me from the car. I remember that,” Olivia said quietly.

“That little boy in the photo is Alex. You’re his Olivia…the little girl he lost all those years ago. I grew up with him and he was beside himself after you died, but he never believed for a minute that you were actually dead. He was always suspicious for one reason or another…or maybe he just didn’t want to say good-bye to you.”

It all made perfect sense. That was why Olivia heard herself calling the green-eyed boy Alex in her dreams. Alexander was the green-eyed boy.

“Does he realize who I am?”

Adele studied her for several protracted minutes before responding, “I think you need to ask Alexander yourself, but remember… He is very good at keeping secrets.”

Olivia stared at the three photos in her hand. She had so many questions. Why was she taken away from all her friends and family? Why didn’t her uncle tell her any of this? Why couldn’t she remember anything from before the accident?

But one question remained at the forefront of her mind. Did Alexander know? And if he did, how long had he known?

Feeling breathless, Olivia bolted up from the table. “I need to get out of here.” She was almost out the door when she realized that she was still clutching the photos in her hand. Turning around, she met Adele’s eyes again.

“Keep them, Olivia.”

She looked down at the photo of the green-eyed boy, gently caressing the picture. “Thank you.” She ran out of the shop and into the waiting SUV.

Within moments, Marshall was driving toward Atlantic Avenue and Alexander’s condo that no longer felt like a home.

She walked through the front doors of her penthouse and the place never seemed so small to her. She felt as if the walls were closing in, suffocating her. She glanced around, wondering if Alexander was back, seeing no sign that he had gotten home yet.

She grabbed her cell phone from her purse and saw a missed text he had sent less than twenty minutes beforehand.




Alexander: Just landed. Be home in about thirty. I love you. XOXO




Dropping her purse on the kitchen island, she walked down the long corridor toward Alexander’ office. She tried the doorknob with no luck. It was locked. She punched a few different number combinations into the keypad with no success. Just when she was ready to give up, she tried one more…the date she supposedly died. The door beeped and she turned the knob, pushing it open.

An empty feeling formed in the pit of her stomach as she entered the room, surrounded by walls covered with framed photos of his family and other important people. Her throat closed up when her eyes settled on a photo that must have been taken while Alexander was on leave from the Navy. He sat at a table, clearly in his family’s enormous backyard, with a younger version of Tyler and Carol sitting on either side of him. Immediately behind Alexander stood his mother. And next to his mother stood someone she assumed was his father, but it couldn’t be. It was her Uncle Charles. She backed up, trying to process everything, and bumped into the desk. A framed photo fell to the ground.

She picked it up and a memory came flooding back.




“Whatcha doing, Olibia?” a young Alexander asked, entering her play room.

“Nothing. Just playing house.” She had just received a toy stove and kitchen set for Christmas, and she was excited to finally play with it.

“Can I play, too?”

She looked up from her toys. “You can’t play house with me, Alex. We’re not married.” She giggled, returning to baking her make-believe cake.

Alexander scratched his head. “Well, let’s have a play wedding and then we’ll be married and we can play house all we want.”

Olivia thought for a minute. “Okay!” She ran to her dress-up chest and grabbed a long white veil and a top hat. She threw the hat on Alexander and grabbed his hand, dragging him down the hall.

“Mom! Dad! Alex and I are getting married!” she yelled joyfully.

“Oh, look at you two!” her mom said, laughing. “Jack, go get the camera!”

Olivia’s father came running back with the camera and snapped a photo.




~~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER WAS UNEASY ABOUT returning home and talking to Olivia. He still wasn’t sure how he was going to tell her everything. The information could ruin her. And put her in danger.

He walked through the foyer of his penthouse, his heart rate picking up with each step he took. “Olivia,” he called out. “Are you here?”

He listened for a few minutes. The house was eerily quiet, the only sound that of the dog snoring on his bed in the living room. Glancing at the kitchen island, he noticed Olivia’s purse sitting there. He wished she wasn’t home. He had never been as scared about seeing her as he was at that moment. He wanted to tell her everything, but knew she would never understand why he had kept that information from her. He couldn’t bear the thought of losing her, but he had a feeling it was already too late.

Making his way toward the staircase, he noticed a light on in a room down the hall. He figured Olivia was in the den watching TV, which struck him as odd. She barely ever watched television.

Walking down the corridor, he followed the source of the light. But it wasn’t coming from the den. It was coming from his office.

He quietly made his way down the rest of the long hallway, his breathing growing uneven. He turned the corner and peered into the room. His heart dropped to the pit of his stomach at the sight that greeted him.

Olivia stood there, holding the picture he kept framed on his desk. Tears were flowing down her face. “What is this, Alex?” she asked, her voice empty of all emotion as she stared at the photo in her hands.

“Olivia, please. I can explain.” He took a step toward her, pleading with his eyes for her to understand why he had done what he did.

“You knew?” She looked up and Alexander could see the pain in her eyes.

“It’s not what you think, Olivia. Please.”

“How long?” she asked quietly.

Alexander remained silent, words escaping him.

“I said how long, Alex?!” she repeated through clenched teeth, her tone raised.

He ran his fingers through his hair, his voice full of resignation. “Since August.”

“What?!” Olivia screeched, her eyes growing wide. “You’ve known who I am since August and didn’t have the decency to say anything?!” She pushed past him, running toward the living room, still clutching the framed picture.

“Olivia, wait!” He chased after her, catching up to her in the kitchen. “I had no choice. Just let me explain.”

“No, Alex!” She spun around to face him. “The time for explaining is so far past! You’ve known about this since August and you didn’t say anything! Nothing! You kept me in the dark even when you watched me struggle with my past! You held me after I woke up screaming from my dreams! You listened to me talk about the green-eyed boy, wondering who he was or if he was even real! And it was you! You heard me talk about the man I thought was my uncle, Alexander! And you never thought it was important enough to mention that he was your father?!” She took a deep breath, her chest heaving through her heavy sobs. “You sat there holding all the answers and you kept them from me!”

She grabbed her purse and started toward the foyer, pushing the elevator call button repeatedly. Feeling Alexander approach behind her, she refused to face him, cursing the electricity that was still present.

“Give me a chance, Olivia. I beg you.” He gripped her shoulders and spun her around, holding her in place as he stared into her tear-drenched eyes.

“I gave you more than enough chances, Alex. I did. You’ve had so many opportunities to come clean. But, instead, you chose to keep this from me.”

The elevator car dinged, announcing its arrival.

Olivia rid herself of Alexander’s grasp and ran into the elevator, pressing the button for the lobby. “You know, Alex,” she said, her lips trembling. “I thought you were a decent person. I thought I was important enough to you that you’d tell me the truth.” Taking a deep breath, she raised her eyes to meet his. “I guess I wasn’t worth it.” The elevator doors closed and Olivia collapsed under the weight of everything she just learned.




~~~~~~~~~~




NATHAN ROBERTS WAS SITTING across from Alexander’s waterfront penthouse, watching. A short while after following Olivia during her coffee meeting with a tall blonde who looked eerily familiar, he observed her running out of the Starbucks in tears. He followed her to the building she had been living in the past several months, surprised to see her storm out of the skyscraper a short time after Alexander returned. He immediately knew something was wrong.

He picked up his cell phone and dialed the one person who had the answers he needed. “What did you do to her?!” he barked into the phone.

“She knows, Jack. She figured it out,” Alexander said through the obvious lump in his throat.

“Fuck!” Nathan shouted, punching the steering wheel of his car. He took several deep breaths, trying to calm down. “What exactly does she know?”

“All she knows is that we were childhood friends and that she is, in fact, the little girl who supposedly died all those years ago. And that the man she referred to as her Uncle Charles is actually my father. Other than that, I’m not sure.”

Nathan breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay. Okay. We can work with that. This isn’t as bad as I expected. Whatever you do, you cannot tell her everything. She mustn’t know.”

“What are you saying, Jack?!” Alexander exclaimed, fuming. “This is ridiculous! I just lost the best thing that’s ever happened to me because I kept her true identity a secret. Hell! She doesn’t even know her real name! She stormed out of here without me even getting a chance to explain anything to her!”

“Alex, I understand your position,” he said calmly. “But she can’t remember. The only thing keeping her alive is that she is the only one who knows where that evidence is hidden. If you tell her about her past, she may start to remember certain things. If she remembers, she’ll be able to point some very bad people in the right direction. And at that point, she’s no longer valuable.”




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA DIDN’T KNOW WHERE she could go. She needed to think. She needed time to clear her head so she did the only thing she could think of…she walked, clutching the photo of her and Alexander’s play wedding in her hand.

The sun began to set over the city, the tall buildings casting shadows on the streets as she walked down Atlantic Avenue in the direction of Columbus Park. People on the street stared at her as she wailed, tears streaming down her face. She felt as if the ground had just been ripped from beneath her. She didn’t know who to trust anymore. The one person she had learned to trust and opened her heart to had lied to her.

She needed someone to comfort her and tell her that everything was going to be okay, but the only person who ever did that was the one person she couldn’t go to. He hurt her more than anyone had. How could he be so selfish as to keep her past a secret from her?

Olivia reached into her purse and grabbed her phone, wanting someone to take the pain away. She collapsed on a park bench, desperately trying to clear her mind. All of a sudden, she realized who she needed at that moment. The one person who had helped her through her darkest time in the past.

She scrolled through the contacts in her phone and pushed the call button, a voice on the other end answering almost immediately.

“Cam…” she sobbed.

“Olivia. What’s wrong? Are you okay? Has something happened?” She could hear the panic in his voice

“I don’t know who I can trust anymore. Please, Cam. I need you.”

“I’ll be on the next flight out. Please, just hang tight for me. Okay?”

Sobbing, she nodded her head.

“Olivia. Please say you’ll be okay until I can get to you. Please,” he begged.

“I don’t think I’ll ever be okay again,” she cried, dropping her phone on the ground as tourists walked by, staring at the girl with brown eyes whose world was falling apart around her.













CHAPTER SIXTEEN

SLIPPING AWAY 







“WHAT IS IT?” AN irritated Donovan growled into the phone.

“It looks like your little plan worked, Kiddish.”

Shit, he thought. It’s him.

Donovan cleared his throat as he straightened in his chair. “Of course it did. I was certain it would. No woman wants to be with a man who lies to her.”

“It appears she has returned to her old house then?”

That was news to Donovan. He hadn’t done any follow up just yet. But he couldn’t know that, unless… “Yes. She has,” he responded, not wanting to sound incompetent.

“But it also appears Burnham still has eyes on her.”

“We’re working on that as we speak, sir.”

Shit. Where was Simon? He was supposed to be buddying up to Olivia now.

“Well, work faster!” The line went dead.




~~~~~~~~~~




AFTER WALKING AIMLESSLY AROUND the city, Olivia returned to her old home on Commonwealth Avenue. It all looked just as she had left it. Everything was still there except for most of her clothes and, of course, Nepenthe.

Just as she began to search her place for any remnants of a liquor bottle, her cell phone buzzed with a text.




Cam: Libby, it’s Cam. I’m on an 8 PM flight out tonight. I’ll be landing at Logan at 10:48.




Thank God, she thought. She needed him at that moment. He had always been honest with her, and that was what she craved right now.




Olivia: What airline? I’ll come and pick you up.




Cam: Don’t worry about it. I’ll come to you. If I know you, and I do, the last thing you should be doing right now is driving. Looking forward to seeing you. Hang tight for me. Please.




For the first time all day, Olivia smiled as she texted him back with her address. Cam really did know her pretty well. She felt bad for not rushing to Kiera or Mo, but they wouldn’t understand. They would just see this as another excuse to push Alexander away, but that wasn’t the case anymore. Deep down, she wished that she had never found out who he really was. The green-eyed boy. Her childhood friend. The boy who saved her.

She couldn’t believe she didn’t see it earlier. That was why he felt like he had to constantly protect her. He thought he had failed her all those years ago. But she still had plenty of unanswered questions, and she knew that the only person who had all the answers was the one person she did not want to talk to…the one person she didn’t think she could ever look at again without feeling betrayed. Not wanting to think about that anymore, she grabbed the bottle of bourbon out of her cabinet, thankful that she hadn’t thrown out her liquor during the move, and poured herself a glass.

By eleven that evening, she was well on her way to being rather drunk, wanting to numb everything. All she could think about was Alexander and how he had lied to her. She couldn’t stop crying when she flashed back to the look on his face when he realized that he had been caught in the lie. It tore her apart that he had kept everything a secret from her since August. Why didn’t he just tell her when he figured it out?

He had comforted her when she woke up screaming and crying nearly every night. He had so many opportunities to tell her what really happened, but he didn’t. He stayed silent, and that hurt more than anything.

She thought she felt pain when she walked out on him all those months ago and fled to Florida, and then the even more intense heartache when she thought he was going to marry Chelsea. But this new hurt was even worse. She didn’t know how, or even if, she would ever survive the new wound that Alexander had caused her heart. She didn’t know who she was anymore. Part of her guessed that she never really did.

Olivia was almost passed out from all the alcohol she had consumed when her doorbell rang. She immediately remembered that Cam said he was flying in to be with her. The guilt she felt for ripping him from his life washed over her as she stumbled from her couch.

She pulled back the door and couldn’t keep her emotions in when she saw Cam standing there, concern plastered on his face. He wrapped his arms around her and she cried, her entire body shaking.

“Hey. It’s going to be okay, Libby. I promise. We’ll get you through this. You’re stronger than this.”

Olivia glanced over his shoulder and sobbed even harder, eyeing the tall silhouette across the street who ruined everything. “I don’t think I’m strong enough to get through this one, Cam.”




~~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER SAT IN THE SUV next to Martin all evening, keeping an eye on Olivia’s house. He messed up. He knew it. His sister had warned him that something like this would happen. If he could turn back the clock, he would, if only to tell Olivia the truth from the beginning. The moment he found out, he should have told her. It was selfish of him to keep her past from her.

“Sir, it appears that Miss Adler has a visitor. Would you like me to intercept?”

Alexander snapped out of his daydream and re-focused his eyes on Olivia’s front door. Cam. Of course, he thought. She would call him.

He wanted to walk up to him and ask what the fuck he was doing there. He mustered enough courage to open the passenger side door with the intention of doing just that when Olivia appeared in the doorway.

He stood frozen in place when he saw how broken she looked, and he did that to her. He made her feel like that. He wanted to scream when he saw Cam drop his bags and wrap his arms around her, soothing her tears. That’s supposed to be my job.

Alexander couldn’t move, even though he knew he should. She shouldn’t see that he was out there, watching her. His brain tried to tell his legs to move and get back in the SUV, but they wouldn’t listen. He stood on the sidewalk, a deer in the headlights, when Olivia’s eyes met his.

I’m sorry, he mouthed to her.

She shook her head and began to cry even harder before Cam helped her into the house.

Alexander’s mind began to race. It had only been a few hours since she ran out on him, and she was already inviting another man into her home. And not just any man. A man she had been intimate with in the past. He started to feel Olivia slowly slipping through his fingertips and all he could see was red.




~~~~~~~~~~




“YOU’RE DRUNK, AREN’T YOU?” Cam asked after helping Olivia back inside her house.

“I couldn’t help it, Cam. I needed to dull the pain. I just didn’t want to feel anymore. I’m done feeling.”

He followed Olivia into her living room, watching as she made her way toward a large collection of liquor bottles on the kitchen island, drinking from one.

“You should probably sleep it off, Libby. We can talk tomorrow about what’s going on. Sleep is the best medicine for you right now, not that bottle.”

“I can’t sleep, Cam,” she sobbed. “All I’ll see when I close my eyes are his eyes staring back at me, betraying me, lying to me.”

Cam didn’t know what happened, but he guessed it had something to do with Alexander. “I know it hurts right now,” he said, his tone soothing as he rubbed her back. “But you need to sleep.” He looked down on her. “Where is your bedroom?”

Olivia glanced up the stairs. “Up there.” She became dizzy from the sudden movement of her head and fell to the ground.

“Whoa. Easy there, sweetheart.” He wrapped his arms around her, steadying her. “I’ll help you upstairs. You need to lie down.”

She exhaled loudly. “Fine. You’re the expert,” she slurred.

“Thank you,” Cam replied quietly. Scooping her into his arms, he carried her up the stairs and into her bedroom. He placed her feet carefully on the ground before pulling back the covers and helping her into bed. Once she looked comfortable, he sat down next to her, pushing the hair out of her eyes, trying to calm her down.

When he was sure that her tears were done, he stood up. “Get some sleep, Libby. I’ll be downstairs on the couch if you need me.”

Olivia’s hand shot out, grabbing his wrist. “Don’t go. Please, stay. With me. I don’t want to be alone when the nightmares come.” Her eyes met his and he could see the fear in them.

Reluctantly, he agreed. He knew, deep down, that it was a bad idea to get into bed beside her, but she looked devastated and he wanted to help her any way he could. He peeled out of his clothes, leaving on his t-shirt and boxers, and crawled in next to her.

“Cam?” Olivia asked several minutes later as they both lay there in the dark.

“Yes, Libby?”

“I’m sorry I called you. I didn’t know who else to turn to.” She rolled over to face him.

Cam had been dreaming of the day that he would finally be able to fall asleep next to her again, but he didn’t expect it to be like this. She was hurting, and he refused to take advantage of her vulnerability like he felt he did before. He vowed to get to the bottom of everything so he could help her get back to where she needed to be, even if that place was in another man’s arms.

“Hush, Libby,” he said, reaching his hand out and caressing her arm. “I’m glad you called me. Now, get some sleep.” He planted a gentle kiss on her forehead and she closed her eyes.

“Cam?”

“Yes?”

“Can you hold me, please? I just need to know that I’m not alone and this is the only way I know.”

He was hesitant, but the pain in her voice was too intense for him to deny her that simple act. Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her against his body, savoring the smell of her hair as he listened to her gentle breathing.




~~~~~~~~~~




“SIMON, WHAT THE FUCK happened?!” Donovan shouted, glaring at him as he sat in his office late Tuesday night. “She was supposed to feel so goddamn comfortable with you that she would run into your arms after having her world ripped apart! Instead, she called some goddamn therapist she met in Florida?! What the fuck?!” Simon had assured him that Olivia was past everything that had happened between them. The entire plan rested on him being able to get that information. And that depended on him being there when she needed him most so she felt comfortable with him.

“I know, man. I’m sorry. I thought I had her eating out of the palm of my hand. I really did. I don’t know how this happened.”

“Fuck!” Donovan shouted at Simon, punching the wall of his office. He took several deep breaths.

“I have an idea that might fix this,” Simon said quietly, hoping to calm down the intimidating man pacing in front of him.

“I think I’ve listened to enough of your shitty ideas,” Donovan growled.

“Just hear me out. I’ve been thinking about this one lately, and I really think it might work. The problem is she’s never run into my arms when she’s been scared.”

Donovan was hesitant to trust Simon’s idea, but what did he have to lose? The more he thought about it, the better the idea sounded. Of course, running into Simon’s arms would be just one part of the plan. A sly smile crossed his face as he formulated the end-game in his head. Finally, Donovan thought.













CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

COME BACK TO ME 







“FEEL BETTER NOW?” CAM asked Olivia the following morning, handing her a cup of coffee and some water.

“Much better. Thank you.” Olivia took a sip of her coffee, savoring the warm liquid as it traveled through her body.

“So…what’s going on, Libby?”

She eyed Cam suspiciously. “I wanted you to come here as a friend. Not as a therapist, okay?”

“I understand, and I’m here as a friend who just happens to be a therapist, so I may have a little more insight than, say, Kiera.”

Olivia sighed. “I’m not ready to talk about it quite yet, Cam. It hurts too much right now.” She looked away, trying to hide the tears that had re-formed in her eyes at the thought of the months of lies she had endured because of Alexander.

Cam reached across the kitchen table and grabbed her hand. “You need to talk about it eventually. You know that, right?” he asked quietly.

She turned her head back toward him, meeting his eyes…his kind silver eyes that never lied to her. “I know.”

Throughout the rest of the day, Cam tried to get Olivia to talk about what was going on. And all day, she refused, the pain of Alexander’s lies and secrets all too fresh in her memory.

The more she thought about how much he kept from her, the more it hurt. Every time she thought about what Adele had said to her and the look on Alexander’s face, she broke down. Who else was keeping secrets from her?

“I’m glad you’re here, Cam,” she said later that afternoon.

He smiled at her, putting his arm around her as they lounged on the couch, watching TV. “I’m glad I’m here, too. But, at some point, we need to talk.”

She stared ahead, her expression blank. “I think there’s something I need to do tomorrow night,” she said flatly.

“What’s that?”

“I need to go to Open Mic. I think Alexander will be there and maybe I’ll be able to move on and begin to talk about this if I go. It always seems to help…singing, that is.” met Cam’s eyes, tears trickling down her cheeks.

“If that’s what you think you need so that you can begin to heal, then let’s do that.”




~~~~~~~~~~




WHEN OLIVIA EMERGED FROM her house Thursday evening, she was surprised to see her Audi sitting out front. She had left it over at Alexander’s when she ran out on him and never asked for him to return it, but she was glad he did.

She walked down her front steps toward her car and scrunched her eyebrows in confusion, wondering how she would get in without her keys.

“What’s wrong?” Cam asked, obviously noticing her hesitation.

“Nothing. It’s just…I ran out on Alexander and all my stuff is still over there, including the keys to my car.” Olivia glanced down at the driver’s side door and noticed that there was a numbered keypad by the lock that hadn’t been there before. “Smug bastard,” she said under her breath before punching the code that Alexander must have used…the date of her supposed death. The door unlocked. She found the key fob in the center console and the car started immediately.

“Come on! Get in!” Olivia yelled to Cam as he stood on the sidewalk, staring at the car suspiciously.

“Are you sure he didn’t plant a bomb or anything?” he joked.

“Take a risk, okay?” she responded dryly. Cam got in the car and Olivia pulled into Boston traffic, ignoring the dark SUV that was following them from her house all the way to Davis Square.




~~~~~~~~~~




“LIBBY!” KIERA SHOUTED AFTER Olivia wrote her name down on the sign-up sheet for Open Mic. “What the fuck is going on? Alexander has been blowing up my phone these past few days. Mo’s, too!” She spotted Cam at Olivia’s side and her expression turned severe. “What the fuck is he doing here?” she sneered. “No offense.”

“None taken,” Cam said, a grin on his face before facing the olive-toned man standing at Kiera’s side. “I’m Cam.” He held out his hand in greeting.

“Mo, or Jack. Take your pick. Nice to finally put a face to the name.”

“Likewise.”

Mo returned his attention to Olivia, a look of concern crossing his face. “What’s going on?”

Olivia took a deep breath. “I don’t want to talk about it just yet. I don’t think I can. So please, be the friends I know you are and give me time to process everything I’ve learned the past few days.”

Mo eyed her suspiciously. “Are you sure you’re okay? I know he’s bigger than I am but, so help me, if Alexander hurt you, I’ll do my best to kick his ass.”

She smiled for probably the first time in days. “I appreciate the sentiment, but I would never ask you to do that.”

Mo grabbed two more chairs and Olivia and Cam joined their table.

“Are you doing anything tonight?” Kiera asked after they finally flagged down a server and placed their drink order.

“Yeah.”

“What song are you going to do?” Mo asked.

“You’ll just have to wait and find out,” she spat.

“Libby, don’t do anything you’re going to regret later.” Kiera nodded her head toward where Alexander sat at the bar, a drink in his hand, keeping his eyes trained on Olivia.

“I’m not saying I won’t regret it later, but I need him to understand how much his actions have fucked with my head.”

“What did he do?” Mo asked, his voice rising in anger as the current performer finished his song. Olivia turned her eyes back toward the stage, unable to answer Mo’s question just yet.

“All right,” the M.C. said into the microphone. “Next up, ladies and gentleman, is an old fan favorite. Miss Olivia Adler! Or, I guess, the soon to be Mrs. Alexander Burnham. Get your butt up here.”

Olivia’s eyes widened at the introduction and she remained frozen in her seat, almost unable to get up.

“You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” Cam whispered.

She took a deep breath. “No. I have to.” She slowly walked up to the stage and sat down at the baby grand piano, adjusting the chair and microphone stand.

“Hi, everyone.” Olivia looked out over the audience and found Alexander’s eyes. “I’m not going to talk much tonight. Just one quick song and I’m out of here. I just need to sing this to let someone know how much their inability to tell the truth has hurt me.”

A lone tear fell from her eye. “This is I Was Gonna Marry You by Tristan Prettyman.”

“What?!” Alexander bellowed, his loud voice echoing through the room. Several people in the bar turned to look at him, including Kiera and Mo, as Olivia started to play the opening measures on the piano.

She knew the song was a bold choice, but she needed Alexander to feel her suffering…to know that locking away the secrets of her past destroyed her. And maybe he needed to think that she no longer wanted to spend the rest of her life with him. She didn’t know if that was true, but maybe it could be. How could she still want to marry someone who had lied to her? Who kept her true identity a secret from her? She had put her trust in him and he betrayed that. He held all the answers to the questions she had struggled with her entire life, and he kept them from her.

She almost didn’t care about knowing the truth anymore. Did it really matter? Maybe the last thing she needed to do was talk to Alexander and get answers. He always had an uncanny ability to make her understand why he did certain things. She would run back into his arms like she always did. But, this time, he hurt her far worse than he ever had before.

Alexander sat at the bar, listening to Olivia sing, trying to process the words coming out of her mouth. She looked like an empty shell sitting on that stage. There was only pain. And he caused that. Again.

He knew that he had lost her, not just in the lyrics she sang, but in the way she stared at him. She was gone. He still had so much he wanted to say to her. He just didn’t know if he could say the words she needed to hear, her father’s warning constantly ringing in his ears.

Olivia finished the last verse, her chin trembling as she thought how empty her life would be without Alexander in it. Tears streaming down her face, she shook her head as the final chord sounded through the bar, the audience remaining oddly silent. She stood up and her eyes met Alexander’s. She tore her gaze from his and looked down at her left hand, her breathing ragged from the heavy sobs overtaking her body. Grabbing the ring, she started to slide it off her finger, locking eyes with Alexander once more.

His chin quivered. “No. Please.” His deep voice echoed through the bar. “Olivia, love. I beg you.” He reached his hand toward her from across the large space, but his feet remained locked in place.

The audience looked back and forth between Olivia and Alexander, watching the drama unfold. 

“Please,” he begged once more. “I can’t lose you again.”

Olivia wanted to take that ring off. It felt as if it was scorching her skin, constantly reminding her that their entire relationship was based on deception. “I’m not sure I was ever yours to lose,” she whispered through her tears, staring at him as she slid her ring back into place, keeping it on. She bolted off the stage and ran to the table, grabbing her purse, not saying a word to anyone as she stormed out of the bar.

With heavy sobs, she practically ran down the sidewalk, not caring how many people gave her strange looks. She entered the unlock code through her tear-stained eyes and got behind the wheel of her car, her cries making her entire body shake. She knew, at some point, she would take off the ring. She just wasn’t ready for that yet.

Seeing Alexander again made her entire body ache. She hated looking into those green eyes she saw every night. It hurt that she wasn’t worth the truth to him, and she wanted nothing more than to leave and never return to Boston. The city that once held so many fond memories, now only held heartache and pain at every turn.

She peered over the steering wheel, almost hoping to see Alexander come running out of the bar to talk to her. To tell her how sorry he was. To say that he was a fool for destroying their relationship. To promise that he would make it up to her. But that never happened so Olivia cried even harder.

The door to her car opened and she flung her eyes up to see Cam standing there. “Come on, Libby. You’re in no condition to be driving.” He helped her over to the passenger side before getting behind the wheel and turning on the GPS, punching in Olivia’s address. During the short drive back to her house, the crying didn’t stop. It only got worse. Cam wondered if she would ever return from this, and what it would take to get her to bounce back.

As he held her that night after she finally drifted off to sleep, he pleaded with her, “Please, Libby. Come back to me.”













CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CONSTANT 







“LIBBY, YOU NEED TO talk about it,” Cam said in a feeble attempt to get Olivia to open up about what happened. “Especially considering the meltdown you had last night at Open Mic.” He walked from the kitchen to where she sat in her reading nook by the bay windows overlooking the street. “I can help you work through this, and not as a therapist.” He grasped her hands in his, kneeling in front of her. A pained gaze shadowed his face. “As a friend, Libby. A friend who is so fucking worried about you right now.”

Olivia stared out the window and met Alexander’s eyes. She was glad he looked exactly how she felt. Empty. Broken. Shattered. Sighing, she said, “Well, I guess I should start at the beginning.” She got up and made her way to the couch, Cam joining her. She lay down and placed her bare feet in his lap.

The familiarity he felt with her made him grin. “That’s a pretty good place to start.” He grabbed some lotion and began rubbing her feet, hoping that the comforting gesture would help her be forthcoming. It worked.

Over the next several hours, Olivia proceeded to tell Cam everything she could think of, even if he already knew some of it. How her parents were killed in a car accident when she was six. How she had nightmares about the crash nearly every night. How the dreams became more vivid once she met Alexander. How she dreamed that her father made it out of the car alive. How, in her dreams, she overheard a conversation between her father and uncle saying they needed to fake both of their deaths. How she was raised by her uncle. How the man she thought was her uncle was really Alexander’s father. How Alexander and she were childhood friends. And how Alexander knew her true identity back in August, but never told her. He had lied to her since then, in the guise of trying to protect her from some unknown threat.

“So, if most of your dreams were true, do you know if your father is still alive?”

That hadn’t even crossed her mind. She was so upset with Alexander lying to her that she never even thought about anything else. “I don’t know. It was just a dream.”

“Was it, though?” he asked urgently. “Our brains try to protect us, Olivia. You were in an accident that, apparently, caused you to suffer from memory loss. Usually, after such an event, you’d be surrounded by people from your past and you’d eventually come to remember everything again, but that didn’t happen. You were taken away from everyone and went to boarding school with sporadic contact from a family friend you were made to believe was your uncle. You never had the chance to regain your memory. But those memories were still there in your brain somewhere, desperately wanting to get out. Once you saw Alexander years later, your brain was trying to tell you something and help you remember.”

“Do you think my father could still be alive?”

“I don’t know. I don’t want to get your hopes up, but it’s a question you need to ask him.”

She shot up, wide-eyed at the suggestion that she speak to Alexander.

“Libby, I’m not stupid. As much as I would love for you to forget all about him, I know that won’t ever happen. You’ll never love anyone like you love him. I know that now.”

A contemplative expression on her face, Olivia processed his words before grabbing her iPad, searching through her music library.

“What are you doing?” Cam asked, a quizzical look on his face.

“That just reminds me of a song,” she explained, finding the tune she was looking for and streaming it to her speakers.

“You’re too much.” He shook his head and listened to the soulful blues song reverberating throughout Olivia’s home. “But seriously, Libby. You need to talk to him at some point. He holds all the answers to your questions. You need to give him a chance to explain everything. You need closure, and he’s the only way you’ll get it.”

Letting out a slow breath, she lay back on the couch, her eyes still glued to the iPad in front of her while she looked up chord progressions online. “I just need time. I’m not ready yet. Part of me doesn’t want to know because, if my dreams are true, then Alexander knew my life was in danger and he kept me in the dark about everything.”

“I’ll give you time. But you need to do this.”

“I know,” she agreed before looking into Cam’s kind eyes…eyes that never lied to her. “Will you stay just a little longer? Please? I don’t want you to leave me just yet.” She reached across the couch and grabbed his hand. “You’re the only person I feel I can talk to who will give me a straight answer.”

“What about Kiera and Mo?”

“I love them both dearly, and they’re good about calling my bullshit, but there’s something about talking to you that I don’t get with them.”

A smile crossed Cam’s face, his dimples popping. “I’ll stay for as long as you want me to, Libby.”

“Thank you.” She squeezed his hand.

That night, as she lounged on the couch with Cam, she glanced outside. Tears welled in her eyes when she noticed Alexander sitting in the driver’s seat of the SUV. Slowly getting up from the couch, she grabbed her glass of wine and sat in the window. She stared at Alexander for nearly two hours, tears falling down both of their faces. She wanted him to come up to her door and say something…anything. But he didn’t.




~~~~~~~~~~




AS OLIVIA LOUNGED ON her couch with Cam the following Wednesday evening, a loud ringing cut through the tranquil atmosphere. She slowly raised herself off the couch and made her way over to the kitchen island, a sad expression on her face when she glanced down at her phone. Her lower lip began to tremble when she saw those green eyes staring back at her from the screen. Every night that he sat outside her house and simply stared at her, she felt her heart break a little bit more. She was shattered, and each day that passed was another reminder of his inability to tell her the truth.

Answering the phone, there was no response on the other end. She sat down in the bay window with the phone glued to her ear, willing Alexander to say something. Apart from his gentle breathing, the line was eerily quiet.

“I learned a new song today, Alex,” she said, cutting through the thick silence. “It reminds me of you. And me. All songs seem to remind me of you in some way. Mama always said that music is the best solution to any problem.” She lowered her voice. “But you probably already know that. Anyway, that’s what I’ve been doing…locking myself away in my music room, playing music. Mostly blues because that’s how I feel without you.

“I should be so angry with you. And I am, Alex. I’m so furious with you. I’m sitting here questioning everyone in my life. I don’t know what’s real and what’s not. I’ve been lied to my entire life. Hell, I don’t even know what my real name is.” She took a deep breath and put her hand up to the glass in front of her. “But through it all, through all the soul searching and all the questions, I’ve realized that the one thing I do know is that I need more time to figure everything out.”

Olivia heard Alexander let out a small cry. She locked eyes with the man sitting in the SUV, tears flowing freely from both their eyes. For the first time, she not only saw the Alexander she had gotten to know over the past several months, but she also saw the scared little boy who pulled her from the car when she was a young girl, saving her life. And she realized that he had continued to save her life on a daily basis. With everything going on, he was her constant…the one person she could depend on. The one person who had loved her throughout her entire life. Olivia dropped her voice, realizing that Alexander was family. The only family she had left. “I’ll never love anyone as much as I love you, Alexander.”

“So you still love me?” he asked, his voice full of hope.

Olivia’s heart fell to the pit of her stomach. It had been nearly a week since she had heard his voice…his gentle voice that had told her how he had searched for her his entire life. The voice that was the calm in the storm of her life. Letting out a soft cry, she met his eyes through the glass. “I don’t think I’ll ever stop loving you.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“OKAY, ENOUGH OF THIS bullshit, Libby!” Cam exclaimed the following day as he worked at his laptop, watching her scroll through the Google image search results for Alexander. The gossip magazines had been speculating about a possible break-up for the past week and it was still a hot news story.

“Suck it, Cam,” she hissed, rolling her eyes.

“I’m not going to put up with it anymore. What is it going to take to get you to stop feeling sorry for yourself and talk to me? You’ve turned Kiera and Mo away every time they’ve come to check on you. They care about you and are worried. You’re wasting away again, and it’s not good for you, Libby. You need to talk to them about what’s going on. Let them in.”

“What do I say to them?”

“Tell them the truth. They’re your friends,” he replied, walking over to the couch and grabbing her iPad out of her hands, forcing her to talk to him.

“Yeah, but they’ll probably just say that I made everything up in my mind so I could push Alexander away. The last thing I was looking for was a reason to leave him. I was so looking forward to marrying him.” She furrowed her brow, the vein in her forehead popping like it always did when she was nervous.

“Libby, don’t underestimate your friends.” He grabbed her hands and ran his thumb across her knuckles. “They’ll always be your biggest cheering section if they’re worth it. And if they give you trouble, I’ll be here for you, supporting you.” Dropping his gaze from hers, he stared at her small hands enclosed in his. “Just like I always will.”

His eyes returned to hers, her breathing increasing as she listened to his affectionate words. The atmosphere in the room suddenly became charged. Cam could feel his heart rate pick up when he noticed Olivia’s expression change from one of anxiety to almost one of desire, her eyes flaming with lust. In a trance, he leaned in slowly and gently brushed his lips against hers, softly at first as if asking if she was okay with it.

Olivia was unsure about how to react. She had always found Cam attractive and, for the past week, he was the only one she felt she could depend on. But she knew his feelings for her were stronger than hers were. She didn’t want to lead him on, but it felt so good to be kissed and loved by someone. Getting lost in the moment, she closed her eyes and deepened the kiss, pulling Cam on top of her as their tongues tangled. Olivia wrapped her legs around his waist, reveling in the feeling of closeness she had missed the past week that she had been away from Alexander.

Snapping back to reality, Cam pulled out of the kiss, wincing.

“Don’t stop. Please,” she begged.

“Libby…” He sat back up, running his hands through his hair. “We shouldn’t…”

She briefly closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Oh, Cam,” she exhaled, realizing what she was about to do and how much she would have regretted it afterwards. “You’re right. I wish I could love you. I really do. You’d be so easy to love.”

He sighed, shaking his head. “You can’t say stuff like that to me, Libby. I wish you could love me, too, but I know that’ll never happen.” Squeezing his eyes shut, he rubbed his temples and Olivia could tell he was struggling with being so close to her once again.

“Well,” she interrupted, clearing the thick air. “I guess I’m going to talk to Kiera and Mo.”

Cam opened his eyes and straightening his stature. Smiling, he handed Olivia her phone. “Invite them over.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“WHAT THE FUCKITY-FUCK, LIBBY?” Kiera asked when Olivia answered the door a few hours later.

“Nice to see you, too.” She stepped back and allowed Kiera and Mo inside. “You both remember Cam?”

“He’s still here? Are you telling me that you left Alexander for Cam? I knew there was a reason he was with you at Open Mic!” Kiera fumed before turning to Cam. “What the fuck are you thinking? I know you have a thing for her, but she was supposed to get married!”

“Kiera!” Olivia yelled, everyone turning toward her. “Enough! Please,” she begged, lowering her voice. “It’s not what you think. I needed Cam and he came to help me work through some things. If you’ll please stow your pitchfork, I’d like to tell you both what’s been going on.”

“Fine,” Kiera said, flopping on the couch. She turned her eyes up to meet Cam’s. “But I’m keeping my eyes on you, mister!”

Cam laughed and took a seat next to Olivia, grabbing her hand in a show of support. She smiled at him before proceeding to tell Mo and Kiera the story that Cam had heard so many times.

“So, he’s known secrets about your past since August and refused to tell you?” Mo asked when Olivia had finished telling them everything that had happened between her and Alexander. It was obvious that he was quite irritated.

“Now you see why I stormed out on him.”

“That bastard…” Kiera muttered. Her gaze was unfocused and Olivia could sense that she was still in disbelief over the fact that Alexander and she were childhood best friends.

“But the problem is that he holds all the secrets to my past. I know I should want to find out more about everything, but part of me is scared to know. What if there’s a good reason his father changed my identity?”

“I’m sure there is,” Mo offered. “You said the guy was ex-CIA. He wouldn’t do that unless it was necessary.”

“Libby,” Kiera said, bringing Olivia’s attention back to her. “Nothing we say is going to tell you what you should do. This is your life and your past. Mo and I have the luxury of knowing our family. You never did. Whatever you decide to do, we’ll support you. Always.”

Olivia walked over to the couch and sat between her two friends, both of them hugging her. “Thanks, guys. I love you both so much.”

“Just so you know,” Kiera said. “If you want to have a retaliatory fuck with Cam, I’d totally support that.” 

Cam’s eyes went wide and Olivia looked at him, shaking her head at her friend’s offer. “Thanks, Kiera,” she replied, grinning. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Good. Because that fucker deserves to be hurt after what he’s put you through.”

“Maybe you should tell him, Livvy,” Mo interjected, bringing the conversation back to the issue. “Tell him how much pain he’s caused you.”

“I have,” she explained. “I just don’t think he’s listening.”

“Well, make him listen.”













CHAPTER NINETEEN

OPENING UP 







“LIBBY!” MELANIE SHOUTED WHEN she saw her walk into MacFadden’s the following Friday. “How have you been? Are you back playing with the guys again?”

“Hi, Mel. Bridge,” Olivia said, nodding a greeting to her friends. She hadn’t seen them since Vegas. That seemed like ages ago, even though only a few weeks had passed.

“Kiera told us about you and Alexander.” Bridget placed her hand on Olivia’s arm, a compassionate look across her face. “We’re so sorry.”

“There’s definitely more to the story than just a simple break-up, but we’ll get to that later. To answer your question - yes, I’m singing with the guys again tonight. It’s about time I got my ass back in gear.”

“Who’s this?” Bridget asked, eyeing Cam up and down as he stood by Olivia’s side. “This is the same guy you were talking to at the Green Dragon all those weeks ago, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Melanie, Bridget, this is my friend, Cam. He’s kind of been helping me through my issues.”

“Nice to meet you both,” he said politely before turning his eyes back to Olivia. “Would you like a drink? The usual?”

“Yes, please. I need it tonight.”

Excusing himself, he headed toward the bar through the audience that had gathered to see the band.

“Damn. He’s a hottie. You go from one hottie to another.” 

“Bridget!” Melanie exclaimed, playfully smacking her. “You came here with Dylan!”

“Dylan? You mean Vegas Dylan?” Olivia eyed Melanie and Bridget.

“Yeah,” Bridget replied, blushing and looking around the dark bar. “He agreed to come with me tonight, although I’m not sure where he’s run off to.” She furrowed her brow. “We’ve gone out a few times over the past couple of weeks.” She returned her attention to Olivia and Melanie. “And Mel’s been tutoring Lucas in a psych class he’s struggling with that she’s already taken.”

“At least he’s gay so I don’t have to worry about him stealing my girl,” Tyler said, walking up to the girls and snaking his arm around Melanie’s waist. Olivia stared at him as he kissed her neck affectionately. She hated how much he reminded her of his brother. She wondered if he had known about her all along, too.

“Hey. You almost ready?” Mo asked, surprising Olivia. She didn’t even realize he was standing next to her. Turning her head toward him as he stood with his arm around Kiera, she noticed Alexander walk in.

“Yup. Let’s do this.” Olivia spun on her heel, not wanting to stare into Alexander’s eyes any longer. She was torn about whether she should still want to be with a man who kept her past from her.

“Hey all! We’re back!” Mo shouted into the microphone to enthusiastic applause once the band was set to begin. “And, thankfully, we have the whole band back as well. Miss Olivia Adler, everyone!”

The crowd cheered as Olivia scanned the audience, her eyes locking with Alexander’s. Mo stepped aside from the microphone, bringing a barstool in front for her to sit on.

“How’s everyone doing tonight?” She grabbed the microphone out of the stand and sat down on the stool. “I know many of you have already heard about my little break-up.” The audience laughed politely as they kept their eyes glued on her. “All my life, I’ve had difficulties expressing my feelings, except through music,” she explained. “Earlier this week, I went for a run and a song came on my iPod that I think does a pretty good job at saying exactly how I feel. So that’s what I’d like to sing for you all tonight. And for Alexander.” A tear fell down her cheek. “This is Last Love Song by Z.Z. Ward. Alexander, I need this to be the last love song I sing for you unless you can tell me the truth. Please.”

She nodded at Mo and he started playing the simple guitar line. Her chin trembled a bit as she began to sing about the wedding that would never be and the life with Alexander that was suddenly a distant dream.

Olivia’s soulful voice cut through the bar, sending chills up Cam’s spine. He studied her as she belted out the lyrics. Her eyes were trained solely on Alexander, singing every word for him as if he were the only one in the room. Sighing dejectedly, Cam slumped his shoulders forward. He was crazy for thinking Olivia would ever see him as anything other than a distraction from the pain. He wanted so much more from her…something he knew she would never be able to give him, no matter how things ended between her and Alexander.

“I need to get out of here,” he said to Bridget.

She looked at him. “Where are you going?”

Cam glanced back at the stage, taking one last look at Olivia. “Home. Where I belong.” He turned to leave the bar, stopping when he saw Alexander standing in the back of the room with his eyes fixed on Olivia.

“Alexander,” he said, reaching his hand out toward him.

“Cam,” Alexander replied curtly, shaking it.

“I just want to say this as a friend of Olivia’s.” He briefly closed his eyes before returning them to Alexander’s, a fierceness in his gaze. “She’s hurting, but she’s still madly in love with you. You need to do the right thing. Maybe if she knows about her past, she can move on from this and start living again. I don’t think she’ll ever be able to move past you if you don’t.”

Alexander’s spine straightened, surprised at his candor. “What the fuck qualifies you to know what she needs?! You don’t know her like I do!” he yelled before lowering his voice. “How can she move on? I love her.”

Cam exhaled loudly, running his fingers through his hair. “Then prove it to her. Do the right thing.”

Alexander simply stared as Cam turned abruptly and left the bar. He knew Cam was right. He had been a coward back in August when he made the decision to keep the truth from her. Every day since then, he had let his fears get the better of him. She deserved to know everything, regardless of her father’s wishes, and that’s what he resolved to do. It was time to come clean.

His chest heaving with a renewed determination, he shot his eyes back to the stage. Remorse overwhelmed him as he listened to Olivia belt out the last few lines of the song, a hollow look on her face.

Taking a small bow, she turned to Mo, tears streaming down her face. “I’m sorry, Mo. I have to go. Can you…?”

“Don’t worry, kid. I’ll break down your gear.” He embraced her, squeezing her tight. “I love you, Livvy.”

“Oh, Mo. I love you, too.”

“And Alexander loves you,” he whispered. “I’m sure of that.”

She pulled back, meeting Mo’s eyes. “But I’m not sure if I should keep loving him.” She walked away, running into Melanie and Bridget. “Where’s Cam?” she asked, wiping the tears off her cheeks.

“He said he went home. He looked so sad, though.”

“Home? What do you mean?”

“He said it was where he belonged,” Bridget explained.

“I need to go,” she said quickly, knowing that Cam was probably already on his way to the airport. “Where’s Kiera?”

“She left right after you went on. She said she wasn’t feeling too well and that she would probably just go home. She looked pretty pale.”

“I hope she’s okay,” Olivia said, her voice full of concern.

“She said she hadn’t been feeling well all day and just needed to lie down for a bit. She said not to worry about her and that she’d call you tomorrow sometime when she was feeling better.”

“Okay. I’ll see you later!” Olivia shouted, heading down the stairs and out the front door to try to catch Cam before he left.

“Olivia?” a quiet voice called out.

She stilled, her breath catching. Slowly, she turned around to face Alexander. It was the first time she had been that close to him since the day she left him. The day she found out who he was. He looked so sad. The normal confidence he exuded was nowhere to be found. He was broken.

“What is it, Alexander?”

“I just wanted to say how sorry I am about everything that’s happened between us,” he said quietly, his eyes pleading with her. “I wanted to tell you for so long, but the longer I kept it from you, the harder it was to say anything.”

Olivia kept her fierce brown eyes glued to his, wanting him to continue talking. Taking a step forward, he brushed a stray piece of hair behind her ear. She closed her eyes, reveling in the contact she had ached for since leaving him.

Alexander chuckled a little as his thumb brushed over the scar at her hairline. “I remember when you got this. You were screaming bloody murder after slipping on these rocks in front of your family’s beach estate. You cut your head wide open and I had to run and find your mom and explain how you got hurt. We weren’t supposed to be on the rocks.”

Olivia’s bottom lip started to quiver as she listened to him recall the memory. She wanted to know more. She wanted to know everything about her past, but then again, she didn’t. She felt so weak at that moment. She wanted to walk away from Alexander and never see him again. But, at the same time, she wanted to stay close to him, to hear everything he had to say, to feel his body next to hers.

“You were such a pain in the ass when you were little. A spoiled little brat. But I loved you so much, Olivia, even when you always cheated at the games we used to play. The day of the accident, I was beside myself. I’ll never forget sitting through your funeral. Your casket was so small.” A tear escaped from his eye as he recalled the painful memory. “I couldn’t help but think how truly horrible it was to watch them lower you into the ground.”

Entranced by Alexander’s words, Olivia tried to fight back her tears, the entire time wondering what he went through when he was a little boy. Losing your best friend at such a young age was something no child should have to go through.

“My parents put me in therapy after that,” he explained. “I never snapped out of it. By that time, Dad had begun his mysterious disappearing act. I hated him for that. I hated him for thinking that one of his stupid protection details was more important than his own son. Until recently, I had no idea it was you that he was looking out for.” He gently brushed a tear away from her eye before continuing his story.

“My therapist suggested that I find some way to honor your memory.” He looked down and reached for her, a warmth spreading through his body from the chaste contact of her delicate hand enclosed in his. “That’s when I started going to the cemetery every year on the date of your death. I think she suggested it so that I would finally stop looking for you everywhere.” He returned his eyes to hers, his expression intense. “But I never stopped, Olivia. I just didn’t want to believe you were dead.

“I think I had such a hard time believing it because I knew you made it out of that car. I was the one who saved you. I’m the boy with green eyes who you see in your dreams. I should have told you the first time you mentioned the dream, but I was selfish and I didn’t, and I know I’ll have to live with that decision for the rest of my life.”

“In my dream, when I saw the green-eyed boy, or you, get hit over the head…”

“That did happen.”

“I dreamed that my dad was still alive. Do you think…?”

“Olivia, listen to me, please.” He clasped both of her hands between his, his tone and expression taking on an urgent quality. “I promised that I would keep everything quiet, but I’ve made that promise in the past, and I’ve lost you because of it.”

Olivia stared into Alexander’s eyes, searching them for the answer she yearned to hear.

“Yes. Your father is still alive.”

She gasped, fighting for air as her legs gave out from the shock of his words. Alexander reacted quickly, wrapping his arms around her to steady her.

“I just don’t understand!” she cried out. “Why didn’t anyone ever tell me?! Where is he?!”

He looked down at her, tears flowing down her cheeks as he contemplated what he should tell her. Technically, her father was still under protection so he couldn’t divulge any information to her about his whereabouts or his name, but she needed something.

“I’m right here, Livvy,” a voice said.

Alexander and Olivia both snapped their heads in the direction of the voice.

Unable to believe her eyes, Olivia stared at the man in front of her. She would recognize his face anywhere, even if it had aged a bit since she had seen him last.

“Daddy?!” Olivia cried out, pushing away from Alexander’s embrace. “Is it really you? Please tell me this isn’t just another dream and I’m about to wake up screaming.”

Jack DeLuca wrapped his arms around her, comforting her tears. “It’s really me, Livvy. I’m not going anywhere ever again, but we have to be careful. You can’t call me by my real name. You have to call me Nathan.”

“I don’t care what I have to call you. As long as you’re alive, that’s all I care about,” Olivia sobbed.

“Oh, Livvy. I made such a huge mistake letting Alex’s dad take you away from me after your mom was killed. I’ve spent every minute of my life looking for you since that awful day. I’ve been waiting for this moment for over twenty years.”

Olivia couldn’t control her tears any longer. She had experienced such extreme emotions over the past several weeks and she was tired of trying to keep it all together.

“It’s okay, baby girl. Let it all out,” he soothed, rubbing his daughter’s back.

Alexander met Jack’s eyes and he knew Olivia was in good hands. He quietly walked away, even though he still needed to tell her everything. However, right now, she needed her father more than him.













CHAPTER TWENTY

THE POINT OF NO RETURN 







“DONOVAN, IT’S GRANT. I did what you asked me to do.”

“Excellent.”

“What’s next?”

“Proceed as planned, and let me know as soon as you make contact with the girl.”

“Yes, sir.”

Donovan clicked the receiver before dialing, thankful that something was finally going right. “Cheryl, it’s me. Get ready, and tell Simon to get ready, as well.”

“Yes, sir.”




~~~~~~~~~~




THE FOLLOWING DAY, OLIVIA was still reeling from the revelation that her father was alive and in the same city. He drove her home the previous night and they sat on her couch talking for hours. By the time he left, promising that he would be in touch, she had all but forgotten about Cam and wanting to find him. When she finally remembered, he was long gone. Maybe it was for the best that he left without saying good-bye. That seemed to be how it was with them.

As she paced her living room, ready to burst from wanting to share her good news with someone, she glanced at the time and decided to give Kiera a call, hoping that she would be awake and feeling better than the night before.

“Libby,” Kiera croaked into the phone, picking up right before the call went to voicemail.

“Hey, Kiera. Are you okay? You don’t sound too good.”

There was a brief pause. “Sorry. I’m fine. Just feeling a little under the weather.”

“Do you want me to bring you something?”

“No!” Kiera screeched.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked hesitantly. “You don’t sound like yourself.”

Olivia heard Kiera take a deep breath. “Yes. I’m fine. Mo and I just had a little argument. That’s all.” She let out a small cry.

“Oh. I’ll be there in an hour.”

“Libby, no!”

But Olivia didn’t hear her protest. She had already hung up.

Tears streamed down Kiera’s face as the large man took the phone away from her ear.

“Now, what did I tell you would happen if you did something stupid?” He raised his gun, pointing it at Kiera’s chest.

“Please, no. Don’t kill me,” she sobbed out.

“I love a girl who begs.” A twisted smile crept across his face. “Well, it would be horrible to waste an hour doing nothing.” He pushed Kiera over on the couch and quickly untied her legs. “Oh, wait. A little insurance that you won’t run away.”

He picked up his gun and shot her in the knee.

“Aaaggghhh!” Kiera screamed out in agony.

“That’s better.”




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA EMERGED FROM HER house less than an hour later. She couldn’t wait to tell Kiera all about her father being alive, but it sounded like she was upset. She had always been a good friend to Olivia, constantly listening to her problems. It was time for her to return the favor.

As she walked onto Commonwealth Avenue and into her car, she noticed that a dark SUV was no longer parked out front. Maybe Alexander finally realized that she didn’t always need protecting. As she drove through the city streets, she was confused about her feelings. She had grown accustomed to sitting in her bay window, staring into his eyes. Would she ever see him again?

Olivia arrived at Kiera’s house in a matter of minutes. Walking up the front steps, alarm bells began going off when she noticed that the front door was slightly ajar.

“Kiera? Are you in here?” she called out, slowly pushing open the door. She wasn’t prepared for the scene that met her eyes.

“Oh, my god! Kiera!” She ran over to her friend as she lay unconscious, covered in her own blood. Frantic, she checked her breathing and her pulse, thankful when she was able to find one, although it was rather weak. She took in Kiera’s appearance, bile forming in her throat when she noticed that her skirt was pushed up around her waist.

With shaky hands, Olivia grabbed a blanket and tried to cover her up, her heart thumping in her chest. A loud bang sounded from down the hall, startling her and making her almost jump out of her skin.

She knew what she was about to do was probably one of the most idiotic things she had ever done in her twenty-eight years, but her legs were on autopilot. With light steps, she followed the noise, stopping dead in her tracks when the bathroom door swung open. The large man standing in front of her looked familiar, but he lunged at her before she had time to search her brain for how she knew him.

“Must be my lucky day. Two girls in one morning.”

Olivia screamed at the top of her lungs, kicking the intruder in the groin and taking off down the hallway.

“Fuck. You’re a feisty one.” The man was relatively unaffected by Olivia’s assault to his crotch. He grabbed her by the waist and slammed her against the wall.

Olivia’s head hit the surface fairly hard. It wasn’t the worst pain she had ever felt, but she knew that the monstrous man in front of her would overpower her at some point. It was fight or flight, and it was no longer the time to put up a fight. The best thing she could do was get to her car and call for help. She delivered one more kick in the balls and made her escape out the front door.

Running frantically up to her Audi, she attempted to punch her unlock code into the car door. The large man appeared in the doorway and Olivia became anxious, unable to get the code correct. The man started down the steps toward her.

“Damn it!” she cried, running away from the house.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA FELT COMPLETELY HELPLESS as she ran up toward Columbus Street. Every few seconds, she turned around to see if she was still being followed. She didn’t see anyone chasing her, but she couldn’t risk it.

She needed to call 911, but her purse and phone were locked in her car which was still sitting in front of Kiera’s house. Then she saw someone she recognized. He appeared to be out for a morning run.

“Simon!” she screamed.

Simon turned his head to see Olivia running toward him, obviously panicked about something. “Olivia? Are you okay? Oh, my god. What is it?”

She slammed into his arms, clutching on to him, her breathing labored as tears streamed down her cheeks. A grin crept across his face before he replaced it with the look he had spent so much time practicing.

“You’re shaking. What’s going on?”

She pulled out of his arms, looking up into his eyes. “It’s Kiera, Simon. Someone was in her house. They shot her. They attacked me, too, but I was able to get away. My phone and everything is in my car in front of her house. I need to call for help.”

He looked at Olivia with a confused expression on his face. He shot her? He didn’t think anyone was going to get hurt. Not like that. They were just supposed to scare them a little.

“Here. Use mine,” he offered, snapping out of his thoughts. “Let’s go back there. You need to get your car and phone. I’ll go with you to make sure you’re okay.”

“Simon, no…”

“Olivia. Listen to me. If Kiera’s hurt, she needs help, and you need to be there to answer any questions the police may have, okay? For Kiera.”

She nodded. Of course. For Kiera. He handed her his phone and walked with her while she made the call to 911. In a stupor, she followed him around the block, arriving at Kiera’s house within a few minutes.

“Wait here.” Simon protectively pushed Olivia back before walking up the steps.

“Simon, no. Don’t go in there,” she begged, grasping on to his arm.

“Olivia,” he said, turning to look into her huge, frightened eyes. He immediately felt a strange feeling for his part in all of this. It was something new… Remorse, maybe? He brushed a curl out of her face before pulling her into his body, comforting her. “I’ll take care of this. If the intruder is gone, Kiera needs help and the EMTs aren’t here yet. I can help her.”

“But if he’s still in there…” she sobbed into his chest.

He pulled back, looking down into her water-filled eyes, and dried her cheeks with his fingers. “I can handle him, Olivia.” He leaned down and placed a chaste kiss on her forehead before walking up the rest of the front steps into the house.

“Well, it’s about fucking time, Simon. I called you over twenty minutes ago to tell you the bitch was on the run!”

“What the hell…?” Simon looked over at Kiera, a look of horror crossing his face.

“Don’t worry about her. She’s unconscious. Even half-dead, she was a good lay.”

“You’re an asshole, Grant.” Simon punched him in the face, and he deserved it. Although it was all part of the plan, the scene laid out in front of him was more than his stomach could handle. Kiera looked like she was on the cusp of death and he couldn’t believe he had a part in it. But, he knew that if he didn’t follow through, he’d be as good as dead, too, so he did what he had to do. He punched Grant again. “You motherfucker! She’s a friend!” he shouted loud enough for Olivia to hear as regret seeped into his conscience.

Opening the basement door, Grant faced Simon. “I can’t look. Just push me. Make it quick.”

Simon grinned, driving into his body with all of his strength. A feeling of vindication washed over him as he watched Grant tumble down the stairs before getting up and winking at Simon. Closing the basement door, he ran down the hallway and out the front door, his breathing heavy.

“It’s okay, Olivia. He’s unconscious at the bottom of her basement stairs. I need to go before the police get here. I can’t get arrested again.”

“Okay. I get it.”

“Are you going to be all right?” he asked, surveying her trembling body.

She stared blankly ahead, as if trying to process what had just happened. “I don’t know how to answer that question, Simon.”

“I’ll call you later to check on you, okay?” He gently squeezed her arm.

Olivia nodded. “I’d like that.”

He walked away just as he heard an ambulance round the corner.













CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

BECAUSE OF OLIVIA 







AFTER TALKING WITH THE police and telling the officer what she knew, Olivia left Kiera’s house, racing toward the hospital. She grabbed her cell out of her purse and dialed Mo’s number. He didn’t answer. She tried again. Still nothing.

“Damn it!” she screamed, throwing her phone on the seat next to her as she pulled a U-turn and drove out to Arlington to find Mo. Twenty minutes later, she pounded on his door.

Mo answered wearing a pair of cargo shorts and a t-shirt. His face paled when he saw the panicked look on Olivia’s face, her eyes red from crying.

“Olivia…” he said, cautiously opening the screen door. “What’s wrong?”

“Mo, it’s Kiera,” she quivered.

“No…” he cried out under his breath.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA DROVE MO TO the hospital. He was in complete shock when she told him what had happened. She didn’t give him all the details because she was quite uncertain of them herself. She didn’t want him to worry any more than he already was so she kept the information she gave him to a minimum. She felt guilty for doing so, but she saw the fragile state he was in and didn’t want to add to it.

She immediately began to sympathize with Alexander’s reasons for keeping her true identity a secret. He said he did it to protect her, and she started to see why. Wasn’t she doing the same thing to Mo? It still didn’t make what Alexander did to her right, but she started to understand his reasoning.

After an excruciatingly long drive, Olivia pulled up outside the emergency room, allowing Mo to run inside and find out what he could while she searched for a parking spot.

Once she finally found one in the garage, she ran toward the emergency room. The sliding doors opened and she was surrounded by so many familiar faces standing in the stark white waiting area. There was one face she wasn’t expecting to see.

She immediately broke down in tears when Carol pulled her into her arms. “Oh, Olivia. I’m so sorry. I know how close you are to Kiera.”

“How did you find out about what happened?” she sobbed.

“I was working when I heard the call come in. The name sounded familiar so I wanted to make sure that I was here for you. I called Tyler and he let everyone else know.”

“I’m so glad you’re here. I don’t know what to do or think. We’re all a mess right now.” She glanced over at Mo. His face was still blank, obviously unable to come to terms with what was going on. Melanie and Bridget were hugging each other and crying, Tyler trying to comfort both girls. Kiera’s parents sat in the corner of the room, sobbing uncontrollably.

“There’s something else,” Carol said gravely. “Walk with me for a minute, please.”

Concern washed over Olivia as she followed her out of the waiting room and down a long corridor. Once they found a quiet corner, Carol turned to her. She reached into her purse and pulled out her cell phone, handing it to Olivia.

She glanced at the photo on the screen. It was of a small bag marked EVIDENCE that contained a piece of notebook paper.

“The crime scene techs found it at Kiera’s house,” Carol explained quietly, scanning the area to make sure no one could overhear their conversation. “The lead on this case is going to contact you about it eventually, but I convinced him to let me talk to you first.”

Olivia looked closer and was able to make out what was written on the piece of paper.




We know who you are. Your loved ones are no longer safe unless you give us what we want. Consider yourself warned, Olivia.




“Have you told Alexander about what’s going on?” she asked Carol, hesitant.

“No. I haven’t. Not yet. At some point, I will have to. He may know more than what he’s letting on.”

Olivia stared off into the distance, deep in thought, the sound of heart monitors echoing through the empty hallway.

“What do you know, Olivia?” Carol gave her a questioning look.

“Probably no more than you do.” She returned her attention to Carol, handing the phone back. “I know that I was a child with Alexander and that my mother was killed in a car accident. Your father faked my and my father’s deaths.”

“Wait. What?” Carol did a double take. “Your father is alive?”

“Yes. You didn’t know that?” she asked with her eyebrows raised. How many more secrets was Alexander keeping? And from his own sister?

“No. Alexander never told me,” she responded quietly.

It was silent while both women contemplated what it all meant.

“Do you think he’s keeping even more information from me? Do you think my dad knows something more?” Olivia asked.

Carol exhaled loudly. “It’s possible. If my dad did change both of your identities to hide you, I’m assuming your father is still under protection so I can’t officially talk to him. He needs to stay protected…and a secret. These people obviously know about you. We don’t want them to find out about your father, too. Unfortunately, that means you need to stay as far away from him as you can until we can figure everything out and make sure it’s safe. For both of you.”

“But I just found out he was alive last night!” Olivia protested.

“It’s for your own good. And his. Look at what happened to Kiera. Beaten, assaulted, and shot. She’s barely hanging on to life. Please. Listen to whatever Alexander thinks is best for once. He’s only ever had your best interests at heart. You may disagree with how everything went down in the end, and I’m right there with you, but he’s very good at what he does. He’s the only one in the world I would trust with my life, and you should do the same.” Carol walked away, leaving her completely speechless.

Letting out a long breath, she fumbled through her purse for her cell phone. With shaky hands, she dialed a number that she hadn’t in weeks.

“Burnham here,” Alexander answered curtly.

She didn’t know what to say.

“Olivia, love. Is that you?” His voice softened.

She melted when she heard his term of endearment. She had heard him call her that in her dreams, but hearing it for real was so much better. Tears took over and she broke down, the weight of that morning crashing down on her.

“Olivia, is everything okay?”

After several long moments of crying and fighting to breathe, she finally spoke, “No, Alexander. Everything is not okay. I need you. Please.”

“Where are you?” he asked, panicked.

“M.G.H!” she cried out. “Oh, Alex! It’s Kiera!”

“Shit!” he shouted. “I’m on my way. Hang tight, love.”

She slid down the wall and sat on the floor, burying her head in her knees as she cried for her best friend who was fighting for her life at that very moment. All because of Olivia.




~~~~~~~~~~




“ALEX!” MELANIE EXCLAIMED WHEN he ran into the emergency room, searching for a familiar face…the face he missed so much since she had run out on him. “Oh, it’s so horrible!” she cried out. “I don’t know what to do!”

“What happened?” Alexander asked as he surveyed the group of people huddled in the waiting room. Olivia was not among them.

“I have no idea, and no one is telling us anything! Mo is in shock over there. We’re all falling apart. Please, Alex. Figure this out because none of us are strong enough to deal with it.” Melanie cried into her tissue as Tyler rubbed her back.

“Okay, Melanie. I’ll get some answers.” He looked around the corridor. “Where’s Olivia?”

Melanie burst into tears.

“I’m not sure,” Bridget said, comforting Melanie. “She went to go talk to a detective and never came back.”

“A detective?”

“Yeah. Carol’s here, bro,” Tyler explained.

“Of course,” he muttered under his breath. “I’ll be back.”

He strolled down the halls, not having to search for long before finding the girl he was looking for. She was sitting with her back against the wall, her arms wrapped around her legs and her head on her knees. She was visibly shaking, her quiet sobs echoing through the vacant hallway.

He approached her slowly and gingerly placed a hand on her shoulder. “Olivia, love…”

She snapped her head up upon hearing those words. It was exactly what she needed at that moment. She jumped into Alexander’s embrace, savoring the warmth of his arms. She inhaled deeply, basking in the smell and feel of him. This was home. “I’ve missed this,” she said softly.

“Oh, Olivia. So have I.” He placed a gentle kiss on her head.

She looked up, their eyes meeting. “I’m sorry for the way I’ve behaved, Alexander.” She began to cry again.

He pulled her head back against his chest. “Hey. It’s okay, Olivia. I’m sorry, too. Sorrier than you know. I knew you’d come around eventually. This isn’t the type of love that happens all the time. This is the real thing. I never gave up hope that you’d return to me all those years ago. I certainly wasn’t about to give up after we had a little hiccup.”

She laughed through her tears. “You call that a little hiccup?”

“In the grand scheme of things…yes, I do.”

She ran her fingers up and down his back, suddenly feeling calm considering everything she had been through that morning. “I’ve never stopped loving you, you know?” She pulled her head out of his chest and looked deep into his eyes. The affection he had for her was evident.

“I know, Olivia, and I will never stop loving you. I’ve loved you since the day you were born, and I’ll love you until the day you die. And I plan on making it up to you every day in between.”

She grabbed his face with both her hands and brought his mouth to hers. As their lips touched for the first time in weeks, tremors ran through her body. She had grown accustomed to his kisses over the course of their relationship, but that kiss felt so much more meaningful now that she knew who he really was…the boy who saved her when she was little. And he was the boy who saved her again less than a year ago. And he would always be there to save her. Finally, Olivia was happy with that.

Their tongues met briefly before Alexander realized where he was and what he was there for. While he was happy to finally be reunited with his Olivia, he wasn’t sure making out in the corridor of the emergency room at Mass General was appropriate, given the circumstances.

Slowly, he pulled back. “To be continued later, love.” He winked and grabbed her hand before stopping abruptly. He lifted her left hand, examining her delicate finger. “You’re still wearing it…?”

“I never stopped wanting to be your wife, Alexander, aside from what I may have wanted you to think. Like you said, we had a little hiccup.” She shrugged.

He embraced her again, groaning. “I didn’t think it was possible, but I just fell a little bit more in love with you.”

She smiled briefly before focusing her attention toward the waiting room. “I need to go check on Mo. He’s in a bad way.”

“Come.” Alexander protectively placed his hand on the small of her back and led her down the hallway and into the waiting room.

“I’ll be right back. I’m going to see if I can find out what’s going on.” He kissed Olivia on the cheek.

“Well, finally some good news today!” Melanie said once he was out of earshot.

Olivia blushed, avoiding her eyes.

“We’ll talk later.” Melanie winked.

Olivia glanced to the corner of the waiting room, her eyes welling up with renewed tears as she made her way over to speak with Kiera’s mom and dad. “Mr. and Mrs. Murphy,” she said softly.

They raised their heads simultaneously. “Oh, Olivia, dear.” Catherine Murphy stood up and embraced her. “Our poor Kiera.”

Olivia willed herself to not break down. Everyone seemed so sad and dejected. She needed to stay strong for them.

“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Murphy. I…” She trailed off, not able to form the words that said that everything was all her fault.

“Hush, dear. You have nothing to apologize for. The only one who should be here apologizing is that monster who did this to my girl.”

“Excuse me…” an authoritative voice rang out, grabbing everyone’s attention.

Olivia turned and saw Alexander standing next to a doctor. Damn. He can be persuasive, can’t he? she thought to herself.

“I’m Dr. Rosenblatt. I’d like to speak to Miss Murphy’s parents privately for a moment please.” He looked toward where Olivia stood next to Kiera’s mom and dad.

“All these people are Kiera’s family,” Catherine Murphy told him very matter-of-factly. “Anything you need to tell us, you can say to them.” 

Dr. Rosenblatt sighed before he continued, “Kiera is in stable, but critical, condition. She’s lost a lot of blood. She was shot in the leg, chest, and head. We’ve been operating on her for the past several hours and were able to successfully remove all the bullets. Thankfully, they missed hitting all vital organs. The shot to the head appeared to just graze her. We induced a coma as a precaution to operate and remove bullet fragments.”

“Is she going to be okay?” Bridget asked.

“It’s touch-and-go at the moment. She still has quite a bit of swelling in her head so we need to keep her in a coma until that has reduced. Once the swelling begins to subside, I’ll know more, but until then, that’s all I can really tell you.”

“Can I see her?”

Everyone turned to the source of the voice. Mo sat there with a blank look still on his face, staring ahead at nothing in particular, his eyes glassed over.

The doctor looked at Kiera’s parents, silently asking permission if it was okay that he be allowed to see her.

“Like I said, Dr. Rosenblatt, this is Kiera’s family. Anyone here is allowed to see her as long as the hospital is okay with her having visitors.”

“Follow me, please,” Dr. Rosenblatt said to Mo. “No more than two people at a time.”

“Libby, dear, why don’t you go with him? He looks like he could use a friend.”

“Are you sure? You can go first, if you want to.”

“You go. James and I will go after you return.”

Olivia wrapped her arms around her, pulling her in tight. “Thank you. We’ll make it quick.” She turned, following the doctor and Mo down a long corridor past double doors marked ICU. They continued through what seemed like a maze of hallways before stopping outside the door to a private room.

Mo sobbed quietly when he entered the room and saw Kiera’s lifeless body lying on a stark white hospital bed. Sitting down in a chair n next to her, he held her hand, his cries making his entire body shake.

Olivia walked in and closed the door, giving them some privacy. She placed her hand on Mo’s shoulder, still determined to remain strong, even though she wanted to break down and scream and cry. She had to keep it all together…for Mo.

Everything was her fault. She knew it. The letter Carol had shown her proved it. She had something these people wanted and they weren’t going to stop until they had it. But what was it? Was Alexander still keeping information from her? Carol’s words kept repeating through Olivia’s head: “Listen to whatever Alexander thinks is best. He’s only ever had your best interests at heart.”

After looking down at Kiera’s swollen and badly beaten body, Olivia couldn’t take it anymore. “Come on, Mo. Let’s give her parents a chance to see her.”

He slowly nodded. “You’re right. Sorry,” he said, his voice void of emotion. He raised himself from his chair and leaned over, planting a kiss on Kiera’s lips. “I love you, K.”

Walking over to the bed, a tear fell down Olivia’s cheek. She placed her hand over her friend’s, noticing how cold and lifeless it was. “I’m so sorry, Kiera,” she whispered. “I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”

She turned and left the small room, closing the door behind her. She resolved to do whatever it took so that none of her other friends met with the same fate as Kiera…even if it meant putting herself in danger.













CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

HOME 







“HOW’S SHE DOING?” ALEXANDER asked as soon as they returned to the waiting room.

“Oh, Alex,” Olivia cried out, unable to muster any more strength after seeing Kiera’s lifeless body. 

His arms were around her instantly and he soothed her tears, trying to comfort her.

“It’s so horrible. She looks like she’s dead. I just…”

“What is it, love? What do you need? Name it and I’ll do it for you.”

Her chin quivered as she listened to his heart beating in his chest. “Take me home, Alexander. Please. Get me out of here. I can’t be here anymore, and if that makes me a weak person, I don’t care,” she sobbed, clutching on to his back, wanting him to take the pain away.

“Olivia, look at me.”

She tilted her head up and stared into his vibrant green eyes.

“Don’t ever think that you’re a weak person.” He brushed the tears from her face. “You’re not. You’ve just been trying for too long to stay strong. Let me be the strong one for a little bit. Okay?”

Nodding, she wiped her tear-stained cheeks.

“Good.” He smiled. “Now, you said you wanted to go home. Do you want me to give you a ride to your place or did you bring your car?”

“I have my car, but I was referring to our home, Alex.”

His smile widened and he grabbed Olivia’s hand, pulling her through the sliding glass doors and out of the emergency room.

He led her toward the parking garage, grabbing his cell phone as he walked. “Martin, it’s me. Miss Adler’s Audi is in the garage at M.G.H. Coordinate with Carter to retrieve it and bring it to my place.” He hung up just as they reached his Maserati. He opened the door for her and helped her in before getting behind the wheel.

He glanced over at her as he pulled out of the parking garage and onto Storrow Drive, heading back to the waterfront. “Olivia, darling, I know you probably have a lot of questions right now, and I promise…”

“Alexander,” she said, interrupting him. “I don’t want to think about any of that right now because I’m pretty sure I’m going to get pissed off at you again. Please. Let’s forget about all of that for now. I just want to sit here and hold your hand. I’ve missed feeling your skin on mine.”

He opened his mouth to say something, but snapped it shut when he realized that she was right. She would get more than just pissed off when she found out how much he had kept from her. Instead, he smiled at her, happy to have her at his side once more, even if it was fleeting. “Okay, love. Whatever you want.” He clutched her hand in his, not letting go as he made his way through the busy Boston streets and parked his car in the garage beneath his building.

After a tension-filled elevator ride to the penthouse, they finally exited into the foyer. Olivia inhaled deeply, thankful to be back where she belonged. She missed everything about Alexander, including the smell of his home.

“What would you like to do, Olivia? Name it.” He faced her once inside their living room.

She gazed into his brilliant green eyes. The eyes that once haunted her dreams. The eyes that had loved her since the day she was born. “Alexander, I want you to make love to me.”

He bowed his head. He wanted nothing more than to feel Olivia’s skin against his, but there were still unresolved issues.

Olivia noticed his hesitation and reached for his hand. “Alexander, please. I need to feel you. I need to feel the love you have for me. It’s what I need right now,” she pleaded with him before turning her lips into a smirk. “Don’t make me beg,” she said coyly, pulling his body into hers.

Alexander lost any willpower he had left. Leaning toward her, his lips brushed hers and a subtle tingle began to build deep within. “But I like it when you beg,” he whispered.

Olivia could feel a smile creep across his mouth. “Please, Mr. Burnham. Make love to me.” Her voice was sweet as she softly kissed his lips, sliding her tongue between them. Her kiss was warm and passionate as she explored his mouth like it was the first time.

Bending down, he scooped her into his arms and carried her up the stairs into the bedroom. “Are you sure about this, Olivia?” he asked, placing her feet on the floor next to the bed.

“Do you not want to have sex with me, Alex?” she asked, her voice brimming with hurt.

“Olivia, I would love nothing more than to be inside of you every waking moment of every day, but I know we still have things you probably want to talk about.”

She lifted her finger to his lips, hushing him. “Stop talking, Alexander. All I want is to feel your lips on every inch of my body. I need you inside of me. I feel like an addict that hasn’t gotten a fix so, please, make love to me.”

Alexander crushed his lips to hers, gently lowering her onto the bed. His hands explored each dip and crevice of her frame, never staying in one place for too long.

“Take off my shirt, Alex,” she said, her voice husky with desire.

He made short work of her blouse, unbuttoning it and throwing it on the floor as he stared down at her lacy black bra. She could feel him get hard as he knelt between her legs, admiring her.

“Kiss me, Alex.”

She was bossy. Alexander liked this side of her. He lowered his head to her neck. “Where?”

His breath was hot on her skin, sending shivers up and down her spine. She panted greedily, basking in the closeness of his body to hers once more.

“Tell me where, love,” he said quietly.

“My neck.” She tilted her head, giving him better access.

He planted gentle kisses from her earlobe, down one side of neck and up the other. “God, I missed the feel of your skin, Olivia. You have the softest skin known to man.”

She moaned, arching her back.

“Where else do you want me to kiss you?”

“My chest.”

He lowered his lips to her collarbone and proceeded to delicately nip at her skin, circling her chest with his tongue, leaving her squirming from the anticipation.

“My nipples, Alexander. I want them in your mouth.”

An evil grin spread across his face. “Your wish is my command, princess.” He pulled back the material on her bra, exposing both of her nipples. Groaning, he lowered his mouth, tugging and licking on one before moving to the other one and giving it the same treatment. He glanced up, smiling when he saw her becoming unhinged.

“Where else, love?”

“My stomach.”

“Is that all?”

 Pulling her bottom lip between her teeth, Olivia slowly shook her head.

“Then where else, Olivia? Tell me…”

“I want you to kiss me down there,” she answered, raising her eyebrows.

“Where? Down here?” Alexander asked, mischievously grabbing her knee.

“No.” She smirked.

“Then, tell me, Olivia. I want you to tell me exactly where you want my tongue,” he said, tracing circles around her stomach.

She moaned out, her breathing increasing. “I want you to kiss me on my clit.”

Glancing up, a wide smile spread across his face. “That’s my girl,” he said quietly, sliding off her skirt, followed quickly by her panties. Their eyes met as he buried his tongue between her legs.

Throwing her head back, she closed her eyes, trying to control the heat overpowering her body from the contact of Alexander’s tongue on her most sensitive spot. It had been far too long since she had felt his mouth on her. Over the past few weeks, she had often thought of him while touching herself, but nothing compared to the sensation of his tongue swirling around and teasing her.

“God, I missed the taste of you, Olivia,” he said, sliding one finger inside of her. “You’re so tight. I need to stretch you out a bit.”

“A little cocky, aren’t we?” she asked with a hint of amusement in her voice as Alexander continued pleasuring her with his fingers and tongue at the same time.

“Not exactly. That’s why I need to stretch you.”

She moaned when he returned his mouth to her, sucking gently. “Fuck, Alex,” she exhaled, starting to feel her entire body tremble around his rather talented tongue. She was surprised how quickly she was ready to fall apart from his delicate touch.

“That’s it, Olivia,” he said against her soft flesh. “Just remember how good I make you feel. How I’m the only one who can make you come within seconds of licking your clit.”

She closed her eyes, desperately trying to fight back her orgasm. She didn’t want to come yet. She wanted it to last, but she knew there was no controlling how Alexander affected her.

“Don’t deny your body. I want you to come for me. I want to see that beautiful body shake because of what I do to you.” He returned his tongue to her and continued circling her, sending her over the edge.

She screamed out his name as she shook in his enormous bed, her entire world a haze. When the aftershocks died down, she grabbed his face and brought it to her own. “I’ve sure missed that, Mr. Burnham.” She pressed her lips to him, invading his mouth with her tongue.

“I’ve missed it, too,” he admitted as she ran her fingers up and down his back, bringing his shirt over his head. “Know what else I’ve missed?”

Olivia looked up at him sweetly, admiring his naked chest.

“Being inside of you.”

“Then what are you waiting for?” she asked in a deep, throaty voice.

He stripped out of the rest of his clothes and positioned himself between her legs, easing into her in one slow move.

She moaned out as he flexed back and forth slowly, making sure her body was re-acclimated to him before he picked up his pace.

“I love you so much, Olivia.” He kissed her as he moved inside of her.

“I love you, too, Alexander.” She felt so full and overwhelmed at that moment. She thought the first time that they made love was special, but that moment, right then, was even more so.

She wrapped her legs around his waist, not wanting to feel any space between them as she pulled his mouth back to hers, kissing him again. She caressed his back, running her fingers up and down his body.

“Fuck, Olivia,” he exhaled. “I love being inside you. There’s nothing like it.” He kissed her passionately, moaning into her mouth. “I just knew you were still alive. I never gave up hope that I would find you, Olibia.”

A tear fell down her face at the mention of his childhood nickname for her. “Oh, Alex,” she exhaled, bucking him with her hips. “I love you. I’m so sorry. I never should have left you.”

Leaning down, he nibbled on her neck, tracing his tongue across her soft flesh. “I’ve never stopped loving you. You’re the only one for me.”

Olivia threw her head back, reveling in the feeling of Alexander’s mouth on her body as he moved delicately inside her. She thought she loved him with all her heart before, but this was so much more. The simple act of him moving inside her was so much bigger than anything she had ever experienced. She was climbing higher and higher, the love she felt for Alexander making her tears flow even harder.

“Don’t cry, Olibia. I’ll always be here for you.”

Tears continued to stream down her face as she processed everything she had been through over the past several months.

Alexander slowed his rhythm. “Please don’t cry, angel. I need to know you’re all right. I need to know I’m not hurting you.” He brought his hand to her face and wiped her tear-stained cheek, planting soft kisses all over her face where her tears once were. Pulling back, he beamed his brilliant smile at her. “That’s my girl.”

Olivia grinned in response, giggling through her tears, moving beneath Alexander once again. Meeting her rhythm, he buried his face against her neck.

“Faster, Alex,” Olivia breathed out, starting to feel that familiar clenching feeling.

“Are you going to go again?” he asked, pulling back to stare into her eyes.

“I think so.”

He began to move at a quicker pace.

“Alex, wait. I haven’t taken my birth control pills lately. I forgot them when I went to Vegas and never started a new pack.”

He maintained his rhythm, his own orgasm imminent. “What do you want me to do, Olivia? I’m about to come. I can’t stop now. Are you worried about getting pregnant? If it happens, I’m okay with it.”

Olivia stared deep into Alexander’s eyes, unable to concentrate as she felt her body begin to tremble. An ache built in her stomach and she knew she was on the verge of falling apart.

“Olivia, answer me. What do you want me to do?”

“Fuck, Alex. Don’t pull out!” she cried out as her orgasm took over her body.

He pumped faster, leaning down and tugging on her nipple with his teeth as he found his own release, muttering her name against her skin before collapsing on top of her.

“That was pretty fucking intense,” she commented while they both attempted to get their breathing under control.

Alexander rolled over, pulling her body against his, wrapping his arms and legs around her as he lovingly caressed her skin for several long moments. “Olivia, darling, do you want to talk about what happened to Kiera?” he asked sweetly, breaking the heavy silence.

She sighed. She didn’t even want to think about it, but she knew she couldn’t avoid it forever. Turning to face him, she ran her fingers through his messy hair, his green eyes intense and desperate for information.

“I called her earlier this morning,” she started. “I wanted to tell her about my father.”

Alexander scowled.

“Hey. You never said I had to keep it quiet.”

“Okay, okay. Sorry. Continue.”

“She didn’t sound too good. She said something about a fight with Mo, so I told her I’d be over there soon. I grabbed my car and drove over.”

“Wait a second. Where the fuck was your protection detail?” His eyes grew wild with anger.

She glared at him.

“Okay, okay. I’ll worry about that later. Go on.”

She continued to run Alexander through the events of that morning, leaving out the part about running into Simon. She knew he would overreact to that piece of information.

“Back up a second, Olivia. You said the guy looked familiar?”

“He did, but I can’t remember where I’ve seen him before.”

“What did he look like?”

His face was now ingrained in her brain. “He was big. Tall and built. He had evil eyes and his breath stunk. His voice…” She trailed off, her mind racing.

“What is it? Do you remember something?”

“It was the guy from that day in the snow…” Olivia shot up, covering her chest with the blanket. “I knew he looked familiar.”

Alexander had a feeling that there was more going on than she probably knew. His heart sank as he came to the realization that the attack wasn’t about hurting Kiera. It was about getting to Olivia.

“Listen to me, Olivia. This is not your fault.” He pulled her back down next to him and stared into her eyes. “Nothing you could have done would have stopped it. We don’t even know who that guy is or what he wants. It could all just be a coincidence that he attacked Kiera.”

Olivia buried her face in Alexander’s chest, relishing in the warmth of his body, not wanting to tell him about the letter Carol showed her. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore, Alex. I’m exhausted. Every time I close my eyes, all I see is Kiera’s blood-covered body, and I just want to forget it, even if just for a minute.”

“Okay, but we need to talk about it at some point, about what it all means.” He placed a delicate kiss on the top of her head.

“We will, but right now, I need you to help me forget.” She pushed him onto his back and crawled on top of him, desperate to feel him inside her again.













CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

MORE SECRETS 







OLIVIA CROUCHED IN THE corner of her family’s large estate on the beach, playing hide-and-seek with her best friend, Alex. She was a great hider.

“What is this, Jack?” her mama asked, her voice concerned.

“Marilyn, you weren’t supposed to find that.” Her father sounded angry.

“Jack, this is some serious stuff. Please tell me you’re not involved.”

“What do you take me for? Some criminal? I would never betray my country like that!”

“Then explain to me what this is. Please. I beg you.”

“It’s classified. Something I’m working on. A bit of a side project. There’s a lot of big brass involved here, Mary. I don’t know who I can trust. This runs so deep, even up to the top of the CIA. I had to bring all the evidence home so they don’t find out that I know. To keep me safe… To keep you safe…”

Olivia’s mother let out the breath she was holding. “Thank god. You had me worried for a minute,” she said, running her hand against his face. “I need to go. I’ll be back by dinner.”

“Marilyn, wait. Where are you going?”

“Out with Colleen. She’s heading back home later this week to get ready to deliver the baby. I want to spend some time with her before I don’t see her again for the rest of the summer.”

“Okay. I love you, sweet girl.”

Olivia saw her mother turn and smile at her father. “I know.”

She heard the door close. Her father strode over to the phone in the kitchen and dialed. “Hey. It’s me. I need your help.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“OLIVIA, WAKE UP, PLEASE. You’re scaring me. Come on, baby,” Alexander pleaded, trying to shake her awake. He had hoped the nightmares would subside once she knew who she was. Apparently, that wasn’t the case.

“Olivia, please…” He watched as she shook and screamed, unable to do anything. “Please…”

Suddenly, her eyes flung open and she gasped for air.

“Oh, thank god. You had me worried, love.” Alexander pulled her head against his chest. “That must have been some nightmare.”

Olivia couldn’t speak. Her tongue felt as if it was caught in her throat. She had never had that dream before and she didn’t know what to make of it. It didn’t make any sense. Nothing did anymore.

At first, Olivia thought the only thing Alexander had kept from her was that they were childhood friends. There had to be something more…something that had to do with the reason his father had to fake her and her father’s deaths. She had a feeling Alexander had all the answers, and she wanted them. But, at the same time, she kept hearing Carol’s words in her head, pleading with her to trust his judgment.

Alexander held Olivia tight and soothed her tears as her shaking began to subside. He didn’t want to ask, but he needed to know what had her so shaken up. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“Just another stupid dream, Alex. Go back to sleep. Don’t worry about me.” She took a deep breath, inhaling his scent.

“But I do worry about you, Olivia.”

“I know you do. I just don’t want to talk about it. Okay?”

He held her tight, scared that he would lose her again if he pushed her any further. “Okay.”




~~~~~~~~~~




THE FOLLOWING MORNING, ALEXANDER’S phone began ringing, waking him and Olivia up. “Alex, don’t answer it. Please,” she begged sleepily. “I don’t want you to leave this nice warm bed.”

Reaching for his cell, he checked the caller ID. “It’s Carol. She may have some information about Kiera’s case.”

Olivia exhaled. “Fine. But you owe me.”

He answered the phone, grinning at the beautiful brunette in his bed. “Hey, sis.”

“So, thanks for telling me Jack DeLuca is still alive.”

Shit. Alexander got out of the bed and walked down the hall to a spare room for a bit of privacy.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for anyone to know. I didn’t even want Olivia to know.”

“What?!” she shouted, obviously enraged by his admission. “That’s her father, for crying out loud! You really wanted to keep that information from her?! After everything she’s been through?! Haven’t you kept enough secrets from that poor girl?!”

“I know, I know. But there was a reason Dad put them both under protection. There was a reason their lives were better off if the people they were before the accident were thought to be dead.”

“I trust you, Alex. I always have. But you need to start looking at the bigger picture here. Some serious shit must have gone down back then for Dad to do what he did.”

Alexander walked over to the window and stared down at the waterfront, sunlight shimmering on the ocean below him. “What I’m about to tell you cannot be repeated to another soul.”

“Alex, come on. I’m a detective, in case you’ve forgotten. I know all about classified information. I deal with it on an almost daily basis.”

He took a deep breath. “Several months ago, I confronted Jack outside of Olivia’s home. He was sitting out there, keeping watch over her. I have no idea how or when he found her, but he did. I had just read Dad’s letter that told me what happened all those years ago…or, at least, a rough idea of what did.

“Anyway, I had been seeing the same rental sedan everywhere Olivia was so I wanted to find out who the hell it was. As I approached the car, I thought my eyes were betraying me. It was him. Jack. But an older version of him.”

“Wow,” Carol exhaled.

“I made him get out of the car so that we could have a little talk. I still had no idea why Kiddish and his goons were looking for Olivia again after all these years. She was just a little girl back when everything went down.”

“I’ve always wondered the same thing. None of it made any sense.”

“I know. Come to find out, Jack had collected evidence on certain higher-ups in the government, including the CIA, who had been brokering deals with known terror organizations. It became clear that the entire family was in trouble so he reached out to Dad for help. After the crash, Jack was concerned that both his and Olivia’s lives were still in danger.”

“But that doesn’t explain why these people hired Kiddish again. I mean, Olivia was…”

“Just a little girl. Well, here’s the kicker. When we were little, we used to play this game with her father. Olivia loved it. Treasure Map. Her father would take a box and bury it somewhere and would then draw a map with clues as to where it was hidden. But, that time, Olivia apparently grabbed the chest with all that evidence, saying she would hide it and, when she was finished, would draw him a map. Her father had locked the documents in a chest for safe-keeping. You remember the great room at their beach house? Olivia’s mother had it decorated in a nautical theme with lots of fake treasure chests? Olivia loved it. Anyway, her father didn’t realize she had grabbed that chest until it was too late, and then the accident happened.”

“So, the only person who knows where that evidence is hidden is Olivia.”

“Exactly, and Kiddish knows that.”

“Fuck.”




~~~~~~~~~~




AFTER SPEAKING FOR SEVERAL more minutes about what everything meant, Alexander hung up. He didn’t even know what it all meant yet, but he was determined to find out. When he re-entered the master bedroom, a smile crept across his face as he stared down at Olivia’s sleeping form.

Hearing the door creak open, Olivia stirred, turning her body to face Alexander’s frame in the doorway. “Come back to bed,” she said groggily.

He stood there, admiring her naked silhouette from afar. “You’re so cute in the morning when you’re all tired.”

She yawned. “You tired me out last night, Alex. You were like a machine.”

He strode over to the bed, getting back under the covers and wrapping his arms around her. “You have that effect on me, love. I just can’t get enough of you.”

Grinning, she pushed him onto his back and climbed on top of him. “Good,” she said breathlessly, leaning down and dragging her tongue across his chest. “Because I want you. Now.” She leaned back, gazing at the boy who saved her. Her hips circled his waist, waking up his erection. “There’s my boy…”

“Olivia,” he exhaled, pulling her toward him, their lips almost touching. “Don’t ever leave me again.” Carefully, he slid inside her.

She moaned, closing her eyes as a subtle shiver spread through her. “Never, Alexander. Never again.”

“Good.” He moved inside her, slowly picking up his pace as he held her hips, guiding her on top of him. “Because I plan on spending the rest of my life fucking you senseless.”

“Fuck.” Olivia never thought she could come by hearing words alone, but she knew that with Alexander, anything was possible.

“I plan on putting lots of babies right in here,” he said, his breathing ragged as he caressed her stomach.

Olivia pressed her lips to his as her movements became even more hurried, searching desperately for her release. Alexander cupped her ass before bringing one palm back and spanking her cheek.

She screamed out in surprise.

“You like that, don’t you?”

She couldn’t put a coherent thought together, the sensation overwhelming her. Her breath quickened, craving that addicting sensation of pleasure and pain again.

“Answer me, Olivia,” he growled.

“Yes!”

“Yes, what?!” he shouted, spanking her again, harder.

“Yes, Mr. Burnham! Yes!” she screamed out, coming undone. Her body buzzed, her entire core shuddering from the intense feeling before she began spiraling down.

Alexander flipped her onto her back and hovered over her, rubbing his erection against her while she continued to spasm beneath him from the aftershocks of her orgasm.

She began panting, moaning out. “Alex. Please,” she begged. “Stop being a tease.”

He took one of her nipples in his mouth, tugging it with his teeth. “Am I really a tease?” he asked coyly, his voice heavy with amusement.

“Of course you are, and you know it.” Grabbing his head, she brought it inches from her own. “Please, Alexander. I want you to come inside me.”

He groaned, slamming into her. His rhythm was fast and relentless. “I love when you talk like that, Olivia. It’s such a turn on.”

She closed her eyes, meeting his pace thrust for thrust. “I love you, Alexander,” she murmured.

“And I love you. Always,” he grunted before he emptied inside her. Collapsing on top of her, he delicately bit her neck, savoring the taste of her soft skin.

“I missed this.” She ran her hands up and down his back. “My fingers just weren’t cutting it,” she joked.

“Lucky fingers.” Rolling onto his side, he pulled her into his arms.

Snuggling up against him, she clutched his hand in her own and placed a chaste kiss on his knuckles before glancing over at the nightstand. “Holy crap. Is that the time?!” she exclaimed, shooting up from the bed.

Alexander looked over at the clock. “I guess so.”

“Shit. I have to get back to the hospital. I can’t believe we stayed in bed until almost noon!” She jumped out of bed and ran into the shower.

He laughed, watching her beautiful naked body run into the bathroom, frantic. It was good to have Olivia back home…where she belonged.













CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

TRUST 







“ARE YOU SURE YOU’LL be okay without me?” Alexander asked as he opened the front door of their apartment building.

“I’ll be fine,” Olivia responded, the irritation showing in her voice. “Mo needs me right now. I promise I’ll call you if anything comes up.”

He searched her eyes, nervous about letting her out of his sight.

“Alexander, please. It’s a hospital, for crying out loud. There’s security every two feet in there. What could possibly happen to me? I’ll be surrounded by everyone. Carter will be with me anyway.” She gestured with her head toward one of the two idling SUVs.

He sighed, not wanting to argue with her now that they had finally reconciled. “Okay, love. I’ll be at the office getting some work done if you need me. Remember, if you want to leave the hospital for any reason, Carter will accompany you. Or you can call me and I’ll come right away.”

“I will.” She cocked her head toward him and their lips met. “Oysters tonight?”

He grinned, soaking in the taste of Olivia’s lips. “And do we want to practice making babies before or after that?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

Something had certainly changed in Alexander over the past few weeks that they had been apart. Olivia had never heard him mention wanting kids before. She was excited about the prospect of starting a family with him, but there were still some unresolved issues between them…issues that she had no desire to address at the moment. “How about both?”

“That’s my girl.”

A slow smile crept across Alexander’s face as he watched Olivia saunter away from the building and into the SUV, her hips swaying in that way that always turned him on. Then he climbed into the backseat of the second SUV.

A few minutes later, he entered the vacant reception area of his company’s headquarters, making his way down the corridor and into his office. Once he was sure the door was locked behind him, he returned to the bathroom and was soon down in the large safe room once more.

He began digging through the boxes again, knowing that he would eventually have to give Olivia some information about her past. He was also secretly hoping that he would find the infamous evidence box. He knew it was a long shot, but maybe it was there and his father never found it.

As he sorted through box after box, he came across items from Olivia’s childhood…and his own. Family photos. Stuffed animals. Toys. Some boxes were full of documents…deeds to various property holdings, bank statements. As he dug through everything, he stumbled upon his father’s handwriting on a piece of paper amongst years’ worth of financial records. Numbers and letters were scratched on several sheets of legal paper. It was obvious that he was onto something, but what was it?

Grabbing the box, Alexander brought it to a desk to sort through, on a mission to determine what it was that his father had figured out. None of the records made any sense. All the numbers seemed to run together. He recalled his mother saying that his father had grown rather paranoid during the last few months of his life. Maybe this was just a result of that paranoia. Still, he needed some advice and he knew there was only one person he could turn to.

“Hey, sis. It’s me,” he said into his cell phone. “Are you working today?”

“No. I’m off. I was about to go to the hospital to see how Kiera was doing. Why? What’s up?”

“Think you could swing by my office on the way? There’s something I need to show you.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“WHAT ARE YOU TALKING about, Simon?!” Donovan shouted into the phone, unable to even believe what he was saying. “You better not be having second thoughts. This whole plan rests on you following through!”

“I just didn’t think anyone would get seriously hurt,” Simon explained. “That bastard raped her. It was horrific.”

“Hey. Buck the fuck up. I hope you’re not getting soft on me now. You wanted to pull the trigger anyway. We’re giving you your goddamn wish. Need I remind you that if you fail, we’ll kill both you and the girl? Either way, the girl will die. It’s just a matter of whether you go down the same path.”

Fuming, Donovan slammed down his phone.

“Trouble in paradise?” a voice called out, walking into his office.

Donovan raised his head. He recognized that voice, but had never actually met the man before. All of their business was conducted solely over the phone. After looking into the man’s cold hard stare, Donovan finally answered, rather confused, “Nothing I can’t handle, sir. This is why you pay me.”

“I understand that, but it seems like your golden boy, Simon, has grown a bit of a heart. Are you sure he’ll follow through when the time comes? Can you be sure the girl will even lead him to those documents?”

“It’s a risk we all have to take. That’s the reason we left that note at her friend’s house…to draw her out, hoping that she’ll come forward in order to prevent further harm to anybody else she’s close to. That is, unless you have a better plan.”

“I pay you to come up with the plan. Now, the second you know where the box is, you better fucking call me.”

“Yes, sir.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“LIVVY, I’M SO GLAD that you’re here,” Mo said when he saw her walk through the sliding glass doors of the hospital and into the waiting area, Carter close behind her.

She made her way over to him and gave him a hug. “Of course. How’s she doing today?”

“Good, actually,” he responded with a hopeful look on his face. “The doctors say the swelling in her brain is going down and if she stays on track, they may be able to bring her out of the coma tomorrow.”

“That’s fantastic news, Mo! Thank god.” Olivia looked around the empty waiting room. “Is anyone else here?”

“Her parents are sitting with her right now.”

“Good.”

“Can I ask you a question?” His eyes narrowed and suddenly became serious.

She had a feeling what that question would be, and she wasn’t sure how she should answer it. “Sure, Mo. Anything,” she replied nervously.

Carter took a few steps back, giving them a bit of privacy.

Mo took Olivia’s hand and walked her over to a lounge chair, never releasing his hold on her as they both sat down. “I need to know, Livvy. No one is telling me anything and that leads me to suspect something more than just a physical attack occurred yesterday.”

Olivia stared at him, swallowing hard at what she knew was about to come.

“What did you see when you got to her house yesterday?” he asked with a shaky voice.

She looked down at her hand as Mo ran his fingers over it.

“Please, Livvy. I need to know,” he pleaded with her. “Was she…?”

His voice trailed off and Olivia’s eyes met his. All she could see was Kiera’s lifeless body covered in blood, her skirt hiked up around her waist with more blood trailing down her thighs. She briefly closed her eyes, trying to muster the strength to say the words. Mo seemed so much stronger than he had been the day before, and telling him may send him back to the dark place he had just returned from.

But if she withheld all that from him, she would be no better than Alexander keeping all those secrets from her, and she knew how badly that hurt. She couldn’t do that to her friend, as well. Making her decision, Olivia slowly opened her eyes, meeting Mo’s gaze.

“Was she?”

She nodded. “Yes. From what I could gather about everything, she was. And when I spoke with Carol yesterday, she had inferred that there was evidence she was…”

Mo let out a small cry and bowed his head, his jaw tightening. “No one would be straight with me here because she’s unconscious…” He took several deep breaths. “I’m going to kill that motherfucker.”

“Mo, please. I ran into a friend while I was trying to escape, and it sounded like he did a number on the guy. I’m pretty sure the police have him in custody.”

“No, Livvy,” he said urgently. “They don’t. They never found anyone in the house.”

Olivia’s mind started to race. “What are you talking about?” she asked.

“Who is this friend?” He eyed her suspiciously.

She looked down at her lap, confused about everything.

“Livvy, damn it! Who was it?!” he shouted, standing up and hovering over her, glaring.

Glimpsing to where Carter stood, she hoped he couldn’t overhear their conversation. “Simon,” she replied quietly, avoiding his gaze.

Mo’s eyes went wide. “Are you fucking crazy, Olivia? After all the shit he did to you?!” He began to pace back and forth, tugging at his dark hair.

“Calm down, Mo,” she pleaded, trying to get him to lower his voice. “He’s one of the good guys. He had me stand outside while he went back into the house to see if the guy who attacked Kiera was still there. I heard the fight. Then I heard someone fall down the basement stairs. I guess he must not have been as unconscious as Simon originally thought. There is that back door in the basement. He could have escaped that way.”

“Livvy, don’t you think it’s a little strange that you just so happened to run into the same guy who attacked you?”

“No, Mo. I don’t,” Olivia replied loudly, becoming irritated with his questions. Did he not realize that if Simon wasn’t there, Kiera may not be alive at all? “He let me use his phone to call the police and he went into that house, when he didn’t have to, in order to make sure it was safe. To make sure I wasn’t attacked again. To help Kiera. He’s one of the good guys. I promise. I’ve spoken to him a few times since he got out of prison and he’s really changed, Mo. He’s turned his life around. I’m not about to jump back into bed with him or anything, but he’s proven to be someone I can count on, especially yesterday. If it wasn’t for him, Kiera may be dead right now.”

Mo’s eyes searched Olivia’s as if looking for a clue as to how he should react to what she just told him. After several intense seconds, he exhaled loudly. “I trust you, Livvy, and if you trust him, then I guess that’s going to have to be good enough for me.”

“I do trust him, Mo. He has yet to lie to me. That’s more than I can say for Alexander.”

“Speaking of which, I saw you leave with him yesterday…” He raised his eyebrows at her. “Are you guys back together?”

Olivia sighed. “I guess so. He wants to talk about everything, but I’m torn. I’m scared to find out how much he’s been keeping from me, but we eventually need to address the elephant in the room, ya’ know?”

He nodded, sitting back down next to her, and wrapped his arms around her.

“But right now, I’m enjoying the hell out of getting laid again.”

Mo laughed, bringing a smile to Olivia’s face.













CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

GUILT 







“WHAT IS THIS PLACE, Alex?” Carol asked after being led to an enormous room in Alexander’s office building that she had never seen before.

“It’s a safe room Dad had built years ago for security reasons, I guess.”

“But what is all this stuff?” She gazed around at the piles and piles of boxes stacked on metal racks placed against the walls. It reminded her of the evidence storage locker at work.

“Files, photos, stuff like that.” Alexander shrugged.

“About what?” Carol asked, interested in what her father hid from them during his lifetime.

“Olivia.”

Carol surveyed the room, astonished. “Holy shit.”

“Yeah. I found out about it after I read Dad’s letter. Then I found this today.” He handed her the legal sheet with numbers and letters scratched on it, almost as if written in his own unique code.

She read it, trying to figure out what it could mean. “I don’t understand, Alex.”

“Neither do I. I was hoping that you might be able to shed some light on it.”

“I wish I could help. I really do, but this doesn’t mean anything to me.” She handed the notepad back. “Maybe the answer is somewhere in here.” She motioned to the hundreds upon hundreds of boxes filled with potential clues.

His eyes grew wide at the prospect of having to dig through each box, looking for a needle in the haystack.

Carol noticed his apprehension at the enormity of the project. “Well, I guess we better start digging then.” She grabbed a box off one of the shelves and brought it over to a desk.

He looked at her, disbelief written on his face. “You’re going to help?”

“Of course I am. I’m probably the only person you can actually trust with this shit.”

Alexander shook his head. “You’re right about that.”

“Well, get your ass to work then.” Carol began to sort through the box, wondering if Olivia had mentioned anything about the letter the techs had found at the crime scene.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA WALKED THROUGH THE bustling hospital corridors before stopping outside of Kiera’s room, taking a deep breath and entering. As she sat by her friend’s side throughout the afternoon, she thought about Alexander and how silly she felt for staying angry at him for so long when he was only trying to protect her. There were people out there who wanted to harm her. Yes, it was painful to know that he kept her identity from her for so long, even when he watched her struggle with her past, but Carol was right. He only ever had her best interests at heart.

She clutched Kiera’s cold hand and stared at her lifeless body, trying to find the words to tell her that everything would be okay. Her eyes welled with tears every time she looked at her swollen head, bandaged from where they had to extract the bullet. “I’m so sorry, Care Bear,” she cried softly. “I never meant for this to happen to you.”

She stayed by her side for what seemed like hours, her thoughts consumed with revenge. As the sky streaked with lightning, a summer thunderstorm rolling in and drenching the city, her cell phone rang. She didn’t recognize the number, but answered anyway.

“Hey, Olivia. It’s Simon. I just wanted to check in and see how you’re doing after everything that happened yesterday.”

“Oh…hi, Simon. I’m glad you called.” She released Kiera’s hand and stood up, walking toward the windows.

“Really?” he asked, noticeably surprised by her response.

“Of course. We’re friends after all, aren’t we?”

He was silent, unsure about how to respond. At first he wanted Olivia to pay for having him arrested, but things had begun to spin out of control. In the end, he wasn’t so sure he could follow through with what he was supposed to do. “You really want to be friends with me? Even after everything that’s happened?”

“I do, Simon. You’re one of the few people I know who has never lied to me. I could really use someone like that in my life right now.”

He cringed at her words. “How’s Kiera?” he asked after several long, silent moments.

“As good as can be expected.” She turned and walked back to stand next to her friend’s still body. “She was shot in her head, chest, and leg…”

“Bastard…” Simon muttered under his breath.

“I know. They had to induce a coma in order to remove the bullet from her head. Surgery went well and they were able to remove all the bullets and stop the excess bleeding. The swelling in her brain has gone down and they say that they may be able to bring her back from the coma within the next few days, if not sooner.”

“That’s a relief. She’s going to make it then?”

“It appears so.”

“That’s great news.”

Olivia heard her phone beep, indicating she had another call coming in. She ignored it and continued speaking with Simon. “I just want to thank you for everything you did for me yesterday. If you weren’t out for a run when and where you were, I don’t know what would have happened. You saved Kiera’s life. I don’t think I can ever repay you. She was lucky that none of the bullets hit any vital organs.”

“I don’t know if I’d call what happened to her lucky,” he said.

“I know.” She brushed her friend’s forehead. “But she was totally helpless. All that guy needed to do was put one more bullet in her and she’d be dead,” she said with a quiver in her voice just as she heard her phone beep again. She continued to ignore the incoming call.

“Well, I’m glad I was able to help.”

“I just wish they were able to catch the guy. Apparently, he got out of the house before the police were able to detain him.”

Simon lowered his voice. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Yeah. I’m sure I’ll have to go and give a description of him, especially once Kiera wakes up.”

“Listen, Olivia, talk to Alexander. Make sure he assigns a couple of guys to watch Kiera’s hospital room.”

She scrunched her eyebrows, curious as to why Simon was suddenly more concerned. “Why? She’s in a hospital. I don’t think anyone would be stupid enough to try anything here.”

“Libby, I doubt this guy, whoever he is, intended to leave her as a witness. In fact, both of us should probably be careful. We’ve seen his face.” He didn’t know what else Grant and Donovan had planned. The least he could do was warn her. “You remember what I told you a few months ago about those guys who were after you for some reason, don’t you?”

“I know. I already can’t go anywhere without my protection detail. I can’t remember the last time I didn’t have one of Alexander’s security people keeping an eye on me. I know he’s just trying to keep me safe and I appreciate it, but sometimes I feel like I have no privacy.”

“Alexander cares about you, that’s all. I’d do the same if you were mine…” His voice became quiet, trailing off.

“Simon, I’m sorry. I wasn’t into the whole relationship thing when I met you.”

“Listen, I should get going,” he said, remorse overwhelming him. He couldn't listen to her voice anymore without breaking down and telling her exactly what was going to happen. And he couldn't do that or he’d end up dead, too.

“Good-bye, Simon, and thank you for everything.”

He hung up, not wanting to feel any more guilt than he already did.




~~~~~~~~~~




“DO YOU THINK SHE’LL be okay?” Alexander asked later that afternoon, breaking the silence that had permeated the storage room. Neither one had been able to figure out their father’s code, nor how it related to the financial statements the papers were found with. “I mean, after walking in on Kiera and seeing…” He trailed off before composing himself. “Will it be enough to know that they were able to catch the guy?”

“What are you talking about, Alex?” Carol asked, looking at him with her eyebrows scrunched in confusion. “They didn’t catch the guy.”

“Olivia said she ran for help, and a stranger walked back to the house with her. She said that this guy attacked the intruder after he saw he was still in there,” he said urgently. “She said he pushed him down the basement stairs and that he was knocked unconscious.”

“Nobody was ever found, although the exterior basement door was open.”

“So this guy is still out there?” he asked, his voice trembling. He kicked himself for not following up sooner on what happened to the intruder.

“It appears so.”

“Fuck…” His mind reeled.

“So, where is Olivia?” Carol asked, cutting through the thick silence.

“At the hospital,” Alexander responded. “Visiting Kiera.”

“Did you send Carter or anyone with her?” She avoided his eyes.

He looked up from the desk and glared at his sister, her line of questioning catching him off-guard. “What’s going on? Why do you care? Do you know something?”

Carol returned her attention to the box in front of her, trying to avoid eye contact with her brother. “No. Of course not. It’s not even my case,” she said quickly.

Alexander got up from his chair and stalked across the room. He stopped in front of the desk she sat at and leaned toward her. “You know you’re a terrible liar. Tell me what you know.”

“Alex, please…” She raised her eyes and met his.

“Carol, we already know there’s some sort of threat to her life in regards to this evidence box that could be anywhere. Whatever you know can’t be worse than that.”

She took a deep breath. “The crime scene techs may have found something at Kiera’s that involved Olivia, and I may have shown it to her.”

“To who?! Olivia?!” Alexander raised his voice.

Carol cringed. “Don’t you shout at me! Someone was bound to talk to her about it! I figured it should probably be me!”

“What was this something, Carol?” he asked through clenched teeth.

She reached down into her purse and produced her cell phone. She scrolled through it and found the photo of the evidence bag containing the letter that she had shown to Olivia the previous day.

Taking the phone, Alexander squinted his eyes to make out the scribbling on the piece of paper in the photo.




We know who you are. Your loved ones are no longer safe unless you give us what we want. Consider yourself warned, Olivia.




“Shit! What does this mean?!” he asked, his heart thumping in his chest. His eyes searched hers for an answer.

Carol exhaled loudly, taking back her phone. “I think it means exactly what it says,” she responded dejectedly. “These guys are now going after everyone close to Olivia to draw her out.”

“Fuck!” Alexander ran out of the room and up the stairs to his office.

“Alex! Wait!” Carol shouted after him, following close behind. “Don’t do anything stupid!”

“Are you listening to yourself, Carol?! You’re asking me to not do anything stupid?! The time for not doing anything stupid is so long past! Do you know what Olivia is probably thinking at this exact moment?! I was ready to tell her about everything, but now I can’t!”

“What are you talking about? Why?”

“Don’t you see? Once she knows what these people are after, she’ll sacrifice herself to save her friends. That’s who she is. I can’t lose her again!”













CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

GONE 







“ALEX,” MO SAID, JUMPING up when he saw him running through the glass doors of the hospital into the waiting area, his expression panicked. “Everything okay?”

“Where is she, Mo?”

“Who? Livvy?”

“Yes!” he answered frantically, his eyes scanning the corridors. “Is she with Kiera?”

“Yeah. Don’t worry. Carter’s in there with her. She just wanted some time alone with her.”

Alexander exhaled loudly, his momentary panic waning slightly as he turned to head toward the ICU.

“Alex, wait a second.”

“What?” he growled, spinning around.

Mo raised his eyebrows at his tone. “Listen,” he began calmly, “I know things have been off lately between you and Livvy…and the rest of us, really. I’m saying this right now as her friend and not yours.” He took a deep breath before continuing, meeting his eyes and giving him an icy stare. “You better get your shit together. Stop trying to protect her by keeping information from her. She’s been lied to by everyone, including you, her entire life. You’d better tell her whatever you’re keeping from her or you’ll lose her, and I doubt you’ll get her back again. She’s giving you a second chance right now. Don’t fuck it up. I know she said that she wasn’t ready to hear what you have to say, but I’m pretty sure you weren’t going to tell her the whole story anyway. You better tell her about her past. All of it.”

Alexander absorbed Mo’s words as he spoke, torn about what to do. If he told her, he risked her remembering and sacrificing herself for the sake of her friends. If he didn’t tell her, he risked her walking away again. Either way, he’d lose her, but at least in one scenario, she would still be safe.

“I’m not sure I can do that, Mo. I’m sorry…” He lowered his head in defeat as he ran down the corridor toward Kiera’s room.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA SAT CLUTCHING HER friend’s hand, hoping that the doctors would be able to bring her out of the coma soon. “I hate not being able to talk to you, Care Bear. I hate that all of this has happened to you.” A tear fell down her cheek. “I hate that this is all my fault.”

A beep sounded from her phone and she looked down in her lap to see a blocked call coming through. Assuming it was Alexander calling from his office line, she picked up.

“Hello, Mr. Burnham,” she crooned in a sultry tone. “Looking forward to oysters tonight.”

“That’s nice, Libby,” a strange voice sneered. “But you may want to cancel your plans.”

Her eyes grew wide as a heaviness settled in her stomach. “Who is this?” she asked, standing up from her chair and backing up cautiously.

“That’s not important right now. What is important is that I have your little friend with me.” A scream sounded through the phone. “If you want her to live another day, you need to come to the new boathouse on the Charles. Alone, or she dies. In twenty minutes, or she dies. If anyone follows you, I’ll kill them and the girl. Do you understand?”

A pain in her chest, she slowly nodded her head, her voice stuck in her throat.

“I said, do…you…understand?” the voice demanded.

“Yes,” she croaked out. “I understand.”

“Good. Boathouse. Twenty minutes. Alone. Or she dies.”

Olivia hung up, her mind racing about which one of her friends they could have now. Slowly pulling back the door to Kiera’s recovery room, she scanned the hallway.

“Miss Adler.” Carter jumped up. “Is everything alright?”

“Yes,” she quivered. “It’s just hard to see her like this. That’s all.”

He nodded his head in understanding. “Can I get you anything?”

She met his eyes and shook her head. “No. I just need to go powder my nose.”

“Okay.” He followed her down the hallway.

“I’ll be fine on my own.”

“I don’t doubt that, but I’ll lose my job if I don’t escort you wherever you need to go.”

Olivia opened her mouth to protest, but didn’t want Carter to become suspicious. Stopping in front of the door to the ladies’ room, she looked at him. “I’ll just be a few minutes.”

He sent her a reassuring smile. “Take your time. I’ll be right outside.”

A twinge of guilt washed over her for deceiving Carter when he had only been watching out for her, but she had no other option. At least in the privacy of the restroom, she could try to come up with a way to get out of the hospital unnoticed.

Taking several deep, steadying breaths, she tried to formulate a plan as she paced back and forth in frustration. A familiar voice sounded in the hallway, asking Carter where she was, and her heart sank even further into her stomach. Not only did she have to get past Carter’s protective eyes, but now she also had to sneak by Alexander.

She had all but given up any hope and contemplated telling Alexander and Carter exactly what was going on when the bathroom door swung wide open, six chipper cheerleaders swarming the room.

“I can’t believe that asshole dropped her!” one of them said.

“She’ll be out for the season now. And at our first competition, too!”

Olivia surveyed them, her eyes settling on a girl who appeared to be the same size as her. “Hey,” she said, addressing the group before lowering her voice. “Do you all want to make a quick hundred dollars?” She raised her eyebrows. “I need your help.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“WHERE IS SHE?” ALEXANDER asked Carter as he hurriedly ran up to him in the hospital corridor.

“She’s using the restroom, sir. She seemed pretty upset and just needed a minute.” He gestured with his head to the door of the ladies’ room. “Is everything okay?”

“I don’t know,” Alexander replied as a group of cheerleaders walked past them and into the bathroom. “I don’t know what the hell to think anymore.”

Carter simply nodded. “Well, I’m here to keep an eye on her, sir. She’s in good hands.”

Alexander met his eyes. “Thank you.”

“Anytime, sir.”

Several anxious minutes passed as the two men waited for Olivia to emerge from the bathroom. Finally, the door swung open and they snapped their heads in its direction, their hopeful expressions falling when the group of cheerleaders filtered out.

“Oh-Em-GEE!” one of them squealed, running up to Alexander. “You’re Alexander Burnham, aren’t you? Macey! Look! It’s really him!”

Alexander stood back in shock, Carter glancing over their heads as another girl in a cheerleading jacket walked out of the bathroom in the opposite direction, obviously completely uninterested in the local celebrity. “Ladies,” he said. “This is a hospital. Please leave Mr. Burnham alone.”

“Just one picture, please?” the short redhead begged, placing her hands together in a pleading manner.

Carter looked to Alexander to see what he wanted to do.

Sighing, he nodded his head. “Okay. One picture.” He beamed his brilliant smile as the group of teenagers piled around him, and Carter snapped the photo.

“I’ll never get used to that,” he said a few minutes later after saying good-bye to the excited cheerleaders.

“I imagine it must be difficult. It would certainly irritate me.”

Alexander shrugged. “Yeah. But my public relations rep says the more positive publicity the better. And if that means taking pictures with a few teenage cheerleaders, I’m happy to do it.” He glanced at the bathroom door, wondering what was keeping Olivia. “She’s been in there for a while, hasn’t she?”

“She has,” Carter responded, looking at his watch. “It’s been over ten minutes. I know she was upset, but…”

Alexander strode over to the door. “Olivia? Are you okay?”

He listened for a response. Nothing.

“Olivia, love?”

Still nothing.

Pushing the door open, his heart sank in his chest when the bathroom was empty.

“Shit!” he shouted, running down the hallway.

“Sir!” Carter bellowed out.

“You stay here! Question everyone, including those goddamn cheerleaders!”

“Yes, sir!”

Alexander continued running frantically down the hospital corridors, looking for any sign of his Olivia. His eyes settled on a cheerleader’s jacket stuffed in the garbage canister in the lobby and tugged at his hair.

“Fuck!”




~~~~~~~~~~




CHERYL PACED HER OFFICE, waiting for the phone call she was sure to come, as long as everything went as planned. Finally, a loud chiming sounded and she answered the phone.

“Mr. Burnham, sir.”

“Marshall!” her boss shouted. “It’s Olivia. She’s missing from the hospital. Track her phone!”

“Yes, sir.” She hung up and returned to the desk, booting up the tracking software on her computer. She punched in Olivia’s cell phone number and, within moments, found her location.

“Sir, it’s me,” she spoke softly into another cell phone. “Burnham called. He knows she’s gone. Better tell Lucas to hurry up. He’s running out of time. I’ll stall as long as I can.”

“Thank you, Cheryl.”

“Make it quick. I can only give you a few minutes.”













CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

A BETTER PLACE 







OLIVIA RACED TOWARD THE Charles River, her eyes searching through the torrential downpour for the enormous boathouse. Running along the riverbank, it seemed as if it got farther away with each step. Finally reaching her destination, she took a deep breath and opened the door, water dripping down her body.

“Hello?” she called out. “Is anyone here?”

Cautiously, she walked up an aisle of rowing boats stacked on beams, listening for some sort of clue as to where she should be headed.

A scream sounded and Olivia hesitantly followed the source through the warehouse-sized building, her stomach churning when she saw Melanie standing in the far corner, her wrists bound in front of her.

“Libby, don’t. Please…” she cried out.

Olivia paused, her eyes settling on someone standing behind Melanie and holding a knife to her throat. “Lucas?” She squinted, unable to believe her eyes. It was the guy they had all met and partied with in Vegas. She had never thought anything of it when he said he was from Boston. Now Olivia was starting to think it was all a set-up.

“Here’s how this is going to work, Libby,” Lucas sneered. “You scream, I cut her throat. You yell for help, I cut her throat. You do anything to draw attention at all, I cut her throat. Understand?”

Olivia slowly nodded her head, her eyes wide as she scanned the boathouse for anything she could potentially use to disarm him.

“I thought we warned you what would happen if you didn’t come forward, Libby.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Lucas,” she said quietly as she took carefully measured steps toward Melanie.

“Yes you do, Libby.” He pushed the blade even harder against Melanie’s neck, tears streaming from her frightened blue eyes.

“You’re right. I do, Lucas,” she said quickly in desperation. “Why don’t you let Melanie go and take me instead?”

“Libby, no!” Melanie shrieked.

Olivia’s eyes met hers and she gave her scared friend a reassuring look.

“It doesn’t work that way!” Lucas shouted, his voice showing his agitation. “I’m only supposed to encourage you to figure it out. That’s all. I’m not allowed to kill you. That’s someone else’s job.”

“Lucas, I’m the one you want. Not Melanie. Hurting her won’t make me figure out whatever I’m supposed to.” She took another step, closing the distance. The sound of her shoes hitting the cold cement floor seemed to be amplified a hundred-fold and her heart beat frantically in her chest. 

“Don’t come any closer, Libby,” Lucas demanded, digging the blade even further into Melanie’s skin, blood seeping out of her neck. He pushed her hair back and leaned down, his lips only a breath away from her neck. “Remember what I told you. You make a sound, you die.”

Melanie bit her lip, trying to hold in the scream that wanted to escape her mouth from the pain of the blade cutting into her throat.

Olivia stood only a few feet from Melanie and Lucas. She could try to grab the hand he was using to hold the knife, freeing Melanie, but that would only work if she could momentarily distract him. “Lucas, maybe if you gave me a hint about what I’m supposed to remember, then I can help you and we can put an end to all of this.”

“Do you think they’d actually tell me that?” He threw his head back, laughing, and Olivia took the opportunity to try to disarm him.

Unfortunately, she wasn’t quick enough.




~~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER NERVOUSLY PACED THE lobby of the hospital as he waited for Marshall to send him the location of Olivia’s cell phone, hoping that she hadn’t left the building. After an excruciatingly long time, a text finally came through. Dashing out the doors of the hospital, he jumped into the idling SUV. “Martin! Over to the big boathouse on the Charles!” he shouted. “Step on it!”

Martin peeled out of the hospital and drove toward the river. Several minutes later, he pulled up alongside the street. Alexander leapt out of the car, running toward the boathouse, a chill washing over him as he ran through every scenario of what he would find when he got there.

Discreetly opening the door to the huge storage yard, he heard a scuffle echoing through the football field-sized warehouse. Turning the corner, his eyes grew wide in terror.

“Olivia! No!”

Everything seemed to happen in slow motion as he ran toward her. A tall man that Alexander had never seen before had her pinned to the ground as she desperately tried to wrestle a knife from his hand. Melanie lay on the ground about ten feet away, bleeding profusely from her neck. He inhaled quickly, looking over her lifeless body. There was no way she would be able to survive a wound like that. How was he going to explain that to his brother?

He turned his attention back to the one person he could save…his Olivia. His heart dropped when he saw the man press the knife against her body, far too close to her heart.




~~~~~~~~~~




“COME ON, LIBBY. I thought you were stronger than that,” Lucas breathed in her face. 

“Lucas, let go of the knife. Remember, they said you couldn’t hurt me.” With every ounce of strength she had, she tried to point the knife away from her chest and toward him.

He laughed. “Actually, they said I couldn’t kill you. As long as you’re alive, it doesn’t matter what I do to you.” He pushed her arms over her head, keeping her pinned to the ground and pressing the knife against her throat.

Her stamina waning, the knife drew a thin line of blood. “Lucas, please. Just let me go, and I promise I’ll figure out whatever it is you guys are looking for.” A fire in the distance caught her attention and she tried to hide her relief when she saw Alexander running toward them. Hurry! she thought. “Someone’s coming, Lucas. You better get off me.”

He turned to look, releasing the pressure on the knife just as Alexander approached.

“Get the fuck off her!”

Within seconds, Lucas was pummeled against the hard ground. Olivia lay perfectly still, frantically trying to calm her nerves, listening to punches being thrown. After just a few seconds that seemed like an eternity, she felt Alexander put his arms around her.

“Damn it, Olivia. Why the hell did you sneak out of the hospital?” he demanded. “You had me worried sick.”

“That fucker called me! He said if I didn’t come here that he’d kill…” She trailed off, her eyes settling on Melanie. She bolted up and ran over to where she lay on the ground.

“No!” she screamed upon seeing her lifeless body. She bent down, trying to find a pulse. “Come on, Mel,” she begged, cradling her friend in her arms as she sat in a pool of her blood. “Don’t you dare leave me here!” Tears fell down her face as she tried to save her friend. “Please!” Her hands were covered with Melanie’s blood as she continued looking for a pulse, refusing to acknowledge the cold, hard truth of what she had just witnessed.

Alexander looked down while Olivia tried to save her friend. He did the only thing he could think of. He called his sister. “Carol, it’s me. Have Dave get to the big boathouse on the Charles immediately. There’s been an incident. Someone attacked Olivia and her friend,” he said, his chin quivering as he turned away so Olivia couldn’t overhear his conversation. “You should probably call Tyler, too.” He took a deep breath before continuing, “Melanie’s dead. Please hurry.”

Alexander turned back to where Olivia sat hugging her friend in her arms. He walked up behind her, placing his hand on her shoulder as she cried, her chest heaving from her devastating sobs. “Olivia, love, please…” He didn’t know what to say.

Olivia straightened her back, attempting to wipe her eyes with her hand, smudging Melanie’s blood all over her face. “I need to get her to the hospital. She’s been stabbed, Alex, and it’s all because of me!” she cried out. She tried resuscitating her friend in a final act of desperation.

“Olivia, please,” he begged her as he crouched down next to her. Placing his fingers against Melanie’s neck, he shook his head dejectedly when there was no pulse to be found. “She’s gone, love. I’m sorry.”

“No!” Olivia cried out, hugging Melanie in her arms, holding her tight, desperate for her to wake up and everything to be a bad dream.

“Olivia, please, let go of her. She’s in a better place,” he pleaded with her, unable to hide his own tears. That very well could have been her lying there.

The sound of sirens grew closer and she reluctantly stood up, leaving Melanie’s body on the ground.

She remained in a complete daze as the paramedics checked Melanie’s non-existent vitals. She sank to the ground as crime scene technicians roped off the area, taking photos. She wanted to kill Lucas when she saw Carol’s husband, David, place him in handcuffs and haul him off to the police station. She howled when she saw the medical examiner zip up Melanie’s body bag.

“Olivia…” Alexander’s voice brought her back as the coroner’s van drove off with her friend.

She immediately felt sick to her stomach just looking at him. “I’m done, Alex. I can’t live this way anymore.” She raised herself off the ground and started to walk away, not caring that she was covered in blood.

“My sister told me about the letter left at Kiera’s house!”

Olivia stopped in her tracks, spinning around, her eyes full of venom. “So you’re here to tell me to not do anything stupid, am I right? Well, you’re in luck because I have no idea what those fuckers are even after! Not one clue!” She studied him, his expression grim. He avoided her eyes, not responding. “But you do, don’t you?”

He remained silent as Olivia stalked over to him, standing a mere breath away. “You need to tell me everything you know, Alex. Now! I’m done being left in the dark while you make all the decisions for me. I’m an adult! I need to make my own decisions! There’s something going on, and these people are targeting my friends!”

“It’s not about that, Olivia! I wanted to tell you everything, but you said you didn’t want to talk about any of that. And now I can’t, not after seeing that letter. Your life is in danger!”

She threw her head back, laughing maniacally. “Ya’ think?”

“No. You don’t understand,” he insisted, pleading with her. “If I tell you and you figure it all out, they’ll kill you. As long as you remain ignorant of what they’re after, you can’t be touched. They’re desperate for it and you’re the only one who can help them. It’s the only thing keeping you alive.”

“But my friends, Alex!” she cried out, thinking about two of her closest friends and what they had to endure all because of her. “They’re going after my friends.” She glared at him. “They killed Mel. She’s gone, and I was thinking that it’s all my fault.” She took a deep breath before continuing, “But it’s not, Alexander. This is all your fault. I hope you can sleep well tonight with Melanie’s blood on your hands!” She turned to walk away.

“I’m sorry, Olivia. I just can’t risk losing you again. You’ve got to understand,” he begged, running to catch up to her, desperate for her to grasp where he was coming from.

Olivia paused, looking deep into his eyes. “You can’t risk losing me?” she hissed, her chin quivering. “Well, Alex, you just did.” She pushed past him, bolting in the direction of the hospital.

“Olivia! Please!” he shouted, watching as she ran away from him…again.













CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

FOR MELANIE 







OLIVIA RAN BACK TO the hospital, needing her friends. They still had no idea what had happened to Melanie and she didn’t know if she was strong enough to tell them. Her stomach churned when she noticed Tyler slumped in the corner of the waiting room, sobbing. Mo saw her and quickly ran over to her, wrapping his arms around her regardless that she was covered in blood. She bawled uncontrollably into his chest.

“It’s okay, baby girl. Let it all out.” He soothed her tears, rubbing her back.

Once her tears began to subside a bit, Mo pulled back. “Does Bridget know?”

Olivia shook her head. “I haven’t called anyone yet. I know David was going to be notifying her parents, but no one knows yet…except for poor Tyler over there.” She looked up and saw Alexander hovering just a few feet away, his eyes bereaved and pleading.

She glowered at him. “Please leave,” she demanded.

Mo gave her a questioning look.

“I can’t stand to look at you right now, Alex,” she hissed. “I need my friends. Not you.” She turned to walk away, wanting to be alone.

Alexander reached out and clutched onto her arm. “Please. Olivia, love…”

Mo immediately shot his arm out, grabbing Alexander’s. “Let her go.” He glared at him and Alexander begrudgingly released his hold on Olivia.

She darted down the hallway, hiding herself in the closest bathroom. Rushing to the sinks, she scrubbed at her skin in a feeble attempt to remove Melanie’s dried blood from her body. Screaming in frustration, she collapsed on the floor. She buried her head in her lap, her tears soaking her blood-stained jeans as she thought how everything had taken such a horrible turn in the past few days.

“Olivia? Are you in there?” a gentle voice called out as her cries began to subside a short while later.

She raised her head out of her lap and wiped her cheeks, pulling back the door to the bathroom and staring into Bridget’s watery eyes. “I’m so sorry, Bridge.” She wrapped her arms around her friend, holding her tight.

“Hey, shut up. This is not your fault. You’ve got to stop thinking that,” she cried out, tears flowing down her face.

Olivia hated how much everyone in her life seemed to be crying lately, including herself. She clung to Bridget, never wanting to let her out of her sight, afraid that something horrible would happen to her, as well.

“Come on, Libby. Everyone’s here. We need you. We can’t go through this without you. You can’t go through this alone, either, okay?”

She nodded and allowed Bridget to lead her to the waiting room. As soon as she entered, she couldn’t keep from feeling guilty for how Tyler appeared, his normal exuberant stature gone. All that was left was an empty shell of a man.

Giving Bridget a reassuring look, she made her way over to him. “Tyler…?” Sitting beside him, she wrapped her arms around the younger version of Alexander. “I’m so sorry. This is all my fault,” she sobbed.

He peered at her through his blood-shot eyes. “It’s not your fault, Libby. And it’s not my brother’s fault either. He told me everything,” he whimpered. “If Mel were in your shoes, I’d do the same thing. I love her…” He took a steadying breath, trying to get his emotions under control. “I guess that’s one of the things I learned being with her. That it’s not worth it to hold grudges. Life is precious, Libby. Don’t use this as an excuse to push Alex away. He loves you. He won’t survive without you. Don’t blame him for this. He didn’t kill Mel. That fucker, Lucas, did. If there’s anyone you should be angry at, it’s him. Not the person who worships the ground you walk on. I’ve just lost the one girl I thought I could spend the rest of my life with. I wish I told her that while she was still alive.”

He stood up and retreated from Olivia, leaving her speechless. As she processed his words, she was unable to shake the thought that, had Alexander been honest with her from the beginning, Melanie would still be alive.

“Miss Adler?” a voice whispered, bringing her back from her thoughts. Olivia glanced up to see a couple in their late fifties standing in front of her. They had obviously just been crying.

“My name is Harold Brooks,” a man with gray hair said. “This is my wife, Sandra.” He gestured to the tall blonde woman standing next to him. “We’re Melanie’s parents.”

Olivia stood up and embraced them as she tried to find the words that told them that their daughter’s death was all her fault.

“We just want to thank you for everything you tried to do for our little girl today,” Melanie’s father said, his voice shaky as he surveyed Olivia, his eyes stopping when he saw the dried blood on her clothes.

“I’m so sorry, Mr. and Mrs. Brooks.” Olivia sobbed even harder, knowing that Melanie would still be alive if it wasn’t for her.

“Enough with the tears,” Sandra said, releasing her hold on Olivia. “Melanie would hate to think that we were all here crying over her. She would never forgive herself if that was the case. She’d want us to only think of the happy moments we shared with her, and that’s exactly what we’ll do…” She trailed off, unable to follow her own words.

“She’s always been a little demanding, hasn’t she?” Olivia asked as she laughed through her tears.

“She sure is…or was.” Harold’s face became shadowed with sorrow once more, his eyes dropping.

“It was wonderful to meet you. I’m sure you have friends and family that you want to be with, but please let me know the plans for her services whenever you know of them.” Olivia gave them a compassionate look, her expression soft.

“Actually, I wanted to talk to you and your friend, Mo, about that,” Sandra said, glancing at Mo standing just a few feet away. He immediately walked over. 

“We were hoping that your band wouldn’t mind playing a memorial show at the bar. She always loved going there to watch you perform, and it would mean a lot if we can pay our respects to her in a way that she would have wanted, with laughter instead of tears, at a place she felt at home. We both grew up in New Orleans and this is how we like to say good-bye…a celebration of her life, not a sad reminder of her death.”

“What do you think?” Olivia asked Mo. “I mean, what about Kiera…?”

He stopped her. “Livvy, Kiera would want us to do this. For Melanie.”

She nodded her head in agreement. “For Melanie.”




~~~~~~~~~~




AFTER LEAVING THE HOSPITAL that evening, Olivia stormed through her house, slamming doors. She knew full well it wasn’t going to fix anything, but it certainly made her feel better. She was livid with Alexander. She gave him a choice…tell her what she wanted to know or risk losing her. She couldn’t believe that he continued to keep secrets from her, not when it nearly tore them apart. She wanted to scream. Then she heard her mama’s words again: Music is the best solution to any problem. Olivia leaned her head back and looked at the ceiling as if talking to the sky. “I sure hope you’re right, Mama. I could really use a solution to this chaotic world I’ve found myself in.”

She ran up to the third floor of her house, sat down at the piano, and did what she did best. She lost herself in the music and, for a minute, everything was okay.

When she finally came out of the music room, she had no idea what time it was or how long she had been in there. Time always seemed to stand still when she surrounded herself with beautiful lyrics and melodies. It was the only thing that made her forget about everything. But outside the walls of her music room, the cruel reality of what had happened set in.

Reluctantly, Olivia walked down the two flights of stairs and into the living room. Her stomach growled loudly and she couldn’t remember the last time she had actually eaten. After the past several days, she had no desire to cook so she ordered take-out from her and Kiera’s favorite Chinese bistro.

She grabbed her purse and started to head out to pick up some wine. As she walked down her front steps, she purposely ignored the black SUV sitting outside of her house…or, at least, she ignored it for about two seconds, her hard stare softening when her eyes met Alexander’s. She was furious at him but, deep down, she knew that she was still madly in love with him.

After selecting a few bottles of wine at the local liquor store, she walked back to her house, arriving just as her food was being delivered. Alexander stood on the doorstep, paying her regular delivery guy. She snatched it out of his hand before turning away from him and entering her house, slamming the door behind her.

“Not even a thank you?!” he shouted through the closed door.

“Thank you, okay?” she replied sarcastically.

“Olivia, please. Can we talk?” he asked, his voice soft and full of pain.

“You had your chance to come clean, Alex. You chose to put your own needs above mine. So no, we can’t talk.”

“I love you, Olivia.”

She lowered herself and sat against the wall, leaning her head on the door. “I love you, too, Alex. With all my heart, and maybe that’s exactly where I should keep you. In my heart, but out of my life.”

“You can’t mean that,” he said quietly.

“I don’t know. Maybe I do. I just…”

“I’m only trying to protect you, Olivia. Keep you safe. You have to understand where I’m coming from with all of this. I thought I lost you all those years ago, and when I found out that you were alive, I promised myself I’d never let anything bad happen to you again. So I need to keep you in the dark. For now, though…”

His heart raced when he heard the door open. He met Olivia’s large brown eyes.

“Unless you’re ready to tell me everything you know, please go.” She turned and slammed the door in his face again.

Fighting back tears, she walked into the kitchen and put her food on a plate. After pouring a glass of wine, she sat in the bay window with her dinner and stared out at the black SUV into the eyes of the man she knew she would always love, no matter what.













CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

WAIT FOR YOU 







THE FOLLOWING MORNING, OLIVIA was woken up by a loud banging at her door. She stretched her neck, sore from having fallen asleep in the bay window. She peeked outside and saw that the black SUV was empty. Groaning, she got up and walked over to the door, checking the peephole to see who was outside…even though she knew who it was.

“Are you ready to tell me everything, Alexander?” she asked through the closed door.

“Olivia,” he said with a hint of urgency in his voice. “It’s Kiera. She’s awake.”

She swung the door open, her eyes wide. “Really?”

Alexander nodded.

She jumped into his arms. “Take me to see her. Please,” she said, her voice soft as she nuzzled against his neck, inhaling his scent.

“Oh, Olivia. Do you have any idea how much I love you? You have to believe that I never meant…”

“I love you, too, Alexander,” she interrupted, pulling out of his embrace and hardening her stare. “I just don’t like you very much right now, and I refuse to be in a relationship with someone who keeps secrets from me. Just take me to the hospital to see my best friend.”

Alexander grabbed her hand and led her down the steps toward the waiting SUV. Within minutes, he pulled in front of the hospital and Olivia ran out of the car toward the sliding glass doors without even saying good-bye.

“Olivia, wait!” he shouted, jumping out of the car to catch up to her.

“What is it, Alex?” she asked, spinning around, an irritated expression on her face. “I need to go see Kiera.”

“Do you want me to come with you?”

“It’s a free country.” She shrugged. “Do what you want.”

“Where does this leave us?” he asked, his eyes full of hope.

Annoyed, she crossed her arms in front of her body. “In the same place we were the last time you decided to keep secrets from me. I can’t trust you. I can’t spend the rest of my life with someone never knowing if they’re keeping me in the dark on matters that concern me, all in the guise of trying to protect me! I won’t do it!” She spun on her heels and walked through the doors of the large brick building.

Alexander chased after her and found her at the registration desk. “Olivia, please. Tell me how I can fix this and earn back your trust. Whatever it is, I’ll do it.”

She put down the pen after signing in and faced him, taking in his disheveled appearance. There were circles underneath his eyes and he had facial hair coming in. His clothes were wrinkled from sitting in his car all night. He looked broken, but she refused to feel guilty. It was all his fault, no matter what his brother had tried to convince her of the day before.

“All I want from you is the one thing you refuse to give me. I want to know who I am…who I was. Why are these people trying to take my friends away from me? Why did they kill Mel? What is it they think I know?”

Alexander exhaled loudly and ran his hands through his hair, contemplating what he should do. He was at a crossroads. He tried to put himself in Olivia’s position. How would he feel if he found out that his entire life had been a lie and that the people he had come to trust continued to keep secrets from him?

“You want to know who you are?” He took a step closer and looked in her eyes, their bodies almost touching. “Your name is Olivia Marilyn DeLuca. You were born on October sixteenth almost twenty-nine years ago, and you were the most adorable baby I had ever seen.” He smiled at the memory. “Granted, I was only two the first time I held you, but I knew then that I would do everything in my power to keep you safe.”

He brushed that same errant curl out of her face before continuing, “You were such a pain in the ass when you were a kid, always irritating the piss out of me. We would fight. We would argue. But then we would always apologize to each other because we both knew, deep down, that we couldn’t survive without each other.”

His normally powerful voice began to tremble as he continued reminiscing. Olivia remained entranced by the passion and fierceness in his gaze as he brought her body flush with his and held her face in his hands. “This is what we do, Olivia. This is who we are. Not much has changed since we were kids. We fight. We piss each other off. But at the end of the day, we realize that no matter how mad and angry we are at each other, there is something much bigger at work here. You can stay angry at me all you want, love, but you know, deep down, that you cannot live without me. You love me just as much as I love you and nothing will ever come between that.” He wiped the tear that had fallen down her cheek and stared into her eyes, searching for an answer.

“I can’t do this right now,” she whimpered through the lump in her throat and turned away from him, heading down the long corridor to the ICU.

“I’ll wait for you, Olivia. I’ll always wait for you.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“LIBBY!” KIERA WEAKLY CRIED out after she ran into the hospital room.

Olivia rushed to her side, hugging her friend. She looked awake, but groggy.

“Ouch. Not so hard.”

“I’m sorry.” Tears streamed down Olivia’s face. “I’m just so glad that you’re okay.”

“What happened?” Kiera asked, her voice raspy. “I can’t remember anything.”

Hesitating, she clutched Kiera’s hands in hers, surveying her frail frame. She didn’t want to tell her anything, not knowing if she could even say the words. “Don’t worry about any of that right now, Care Bear. You just worry about getting your ass out of this hospital bed, okay?”

“Okay, Libby.” She squeezed Olivia’s hand. “I heard about Melanie…” she quivered, tears welling in her eyes.

“It’s all my fault,” Olivia whispered, lowering her head.

“Stop it, Libby. Mo said you were going to say that. He doesn’t understand why you’re blaming yourself and neither do I,” she scolded. “You couldn’t have prevented any of this from happening. Okay?”

Olivia’s chin trembled, wondering if she would ever be able to stop blaming herself for what had happened to Melanie and Kiera. The guilt wore her down. Looking into Kiera’s green eyes, she simply nodded, not wanting to talk about it anymore. Instead, the two girls held each other and mourned the loss of their friend, reminiscing about all the good times they shared.

“Oh, good. You’re here,” Mo said, breaking the moment and carrying a few cups of coffee. “I tried calling your phone and you weren’t answering so I called Alex. I’m assuming you got the message.”

“Good assumption,” she replied sarcastically, wiping her tears.

He raised his eyebrow at her, silently questioning if everything was all right.

She knew she would have to tell him what was going on, but she wasn’t ready yet. “Well, I’ll give you two some privacy.” She got up from her chair. “I’ll be back in a little bit to check on you. Okay, Care Bear?”

Kiera smiled weakly at her. “You got it.”

Olivia turned to leave.

“Oh, and Libby?”

“Yes?” she replied, facing Kiera.

“Whatever stick crawled up your ass these past few weeks, please remove it.”

Olivia’s mouth fell open as she stared at her. “What are you talking about?”

“You. Being a bitch to us and everyone around you, including Alexander,” she said, her voice raised. She glanced at Mo as he clutched her hand. Her expression immediately softened when she met his eyes. “This whole incident made me realize how much I appreciate what I have in my life, including the people in it.” She met Olivia’s gaze. “I love you, Libby. You know that. But you’ve got to stop shutting people out just because they fuck up and make a mistake.”

Olivia lowered her head and a twinge of guilt formed in the pit of her stomach from treating her friends so poorly. But, at the same time, she was the reason Kiera had been hurt and that Melanie was dead. She could put a stop to everything if Alexander would just come clean to her, but he refused.

“It’s not as simple as that, Kiera.” She exhaled.

“Well, humor me then.” She smirked. “I’ve got nothing on my busy schedule today, except healing from a few bullet wounds.” Her voice was heavy with sarcasm.

Olivia retreated back into the hospital room, pulling up a chair next to Mo. “Well, I guess you both should probably hear this.” She proceeded to tell Mo and Kiera about her dad being alive and running into him at MacFadden’s. Then she told them about the letter that Carol had found in Kiera’s house. She struggled to fight back the tears as she told them about Lucas killing Melanie to try to get Olivia to remember whatever it was they wanted her to.

“I know he’s still keeping information from me, and the reason he’s doing it is to protect me. He says that if I remember, he could lose me.”

“Do you really blame him, Libby? Look what’s happened to poor Mel. And me!” Kiera screeched. “I can’t believe you’re really going to stay angry at him for keeping you safe…” She trailed off.

“Do you have any idea who’s behind everything? Maybe that will help,” Mo said calmly.

Olivia took a deep breath. “I don’t see how. Nobody knows who is pulling the strings here. Carol and Alexander have apparently worked tirelessly trying to figure it all out, but no one has a clue. The only person they know of is this Mark Kiddish guy, but he’s just a hired gun. Even then, there’s no hard evidence that he’s actually involved. At least not enough that the police can open an investigation into him. Regardless, if he’s out of the picture, they’ll just replace him with someone new. It won’t end until they have what they want. And what they want is me…my memories. I’m the best shot at saving my friends, but only if I can remember. Alexander knows that so he’s keeping my past from me. He knows what they want and he won’t tell me.”

“Wait a sec,” Kiera said. “What about your dad? Can’t you talk to him about it?”

“Carol is worried about me doing that. She said that his identity has been kept a secret for a reason and until they can figure it out, it’s best that I stay as far away from him as possible so that he doesn’t get hurt…or worse. I have no way of getting in touch with him anyway.”

“Don’t do anything stupid, Livvy,” Mo cautioned. “Don’t think about that letter…”

“How can I not think about that letter?!” she shrieked, standing up and glaring down at her two friends. “It pretty much said that I’m the reason my friends are being targeted!” She took a deep breath before continuing, “Right now, I’m the best shot at keeping everyone safe, but the only way I can do that is by figuring out what these guys are after. And the only person who can help me with that is Alexander. His refusal to tell me what I need is putting my friends’ lives in jeopardy.”

Olivia stormed out of the room, ignoring her friends attempt to talk any sense into her. She knew she sounded irrational, but she refused to admit that Alexander was doing the right thing by keeping her past from her.













CHAPTER THIRTY

COME CLEAN 







AS OLIVIA WALKED THROUGH the front door of MacFadden’s and up to the second floor several weeks later, she was unsure of whether she would have enough inner strength to get through that night. Waves of emotion rushed over her when she saw the swarms of people there for Melanie’s memorial celebration. Huge photos of the chipper blonde adorned all the walls, people scribbling their good-byes on them through their tear-soaked eyes.

Feeling a lump form in her throat, Olivia dashed to the bar, desperately wanting to forget about everything that had happened…or at least down a few drinks to try to numb the pain that was starting to take over. After gulping back the amber liquid, she began to relax.

“Is this seat taken?”

Olivia stilled at the voice. Sighing, she faced Alexander. “No. Have a seat.”

He flagged down a bartender and placed his drink order, Olivia signaling for another drink, as well.

“Carol said that she saw you down at the station earlier.” He attempted to make small talk.

“Yeah. They had more questions about Lucas and his brother, Dylan, if that really is his brother.”

Alexander nodded, proceeding with caution now that Olivia was finally talking to him. Over the past few weeks, things had been awkward between them. She continued to live at her old brownstone on Commonwealth Avenue, but would let him in anytime he appeared at her door. She rebuked every attempt he made to help her see why he was refusing to tell her what those guys were after. Instead, they would sit on the couch together in silence, Olivia glaring at him, as if hoping he would finally crack and come clean.

“How many times are they going to have you go down to answer more questions? I’ll talk to Carol and have them come to your house. You shouldn’t have to be inconvenienced.”

Olivia took a sip of her fresh drink and turned to face him. She was caught off guard by his gaunt appearance. It was obvious he hadn’t been sleeping well. He wore the pain caused by their separation on every inch of his body. She felt the same way. She hated life without Alexander and she wanted nothing more than to go back to the way things were before, although she knew that too much had happened for that to be possible.

“I don’t mind,” she said.

“Have they found anything?”

She shook her head in resignation. “No. They haven’t been able to uncover any evidence linking Melanie’s death to anyone other than Lucas, no matter what I’ve told them happened in the boathouse.”

“They’ve questioned me regarding what I know about Mark Kiddish, but that’s been a dead end, too,” Alexander added. “As far as they’re concerned, his name change to Donovan O’Laughlin was reasonable after his father’s disappearance, and he runs a legitimate consulting business with strong ties to the community. Without any actual proof that this guy is behind it, there’s not much that can be done.”

“They told me the same thing. The phone call was traced to Lucas’ cell so they couldn’t find anything there. And the asshole has refused to answer any questions, other than insisting that he was working alone. He’s definitely playing the deranged psycho rather well. So, based on his answers and the fact that they’ve found nothing on his supposed brother, Dylan, it’s not looking like this will lead back to anyone other than him.”

“I’m sorry.” He shifted nervously on the barstool. “How’s Kiera doing?”

“Better. She still has no memory of what happened that night, and neither Mo nor I really want to be the one to tell her.” She glanced at him and he gave her a knowing look before she returned her attention to the drink in front of her. “It’s almost like her brain is trying to protect her from remembering what she probably endured those twelve hours. She’s starting to perk up a bit and she doesn’t appear to be in too much pain anymore. I was just there with her before I had Agent Marshall drive me here.”

“Thanks for that…for having her drive you.”

Olivia gave him an icy stare before softening her expression, almost pleading with him to finally tell her the reason why he wants her to have constant protection…to tell her what those men are after.

“You need to understand where I’m coming from here, Olivia.” He answered the question that was written plain as day on her face.

She sighed. “I get it, Alex. I really do. I understand your reasons, and so do the police. Unfortunately, they’re on your side here. But I don’t want to be left in the dark. I don’t want you keeping all this information, holding it over me, saying that it’s too dangerous for me to even know about my own past. Let me make those decisions.” Olivia got up from her barstool, needing to distance herself from him before she broke down and jumped back into his arms.

“That house in Newport!” he shouted, getting her attention.

She halted in her tracks and faced him. Crossing her arms defensively in front of her body, her eyes narrowed on him.

He lowered his voice. “The one you had me stop at when we were there for the marathon.”

She glared at him. “What about it, Alex?” she hissed.

He ran his hands through his hair, looking rather vulnerable. “We used to go there a fair bit when we were kids. Your mom would take us up there from time to time. There was such a huge yard, and we would run all over playing hide-and-seek.”

“Why did we go there, Alex? Who lived there?” she asked, not sure if she really wanted to know.

He took a deep breath. “Your grandparents live there.”

Olivia let out a small cry. “Live?” Her lower lip trembled. “As in present tense?”

“Yes,” he answered quietly. “Harrison House. Your mother’s maiden name was Harrison.”

As she took in what he was saying, a hurt look spread across her face. She seethed with anger when she realized that he was keeping so much information from her. She had a family that she didn’t even know about, but he did. She spun on her heels, needing to get up on stage to start their performance.

“Olivia, love!” Alexander cried out. “I’m sorry. I should have told you sooner.”

She refused to turn around, instead walking onto the stage, sitting down at the piano.

“Hey, Livvy,” Mo greeted her as he strapped on his guitar. “Everything okay?” He nodded to where Alexander was standing, imploring her with his eyes.

She laughed sarcastically. “You know what, Mo? I have no idea how to even answer that question anymore.”

“Neither do I,” he said before stepping up to the microphone. “Good evening, friends. We’d like to start by thanking everyone for being here tonight to celebrate the life of Melanie Erica Brooks, beloved daughter and friend to all of you.” Mo took a deep breath before continuing, “Mel’s parents asked us to play a memorial for her here tonight, and a few people are going to get up and talk about her. After that, they’re going to open the upstairs for everyone and we’ll play our normal set. It’s what Mel would have wanted…” His voice wavered and Olivia could sense he was starting to crack.

She surveyed the crowd that had gathered to pay their respects. Many of her work friends were gathered in the audience, huddling together, shedding tears as they thought about the bubbly girl who sat at the front desk of the wellness center nearly every day. Her eyes continued scanning the room, finding Tyler standing in the corner, Alexander and Carol comforting and supporting him.

Olivia grabbed the microphone off the piano and stood up, needing to do something to try and mute the sobs that echoed through the large room. “Melanie wouldn’t have wanted us to be crying for her. We need to remember the girl she was…” Trailing off, she took a deep breath, trying to subdue the lump that was forming in her throat, tears threatening to fall once more. “I guess I’m one to talk.” The audience laughed politely, many of them wiping their eyes.

“I remember the day Melanie came in for her interview at the wellness center. I knew right then and there that she was perfect for the job. She had so much energy. You couldn’t help but smile when she greeted you at the front desk. She was always cheerful, no matter what was going on in her life. You see, that’s the thing about Mel. You never really knew what was going on in her life. It was never about Mel. With her, it was always about you. She was always more concerned with your problems than her own. She was a psych major at Northeastern, and she would have been a fantastic therapist… I should know.” The crowd laughed again as Olivia’s eyes met Alexander’s.

A small tear escaped before she composed herself. “So tonight we’re going to remember our dear friend…a friend who was taken from us far too soon, but whose memory will go on.” She turned and walked back to the piano while Mo introduced their first song.

The next hour seemed to pass by relatively quickly with a few people getting on stage to talk about Melanie, some performing different poems and others barely managing to get through what they wanted to say. The band played between speakers, mostly upbeat songs that Melanie enjoyed and her parents had requested.

After the final speaker finished, Mo traded places with Olivia, sitting behind the piano. She grabbed a microphone, as did the rest of the band members. They stood alongside Olivia, ready to finish the song if she couldn’t do it.

Taking a step forward, she addressed the audience. “This last song we’ll be doing is one our good friend, Kiera, who couldn’t be here tonight, requested we perform. I’m sorry if it makes some of you cry…” She took another deep breath. “Hell, I’m not even sure if I’ll be able to get through it. This is Be Still by The Fray.”

Mo began to play, the simple chords of the song filling the bar. Not a sound could be heard, apart from the gentle melody coming from the piano.

Olivia’s voice cut through the room, singing the simple haunting tune, saying good-bye to Melanie, and a heaviness set in Alexander’s chest. He didn’t even know the girl that well, but he couldn’t help but feel Olivia’s loss…and Tyler’s. He glanced around the bar and everyone was breaking out tissues, crying softly for the unbearable pain of losing someone so young.

His eyes found Melanie’s parents in the audience, remorse overwhelming him as he watched them cling to each other. Seeing their bodies shake from their tears, he wondered whether he was doing the right thing. His failure to tell Olivia everything may have caused their pain. Was their suffering really worth it? He was unsure. He knew the pain they were going through all too well. He went through the same thing when he thought he had lost Olivia all those years ago. Now that he knew where she was, was it his fault that those poor people had lost their own daughter?

The final note rang out and there wasn’t a dry eye in the place. Taking a deep breath, Olivia grabbed her glass off the barstool in front of her and raised it. “To Melanie,” she said, her chin quivering.

Unable to suppress her emotions any longer, she ran off the stage, desperately needing a friend, only to remember that two of the people she normally ran to when she was upset weren’t there. Kiera was in the hospital and Melanie would never be able to smack some sense into her again. The realization finally setting in, she stopped midway across the room and sank to the ground, not able to take another step, her cries overtaking her entire body.

“Hey, hey,” Mo said, rushing to her and sitting on the floor next to her, pulling her into his arms. He looked up to see Alexander standing over them both. Mo glared at him in warning and he took several steps back, giving them their space.

“It’s not fair, Mo,” Olivia sobbed, using his shirt as a tissue. “I just don’t want to admit that she’s gone, and this feels so final. I’m just not ready to say good-bye to her…”

“Shhh…” Mo soothed her. “This isn’t good-bye. You don’t have to say good-bye to her. This is just kind of ‘until we meet again’.”

“I want to fucking kill them all, Mo. I’m sorry. I just can’t stop crying. I wish I could, but I can’t.”

Olivia felt another set of arms around her and glanced to her left to see Bridget carrying a box of tissues, joining her and Mo on the floor. “I came prepared,” she joked through her own tears, handing Olivia the box.

She smiled weakly. “I wish I had.”

Mo rubbed her back, helping her work through her tears. As they subsided, he grabbed her chin, bringing her eyes flush with his. “Feel better now, baby girl?”

She nodded.

“Good. Because we’ve got a show to do,” he replied, pulling both Olivia and Bridget up.

“I’ll be right there,” Olivia said. “Just give me a minute.”

“Okay, baby girl,” Mo said, hugging her and planting a chaste kiss on her forehead.

She walked over to the bar to get another drink. Many of the guests left the area as normal bar patrons began to flood the second floor to see the band perform their regular set. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Melanie’s parents taking down all the photos of their daughter.

Olivia approached Melanie’s mother as she was about to remove a framed photo from the piano. “Leave that one,” she said, grabbing her arm. “Please…” she implored.

Sandra smiled. “Of course. And thank you, Olivia, dear. I know you must be so confused right now, thinking that this is all Alexander’s fault.”

Olivia reeled back, her eyes growing wide.

“Tyler told us all about it and we spoke with Alexander this evening. He feels extremely guilty for what happened but, the thing is, I don’t blame him. And I don’t blame you. The only person I blame is sitting in a jail cell right now.”

“But if he hadn’t kept secrets from me, none of this would have happened.”

Sandra took a deep breath. “Maybe. Maybe not. We’ll never know. But what I do know is that it’s not worth losing someone over. Haven’t you already lost enough?”

Olivia stared at her and simply nodded. “Maybe I just want him to stop keeping things from me.”

“Oh, dear,” Sandra said, smiling. Melanie looked so much like her mother. The resemblance was remarkable. “We always tend to keep things from people we love to protect them. It’s our human nature.” She placed her hand on Olivia’s arm in a consoling manner. “Thank you for everything.” 

Olivia contemplated her words for a moment as she retreated from her wrapped in her husband’s arms. Maybe she was right. She had lost enough already. Losing Melanie was one more person than she had ever wanted to, and here she was pushing Alexander away because he was trying to protect her. But she wanted to know who she was.

“Hey. Are you okay?” Mo approached Olivia, a concerned look on his face. “You ready?”

Olivia took a quick glimpse at Alexander as he stood by the bar, drinking a beer.

“Yes.” She climbed onto the stage, helping the guys rearrange the set and pushing the baby grand piano toward the center. Dale sat behind the drum set and Mo stood off to the side with his guitar as the other band members hung back.

“How’s everyone doing tonight?” she asked, her voice empty and flat. She took a deep breath and began to introduce her song. “Sorry if we’re kind of out of it tonight, but we all lost a dear friend a few weeks ago. Her name was Melanie Brooks and that’s her photo sitting on the piano. I hate to think her death could have been avoided if it weren’t for all the fucking secrets.” She glowered at Alexander and his eyes grew wide in response to her words. “I don’t know what else I can say to you anymore,” she continued, her voice quivering. “I just want the truth.” Briefly closing her eyes, she positioned her hands on the piano. “This is Come Clean by Tristan Prettyman.”

She began to play the opening chords of the song, her somber voice filling the bar. Her formerly icy stare was replaced by one of pain as she begged him to tell her what she wanted to know.

Listening to her voice and the words she sang changed something in Alexander. Regardless of the possible ramifications, Olivia deserved to know who she was, where she came from. She deserved to know her family and it was selfish for him to keep her past from her any longer.

As he walked out of the bar, he knew the only way to hold on to her was to do what she was begging him to do. He needed to come clean.













CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

BELONG TOGETHER 







“DELIVERY FOR MISS ADLER,” Olivia heard one morning several weeks later, waking her up.

She groggily dragged herself off the couch toward the front door. “Who the fuck is banging at my door on a Friday morning?” she muttered under her breath. She looked through the peephole and saw several men dressed in military fatigues with boxes stacked high.

“What is all of this?” she asked, opening the door, glancing up the street. A disappointed look crossed her face when she met Carter’s eyes and not Alexander’s sitting watch outside in the SUV. He had been mysteriously absent from her security detail since Melanie’s memorial service. She wondered if he had decided to move on, not wanting to give her the information that she longed for.

“We’re not privy to the contents, ma’am,” he answered in a very matter-of-fact manner. “Mr. Burnham just asked us to safeguard the boxes as they were transported here this morning.”

“Okay…” She stepped aside to allow the men to enter her house, her heart fluttering in her chest at the mention of Alexander’s name.

“Where would you like everything? There are over fifty boxes.”

She led them to the large guest bedroom off the living room. “Go ahead and put them in here, please.” She watched as the men entered her home and stacked the boxes, rather efficiently, where she had asked them to. One person checked off the numbers on the boxes, matching them with a spreadsheet as they were brought in. Once he was able to ensure that everything was present and accounted for, Olivia signed the manifest and was left alone in her house, wondering what all the boxes contained. She spied an envelope attached to one and decided to begin there.




My Dearest Olivia,

I’ve thought long and hard about what to do. I know that you’re desperate for information about your past. I hope you find some answers in these boxes. My dad, apparently, kept everything that belonged to you so I’m returning it all. Maybe these will help you to remember your life before the accident.

What I don’t want to tell you, but I know I have to, is what those men are after. You see, your father was a CIA analyst and he became suspicious that certain people in the agency and other governmental agencies were making deals for U.S. military equipment and intelligence with known terror organizations. He had amassed evidence to that tune. Instead of keeping it at work where anyone could have found out what he did, he brought it home. He became concerned that someone was onto him, so he wanted to hide it. He locked it in a small chest for safekeeping until he could turn it over to the right hands. Of course, you were just a little girl at the time and you didn’t know, but you wanted to play your little Treasure Map game. That’s why these guys are after you. You hid those documents and these people want them.

Please heed my warning. These people are dangerous, Olivia. If you do remember what happened to that chest you buried all those years ago, your usefulness is gone. They will kill you, and I cannot have that happen. We will find a way to make sure that everyone gets taken down and that you survive. I will protect you.

I will always protect you.

I love you with all my heart.




Yours forever,

Alexander




P.S. - Please burn this letter immediately upon reading. XOXO - Your Own Personal Mercenary-In-Training




Smiling, she grabbed a matchbook from her mantle in the living room and held the flame to the piece of paper, knowing that Alexander wouldn’t want that information getting into the wrong hands. Retreating back into the guest room, she lifted the lid off the first box she saw and began sorting through all the photos she came across.

There were hundreds, spanning the first six years of her life. A tear escaped when she found one from when she was probably not even a week old. A small boy sat in a rocking chair, holding a little baby with a full head of dark hair. She turned the photo over and saw what she remembered to be her mother’s handwriting.




Alex (2 years) and Olivia (5 days) – Mystic house.




She lived in Mystic. Maybe that’s why everything seemed so familiar when Alexander took her there. Anxious to learn more, she spent all day sorting through hundreds of old photos. She would laugh and cry, sometimes both at the same time, as memories came flooding back.

Alexander really was an important part of her life from early on. He was in nearly every photo with her. There were pictures from birthday parties, summers on the beach, and various holidays.

The hours wore on as she continued to learn about the life that she knew nothing about. She had rummaged through a few boxes, but was beginning to feel overwhelmed by everything that still remained.

She decided to sort through one more box before calling it a night. Her heart stopped when she pulled back the lid. “Mr. Bear!” she cried out, grabbing the stuffed animal and hugging it close to her body. The large powder pink bear must have been the same size as she was as a little girl. Inhaling deeply, she snuggled with her childhood toy.

A memory came flooding back. She had gone to the boardwalk with Alexander and her mother one summer day while they were spending time at the beach. Olivia remembered what a whiny little brat she had been as a child and was surprised that Alexander would even put up with it when he could have been playing with other boys.

She had seen that bear as a prize at one of the boardwalk game stands. She begged and begged for Alexander to win it for her. He had spent nearly all afternoon trying to capture the prize she wanted. As they were about to close for the day, he finally got the ring around the bottle. Olivia remembered kissing him on the mouth.

“You got that bear the day you kissed me for the first time.”

Olivia snapped her head toward the doorway, surprised to see Alexander standing there, his hands sheepishly placed in his pockets. “Yeah, but I had to give myself a cooties shot after that, if I recall correctly.” She smirked playfully at him.

“Yes. You did.” Grinning, he took a few steps closer to where she sat on the floor, clutching her bear. “Do you remember what you said that day?” he asked, sitting down next to her.

She stared deep into his eyes. “I told you that you’d have to marry me to make an honest woman out of me.”

He erupted in laughter, the sound bringing a smile to Olivia’s face. “That you did.” His eyes narrowed and his laughter died down. “I still plan on marrying you, Olivia.”

“I know, Alexander.” She sighed, looking at her bear. “You’ve just dropped a bomb on me and I need some time to process all of this.”

“Okay,” he replied, clutching her hands in his. “I’ll give you all the time you need. Just please don’t do anything stupid now that you know everything.”

Olivia bolted up, still holding her bear. “But I don’t know everything. I can’t remember playing that Treasure Map game for the life of me.”

He raised himself off the floor and walked over to her, placing his hands on her shoulders. “Hey, it’s okay.” His voice was full of compassion. “That’s what all this stuff is here for…to help you remember. It’s going to take more than a day to figure it all out, but I’m here to fill in the blanks if you need me to.”

Olivia lifted herself onto her toes and placed a soft kiss on his lips. “Thank you, Alexander.” She looked at him and his eyes were still closed.

“God, your lips are so soft.”

She pressed her lips to his again. He moaned before slipping his tongue in her mouth, caressing hers. Olivia giggled, pulling away from the kiss. “You better watch it, or I’m going to have to give myself another cooties shot.”

He grabbed her waist and pulled her body flush with his. “I think we’re far past worrying about cooties, don’t you agree?” His eyes became hooded.

Swallowing hard, she nodded and dropped Mr. Bear to the ground, unable to break her eyes away from Alexander’s as he lowered his mouth to hers. 

“I still haven’t forgiven you,” she murmured against his lips.

“What’s it going to take for you to do that?” He planted soft kisses up and down her neck.

“Tell me. Please, Alexander.”

He pulled back, searching her eyes. “What, love?”

“You know what. I want to hear you say it. What you used to call me all those years ago. What I’ve heard you calling me in my dreams all these years.” 

A sly grin crossed his face. “I love you, Olibia.”

Her heart swelled and she grabbed his head in her hands, forcing his lips against hers. Gripping her hips, he picked her up, his fingers digging into her skin. He forced her legs around his waist and pinned her against the wall.

“Do you feel that, baby? You feel what you do to me?” he asked, thrusting himself against her, burying his head in her neck.

Olivia’s breath quickened, craving Alexander’s touch on every inch of her body.

“Tell me you feel this, Olivia,” he begged. “Tell me you feel how much I love you. How much I can’t live without you.”

“I do, Alexander. I feel it.”

“Then why do you constantly keep fighting it?”

She stared into his deep green eyes and shook her head. “I don’t know,” she whispered.

He crushed his lips back to hers, invading her mouth. “Hold on tight, beautiful.” He held on to her thighs and she tightened her grasp around his neck as he carried her up to the bedroom, slowly lowering her delicate frame onto the bed.

Olivia kept her eyes trained on him as he quickly stripped out of his clothes. Climbing on the bed, he planted soft kisses down her collarbone, slowly lifting her shirt over her head. She bucked him with her hips.

“Something I can help you with?” he asked with a hint of amusement in his voice.

“I need to feel your flesh on mine, Alex. I’ve missed this. Please.”

“Your wish is my desire.” He lowered his body down hers and swiftly helped her remove her jeans and panties before making quick work of her bra.

He raised himself back up, their eyes meeting. “Have I told you how much I’ve missed you?” He caressed her forehead in an affectionate manner. “I’m not talking about just these past few weeks, Olivia,” he said sweetly. “When I was growing up, too. I missed you so much. I never gave up hope that I would find you. You’re my heart. I love you, Olibia.”

A warmth spreading through her in response to his passionate words, she grabbed his neck and forced her lips to his mouth, invading it with her tongue and running her fingers up and down his back.

“Alex,” she said breathlessly, tearing her mouth away from his while he gently nibbled at her neck. Her body flamed with lust and yearning from his attentive touch.

“What is it, Olivia?” he asked between kisses.

“I need you.” She wrapped her legs around his waist. “Please, Alexander,” she implored, closing her eyes as millions of tremors ran through her veins. He wasn’t even inside her, but she felt like she was ready to fall apart. She was experiencing the same sense of excitement from his closeness as she did the very first time she set eyes on him on State Street a year ago.

“Say it, Olivia,” he whispered against her neck. “Please. I need to hear those words come out of your mouth.” His voice was soft and sincere.

She opened her eyes, gazing at the boy with green eyes. “Alexander, I need you to make love to me.”

He brought his hand up to her face, gently caressing her cheek. She leaned into him as he lovingly admired her. “You are so beautiful, Olivia,” he whispered, brushing that one wayward curl out of her eyes. His lips met hers, their kiss delicate as he ran his hand up and down her body, savoring every inch of her silky flesh.

She moaned into his mouth, his hand leaving a trail of fire as it roamed her body. “Please, Alexander. I need to feel you.”

He grinned. “You will. Let me love you, Olivia. Good things come to those who wait.”

She threw her arm over her head, ready to fall apart from a simple brush of his hand. “I’m dying here. Please.”

“Patience, beautiful.” He winked as he lowered his head, gently licking her collarbone, his lips traveling down to her breasts. He circled her nipple with his tongue, blowing on it. Olivia arched her back in response, savoring the warmth of his tongue and the chilly air on her chest. “I love your breasts, Olivia,” he said sweetly. “Just one of the many things about you that I love.” He returned his mouth to her, licking and sucking as he made his way down her body.

Her breathing became ragged in anticipation when she sensed his warmth between her legs. She was pretty sure that the second she felt his tongue on her, she would come undone. Her mind raced as she thought how one person could have such an effect on her. It was unlike anything she ever thought possible. Maybe it was because they belonged together, like Alexander had said time and time again.

“Alex,” she moaned when she felt his tongue press on the most sensitive part of her body.

He slowly traced over her swollen clit, sucking gently as he worshipped her with his mouth. “I love the way you taste, Olivia. I know I say that all the time, but I just can’t get enough of you.” He returned his tongue to her, continuing his circular pattern.

Olivia moved against him, needing some sort of release after weeks of frustration. “Please, Alex.”

“What, love?” He glanced up, watching her chest heave. A smile crossed his face when he saw how she responded to him, even after everything they had endured those past few months. “Is it too much? I’ll stop.”

“Don’t you dare!” she screamed. “I’m close, Alex, but I don’t want to come yet.”

He eased a finger inside her, knowing it was going to send her to the brink and over in a matter of seconds. He knew her body, and he loved being able to give her what she needed, even if she didn’t even realize what that was.

She moaned out, the sensation of Alexander’s tongue and finger too much, pushing her body higher and higher before crumbling beneath his expert tongue. Her orgasm consumed every fiber of her being as she shook on the bed.

“I’ll never tire of giving you what you need, Olivia,” he said, raising himself and hovering over her. “That’s my only mission in life. To give you everything you need. I’ll never keep anything from you again. I promise, and I mean it.” His face was full of sincerity.

Olivia grabbed his head, pulling it down to hers, and kissed him with more passion than she ever had. She couldn’t imagine her life without Alexander in it, and she never wanted to go through another day without him by her side.

“Please, Alex. Make love to me,” she begged once more. She needed to experience the love he had for her, even though she felt it with the way he looked at her day-in and day-out.

He positioned himself between her legs and slowly entered her, filling her as he leaned down, his movement gentle. “I love you, Olibia,” he said quietly as he communicated with his body exactly how special she was to him.

“I love you, too, Alex.” Her nerves tingled as she met his tender pace. She grabbed his face and brought his mouth back to hers. “I just can’t stop kissing you,” she explained with a smile on her face before planting another passionate kiss on him. “I don’t ever want to stop tasting your lips.”

Alexander beamed. “Good.” He flexed toward her, his breathing becoming ragged. “We’ve come a long way from those cootie shots then, haven’t we?”

Olivia grinned, running her fingers up and down his back, savoring the feeling of his muscles beneath her hands. She felt his movements become erratic and knew he was ready to fall apart. She ran her tongue across his neck. “I’ve always loved you, Alex,” she whispered. “Always.”

Her sweet words filled Alexander’s heart with more love than he thought possible and he shuddered, his orgasm taking him by surprise. “I can’t survive without you, Olivia. You’re my heart, and I’ll die without you.” He pushed into her until the last of his tremors subsided. They gazed into each others eyes for several silent moments before he slowly withdrew from her and pulled her into his body.

“Sleep now, beautiful Olibia.”













CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

RECOLLECTION 







“DADDY! DADDY! LET’S PLAY a game!” a young Olivia exclaimed when she saw her father walk into her family’s large beach estate. He had been gone for weeks and she missed him. She loved to play with her mama, but her daddy played lots of fun games with her, too.

“Hi, princess. What game did you want to play?”

Olivia spotted several small chests stacked against the bookcase in the great room. “Let’s play Treasure Map, but this time, I’m hiding the treasure!” she answered excitedly, running over and grabbing one of the closed chests.

Olivia’s father smiled. “Okay. Do you think you can do a good enough job at hiding it? I’m pretty good at finding things, Livvy.”

She beamed. “Daddy, please. Where I hide this, you’ll never find it. I can’t wait to draw you a map!” She ran out of the room. “You better not cheat, Daddy!”

He chuckled. “I wouldn’t dream of it, princess.”

Later that night, Olivia climbed out of her bed, trying to be quiet so that she didn’t wake her sleeping parents. She tip-toed down the hall and out the basement door that led to the shore. Running down the private beach, she came across the old dilapidated pile of rocks. She knew she wasn’t supposed to go near them, and that made it the perfect hiding spot. Plus, her daddy wasn’t nearly small enough to fit in the cave-fort that she and her best friend could squeeze into. She gingerly crawled inside and buried the chest underneath the sand in the cave. She smiled to herself. Her daddy would never find the chest there.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA’S EYES FLUNG OPEN, taking in the pitch black room. Of course, she thought to herself. It was all starting to come back to her. Alexander was right. Seeing photos and items from her past was helping her remember. She recalled playing that Treasure Map game with her father. He wasn’t around a great deal, but when he was, she loved playing games with him.

She gently pried herself from Alexander’s arms and legs, sitting up in bed and staring at the beautiful man next to her.

Her stomach churned and she began to feel nauseous. Dashing from the bed, she ran down the stairs, locking herself away in the guest bathroom and vomiting up the contents of her stomach. Shit, she thought to herself. Shit. Shit. Shit. As she continued to lean over the toilet, she did the math in her head.

Flushing the remnants of her dinner down the toilet, she leaned against the wall, trying to figure out what to do. Her period was several weeks late, and she was never late. The past few days, she had been feeling slightly nauseous, but she thought that was due to stress. Now, she was starting to rethink everything.

Raising herself off the floor, she took in her appearance in the mirror. She didn’t look any different. “I don’t think you change overnight, Libby,” she said to herself, standing on her toes and looking at a side-view of her stomach.

Shaking her head, she opened the door to the bathroom, not wanting to think about what it all meant. She wasn’t ready for that yet, not until she could be sure her friends would be safe.

Making her way toward the couch, she debated what to do. After her dream, she finally had an idea about the Treasure Map game she used to play with her dad, but there was something about that memory that was telling her that those papers weren’t buried where she thought. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it so, for the time being, she had to trust the memory that she did have.

As she continued looking through the boxes, memories flooding back every time she found something else, she felt Alexander’s arms slink around her. He leaned down and softly kissed her shoulder.

“Morning, love,” he said. “I woke up and you were gone. I hate that.” His face was in the most adorable pout she had ever seen. She wanted to bite his lower lip as it protruded out.

Her heart raced at the thought that she might be pregnant with his child. She debated whether she should say anything, but if she did and it ended up being true, he would never let her out of his sight. He couldn’t know, for the time being. She wasn’t even sure that she really was pregnant. Smiling, she raised herself off the ground and brushed her lips against his. “I’m sorry. I just couldn’t sleep knowing all this stuff is down here,” she lied.

“You have the rest of your life to sort through it all.”

She exhaled slowly. “I know. But I’ve been trying to figure out who I am for years. Having all this information here at my disposal is a little overwhelming.”

“I get it.” He planted a kiss on her forehead, walking toward the kitchen and popping a pod in her coffee brewer. “Coffee?” he asked.

Olivia nodded, watching as Alexander made her a coffee, a warm feeling overtaking her. It felt as if she finally knew where she belonged, almost as if she finally had a family. Almost.




~~~~~~~~~~




“IT FEELS SO GOOD to be out of that fucking house of death and disease,” Kiera said Saturday afternoon as Olivia helped lead her to the couch. The hospital finally cleared her for home rest and the police had released her house so it was no longer considered a crime scene.

“K, are you sure you want to stay here?” Mo asked, his eyes full of concern.

“Jack, stop it. I’m not going to have this conversation with you every day. I need to stay here. I need to make new memories in this house…with you.”

Olivia warmed at her friend’s sweet words, and Mo’s beaming smile in response. They were so happy together.

As she sat visiting with Kiera throughout the weekend, the location of the documents lay heavy on her mind, as did the constant bouts of nausea and headaches. She felt guilty for not telling anyone that she knew what those guys were after, but she knew Alexander and the rest of her friends would not allow her to do what she had to do.

Monday morning, Olivia woke up before Alexander and ran into her bathroom, hoping he wouldn’t hear as she threw up once more. She made a mental note that it would probably be best to finally take a pregnancy test, but she wasn’t sure she wanted confirmation of that fact.

Slowly opening the door and peering at the bed, she breathed a sigh of relief when she saw that Alexander hadn’t moved. Gingerly walking back to the bed, she crawled in beside him. Her heart raced when he groaned, stretching, before pulling her body into his. “Morning, beautiful,” he murmured into her ear. “You okay?”

She turned to face him. “Of course, I am. Why are you asking that?” She searched his face, looking for any indication that he had heard her.

A mischievous grin spread across his mouth. “Well, just making sure you’re not sore after last night.”

Releasing her breath, she playfully punched him. “You’re so full of yourself, aren’t you?”

“Maybe a little,” he replied, his eyes bright. “But you still love me.”

Olivia smiled in response, snuggling against his chest. “Of course I do.”




~~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER TURNED TO OLIVIA later that morning as they stood by her front door, saying good-bye. “I can have all those boxes brought over to the penthouse. I miss having you there. So do Runner and Nepenthe,” he said.

She exhaled loudly. “I know. I miss them, too. I want to do this here. I don’t know why. I just do.”

He hesitated, wondering why she felt so strongly about that, but he didn’t want to make her angry with him yet again. It wasn’t worth it. Anyway, Marshall and Carter had agreed to sit watch outside of her house for the time being. “Okay, beautiful. Whatever you need.” He leaned down and planted a gentle kiss on her lips before pulling back. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she replied, taking in his attractive back side as he walked down the steps and into the waiting SUV, Martin at the wheel.

Throughout the morning, she sorted through more boxes, still trying to figure out why she didn’t think the documents were buried in the chest.

Just when she was ready to give up, her phone began ringing. She was surprised to see Simon’s number appear on the screen. A smile crossed her face as she thought how he had become someone she could depend on over the last few months, someone who would give her the advice she so desperately needed. “Hey, Simon.”

“Hi, Libby. I was just checking in on you to see how everything’s going. I heard about Melanie. How are you holding up?”

“I’m doing better.” There was a brief pause before she blurted out, “He came clean, Simon.”

“What do you mean?”

“Alexander told me everything about my past. He sent over all this stuff his father had kept.”

“His father?” Simon asked in confusion.

“Don’t worry about that right now,” she replied quickly. “That’s not important. What is important is that all these photos, trinkets, stuff like that, have helped me remember things. I’m starting to figure it out. I know what those guys are after, Simon.” Her voice was excited and pressing at the same time.

“So, where is it?” he asked urgently.

Olivia hesitated briefly. She didn’t want to actually tell anyone the location. What if he found the documents and they got into the wrong hands because he was careless with them? Until Olivia could be certain they would be protected, she didn’t want to divulge the location to anyone.

“Come on, Olivia. You can trust me.”

“I have a pretty good idea, but I’m not entirely sure. I don’t want to say anything until I’m certain about its location.”

“I’ll come over and we can go get it now,” he said rather impatiently. “I mean, let’s go where you think it could be. Might as well try, right?” He laughed nervously.

Olivia opened her mouth to respond and paused. Something seemed a bit off. Simon was acting odd…almost a little too eager to help. She recalled their conversation several months ago during her run. At one point, he had confessed that he was paid to date her for the sole purpose of obtaining information about her past. It was entirely possible that he didn’t change things around in prison and was still on the payroll. Perhaps it was all a front. That would explain a lot of things. Why he was being so nice to her. Why the guy in Kiera’s house had gotten away even after Simon said he was out cold.

“Simon,” she said calmly, trying to hide her nerves. “I’m still trying to figure everything out.”

He exhaled loudly, his irritation apparent. “Well, you do that, Libby. I gotta go.” He hung up the phone, leaving Olivia with her unsettled thoughts about what she had just divulged to him.

She thought about letting Alexander know of her suspicions, but that would mean telling him she had been speaking with Simon. She knew for a fact that he would not handle that information well. He would make sure that she couldn’t leave the house without heavy security presence and, when the time came and she figured it all out, she needed to be able to get away without a tail following her. She had already begun to formulate a plan. But would it work?




~~~~~~~~~~




“SIMON, I HOPE YOU have some very good news for me after your phone call to Olivia today.”

“She remembers. She says she thinks she knows where it is.”

Donovan smiled. “That’s wonderful news. So where is it?”

Simon exhaled loudly. “She won’t tell me.”

“Why the fuck not?!” Donovan asked angrily.

“I don’t know. I don’t think she really remembers it all clearly. She said she had a good idea where it was, but wasn’t certain.”

“Goddammit, Simon! Here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to make her remember. I want that box in my fucking hand by the end of the week or I will kill you.”

Simon’s hands began to shake. He had seen what Donovan’s goons were capable of. He was not to be messed with. “Fine. I’m going to need a window where she won’t have her security detail with her. Burnham’s been on her ass since the attacks.”

“I’ll arrange it and let you know the time and place. Get it done, Simon.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Oh, and Simon?”

“Yes?”

“Grant will assist you. At least he gets shit done.”

“Yes, sir.” Simon hung up, suddenly nervous about what he was going to have to do.













CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

PREMONITION 







THURSDAY MORNING, OLIVIA WOKE with an unsettling premonition about what the day would bring. She couldn’t shake the suspicion that something bad was about to happen. Ever since Simon’s reaction on Monday, she was on edge about everything. For once, she embraced the protection detail that Alexander had set up for her.

As she walked back into her house after kissing Alexander good-bye, a chill came over her. The house was eerily quiet while she sorted through the last few boxes that she had been anxious to look at. She was desperate to know why the memory of the treasure map she drew for her father stuck out in her head, as if the chest wasn’t buried there.

She was having trouble focusing that morning after finally taking a pregnancy test and getting confirmation of her suspicions. She grabbed her iPad and began streaming music to the surround sound speakers, hoping it would help clear her mind. After setting her playlist to shuffle, she returned to a box containing photos. She looked at the date stamped in the bottom left corner of the pictures. August twenty-fourth. Her jaw dropped when she saw the year. They must have been taken right before she and her parents left the beach house the day of the accident. Olivia wondered how there could have been any photos. Then she noticed that they were mostly of her mother. It looked like there was a small finger over the viewfinder, slightly obscuring them all.

“I guess I was some photographer back in the day,” she joked.

As she continued sorting through the photos, Olivia felt chills again, wondering if it was just a coincidence that Seven Devils started blaring through her speakers. She never really believed in signs or coincidences, but something about that Florence and the Machine song playing at that moment made her think that something horrible was about to happen.




~~~~~~~~~~




ALEXANDER SAT IN HIS office on Thursday afternoon, scouring through Olivia’s parents’ bank statements. There were numerous suspicious deposits. And then there was that mysterious piece of paper with his father’s writing on it in some sort of code. He still didn’t know what it all meant.

Nothing was making any sense to him. He was trying to figure out whether the deposits were just distributions from Marilyn’s various investments, but it was difficult to ascertain the source. Apparently, it had concerned Alexander’s father, but it seemed that he became paranoid the last few years of his life. Alexander didn’t know what to make of it or whether he should put any faith in his father’s work at all.

His mind kept wandering off, thinking about how he should have been getting married that weekend. It saddened him that things had been temporarily put on hold, but he knew that once everything settled down, he would marry his Olivia.

“Hey, Alex?” Carol said from the sitting area in his office, looking through some of her father’s old files, trying to help him put the pieces together.

“Yeah?”

“How do you think they found out that Dad was protecting Olivia?” She had a quizzical look on her face.

“Your guess is as good as mine. Why?” He glanced up from the bank statements, the numbers giving him a headache.

“I mean, do you think maybe someone inside the company…?”

“No!” Alexander bellowed forcefully before calming himself down. “You know how Dad operated. You know how we still operate to this very day.”

Carol sighed. “I know, but it would explain a few things. I’m going through some of Dad’s old notes. These people found out about South Carolina. That’s probably why he insisted she come to college up here…so he could keep a closer eye on her. There’s no way he would let anyone know where she was. Maybe we need to start looking inside the box.”

“But that would mean…”

Carol interrupted, “That if there was an inside man, that person may still be with the company.”

“Shit,” Alexander mumbled, picking up his phone. “Marie, I want employment records of everyone who has worked here for the past eight years. Focus on employees who are still employed here.”

Carol glanced over at her brother. “I’m probably wrong, Alex.” She turned back to her father’s notes.

“I hope you are,” he replied, returning his tired eyes back to the financial records, kicking himself for not exploring that line of thought earlier.




~~~~~~~~~~




LATER THAT AFTERNOON, OLIVIA heard her cell phone buzz, thankful to have the momentary distraction. Everything was all a big puzzle that she desperately wanted to solve. She felt like she was close but there was one big clue missing.




Alexander: Hey, love. Something came up here at the office and I’m going to be a little late. Do NOT, under any circumstances, leave your house, even with any of your escorts. I’ll explain later. I love you.




That’s odd, Olivia thought as she glanced out her bay window and saw Agent Marshall sitting watch in the SUV. All of a sudden, she heard a deep voice speaking on a cell phone just outside the window.

“We’re in front of her house, boss,” the voice said, sending shivers up Olivia’s spine. She quickly lowered herself, hoping no one had seen her. The voice sounded so familiar. “Simon will get the girl to go with him. Cheryl is turning the other way and says she’ll play dumb when questioned by Burnham.”

Olivia gasped, trying to muffle the sound with her hand. Her brain ran through everything that had happened over the past several months. It all started to make sense. Agent Marshall was in on it. Every time she had seen Simon or Adele was when Marshall was on watch. No one else. Only her.

Almost instantly, there was a loud knock at the door. “Olivia, it’s Simon. We need to talk.”

“Shit,” Olivia muttered under her breath, her eyes falling on the last picture she had been looking at before reading Alexander’s text. A strong memory rushed back. Quickly, she grabbed the few things that would lead Alexander to the truth and, hopefully, her. She laid them on her kitchen island before propping Mr. Bear up on the barstool. It was all she could do for now.

She jumped when she heard a loud knock on the door again. “Olivia! Open up!”

With shaky hands, she texted Alexander, hoping it wouldn’t be the last conversation she ever had with him. Making her way over to the door, she pulled it back.

“Hi, Simon,” she said, her voice unsteady.

“Evening, Livvy,” he responded, pushing her back into her house and closing the front door.

Olivia’s eyes went wide at the greeting.

“Yes. The old Simon is back.” He put his arm around her waist, pulling her flush with his body. “Time to go find what those guys are looking for.” He started toward the basement, pulling her along with him.

“Simon, wait.”

“What is it?” he growled.

“This isn’t you,” she said softly. “You’re not this guy anymore. You’re better than this. I like the new Simon much better…”

He stopped in his tracks, his eyes brimming with remorse. “I have to, Olivia! They’ll kill me if I don’t do this!” She could feel his body start to shake. “Grant is waiting out back. There’s no fucking way out. Don’t you think I’ve tried to come up with another way? They knew I wasn’t ready to go through with it, but I know too much. I don’t have a choice, Olivia.”

“Grant? Who’s Grant?”

Simon exhaled loudly. “He’s the guy who attacked Kiera.”

That’s why the voice out front sounded so familiar. It was him. Bile rose in her throat, her chin quivering from the memory of Kiera’s lifeless body. Did the same fate await her?

“Libby, please. I don’t know what else to do. If you don’t come with us, I’m dead. I swear to you, I will find a way to help you, but you have to come with me. To save me and yourself. Do you understand?”

A tear fell down her cheek. “Yes. I understand.” She just hoped that the clues she left were enough.

“We need to leave. I’m going to have to be rough with you, but I promise I will try to find a way to help you. Okay?”

She nodded her head and Simon led her down the hallway, still grasping her waist rather roughly.

“Wait. One last thing.” She released herself from Simon’s hold and headed back to the kitchen. Grabbing her cell phone, she noticed that her last text never went through.

“Leave the phone, Libby,” Simon said softly. “Put it down. They can track it.”

Olivia nodded in defeat, placing her cell back on the kitchen island. Her eyes brimming with tears at the finality of it all, she took the engagement ring off her hand and left it on top of a photo of her and Alexander sitting on the rocks by the house. She hoped that with those clues, he would know where she would be and the location of the hidden documents.

Simon grabbed her roughly after she walked back to the hallway. Her hands trembled at the thought that she was about to sit in a car for two hours with a man who probably wanted to kill her. “I’m so sorry, Libby,” he whispered as he pulled her through the hallway and down the stairs leading to the back door.

“Simon, wait.” Olivia stopped, her voice shaking. “We can run. Both of us. Right now. You don’t have to do this.”

His eyes searched her face as he contemplated her words. A car door slammed loudly, startling them both. He put his finger up to his lips, giving Olivia a compassionate look, as if saying what words alone couldn’t. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “Even if I have to put my own life on the line, I will make sure you get out of this alive. I promise.”

Her entire body began to tremble as Simon picked her up, throwing her over his shoulder.

“What the fuck is the hold up, Simon?” Grant roared, banging on the back door.

“Nothing. I’ve got the bitch,” Simon growled. “Let’s get a move on.” He opened the door and walked to the desolate back alley where a sole black sedan waited. He threw Olivia into the back before getting into the passenger seat.

A chill spread through her body as the large man got in behind the wheel and turned around.

“Evening, beautiful,” he said, licking his lips.

“Don’t even think about touching her, Grant,” Simon said forcefully before turning his attention back to Olivia. “Now, Livvy, tell me. Where to?” He pointed a gun at her head, a solemn look on his face.

“Chatham. On the Cape,” she replied softly.

“That’s a good girl.” Grant grabbed her ankle and ran his fingers up her bare legs. The contact made her sick to her stomach. She wished she had worn more than just a sundress.

Simon fished his cell phone out of his pocket, still keeping his gun trained on Olivia.

“Donovan, it’s Simon. We have the girl and we’re on our way to Chatham.”

“Good news. Do not do anything until backup arrives. We cannot have a repeat of the last time.”

“Even more backup?”

“My client is on his way. He wants to help take care of the girl.”

Shit, Simon thought.













CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CHAOS 







ALEXANDER POURED THROUGH EMPLOYMENT records all afternoon and into the evening. He was looking for anything that seemed out of the ordinary but, so far, he had come up empty. He had sent Olivia’s parents’ financial records to one of his top forensic accountants to start combing through. He hated involving anyone else in what was going on because he didn’t know who he could trust, but he didn’t see any alternative. He couldn’t make any sense out of the records so he hoped someone else would.

“Fun way to spend a Thursday night, huh, Alex?” Carol commented several hours later, breaking the deafening silence that had occupied his office all afternoon.

“Sure is,” he replied, looking up from the papers in front of him. “Thanks again for all your help, Carol. I know you’d rather be spending your time with Dave.”

“No problem. Anything to help you out. I’m certainly looking forward to collecting on this debt you owe me, though,” she joked before turning back to the papers in front of her. Her brow furrowed as she scanned the file in front of her.

“What? Did you find something?” Alexander asked, noticing her expression. His heart started racing as Carol flipped frantically through various documents.

“Shit…” she said quietly in disbelief.

Alexander rushed over to the couch, looking at the name of the employee record she had been going through. “Carol.” He shot his eyes to hers, his stomach churning. “Please, tell me…”

“I’m sorry, Alex. Random small deposits adding up to a lot of money during the months leading up to Dad’s death, then nothing.”

He grabbed the file out of her hands and began flipping through the pages. “No. It can’t be. She was questioned about it after Dad’s death, and during each of her quarterly background checks. It’s right here in the file. It’s part of her divorce settlement.”

Carol peered at the papers in Alexander’s hands. “How do you explain the timing, though? She stopped getting that money right after Dad’s death, and then the suspicious deposits started again around the same time that you met Olivia. It could just be a coincidence, but the timing is perfect.”

“Fuck!” Alexander shouted, his voice panicked. “Call Dave!” he ordered Carol before bolting out of his office. “Martin! Let’s go!”




~~~~~~~~~~




WITHIN A FEW MINUTES, Martin slammed on the brakes in front of Olivia’s house. Alexander was furious when he saw Marshall sitting behind the wheel of her own SUV, keeping watch over the house as if nothing was wrong. He jumped out of the vehicle, running toward the driver’s side, and pulled her from the seat, slamming her against the hard metal exterior. The window shattered from the force of the impact. “What the fuck did you do?!” He glared down at her, his nostrils flaring.

“Sir, please, I don’t know any more than you. I don’t know where they’re taking her. All I know is that I was ordered to look the other way today…”

Alexander’s heart sank. He didn’t know Olivia had actually been taken. “Who has her?” he quivered.

“I don’t know,” she lied.

“Where are they taking her?”

“Only Olivia knows that.”

“Fuck!” Alexander bellowed, handcuffing her and throwing her in the back of her own SUV. He ran inside Olivia’s house, unable to make anything of the scene that greeted him. Papers and photos were all over the place. He took a deep breath, knowing that there may be a clue in the house. He scanned the living room, his eyes stopping on a bunch of photos placed neatly on the kitchen island.

He quickly strode over, his heart almost stopping when he saw the picture on top…the photo of them as children playing on the rocks outside the beach house lay just beneath her engagement ring. He immediately knew where she was taking them. His eyes glanced at another photo on the island. It was a photo of Olivia’s mom. It looked as though she was mending a tear in Mr. Bear’s stitching. The date on the corner of the photo was the same day as the accident.

It was almost as if Olivia left everything laid out perfectly, asking him to figure it all out. She was heading to the beach house, but the photo of her mom stitching up Mr. Bear? What did that mean? He grabbed the engagement ring and Mr. Bear off the stool, along with the rest of the photos. Bolting out of the house, he yelled for Martin to accompany him and gave him the address in Chatham where Olivia’s beach estate was located.

As Martin merged onto the Mass Pike, Alexander looked out of the window, desperate to find Olivia and save her because, this time, she actually needed saving.




~~~~~~~~~~




“OKAY, THIS IS FUCKING ridiculous!” Grant shouted, pulling over on the side of the road. “Get her out of the car.”

Olivia had been anything but helpful in figuring out where the evidence they needed was supposedly hidden. “No. I’m not getting out of the car.” She looked around. There were no lights anywhere. It was deserted. She hadn’t even seen another car for miles. “I told you where we needed to go,” she begged. “Chatham. That’s all I know.”

“And we’re in fucking Chatham! Now where is the goddamn house?!” Simon yelled, wincing.

“Simon, please… I don’t remember. I only spent a few summers there when I was a little girl. Other than that, I can’t remember anything, especially about how to get there. All I know is that it’s a huge place right on the beach. I’d know it if I saw it.”

“Fine! Let’s go to the coast then.” Grant put the car in drive and tore out onto the street. “If you don’t find it within the next thirty minutes, I will put a bullet through your head.”

Olivia whimpered as a tear fell down her face.




~~~~~~~~~~




AFTER ALEXANDER STORMED OUT of his office, Carol remained behind, desperate to help her brother any way she could. They had figured out that Marshall was involved, but they still had no clue as to who was pulling the strings. She sat at his desk, trying to decipher her father’s coded scribblings. Something wasn’t adding up. She had put in a phone call to a few of Alexander’s analyst guys who were good at tracking money transfers, even from off-shore bank accounts, to see if they were able to find any suspicious connection between Kiddish and other people Olivia came into contact with, but that hadn’t turned up anything yet. She had all but given up on trying to figure out who was behind everything when the phone rang.

“Hey, Jimmy,” she answered, wondering if he was able to find out anything from combing through the bank records. “Wait…slow down… What are you saying?”

Carol sank into the chair, dropping her phone, as the shock of the news she had just been given overtook her entire body. She took a deep breath before making the phone call that could potentially destroy her brother’s entire world.




~~~~~~~~~~




“WELL, THIS MUST BE it,” Grant declared, pulling up a long driveway to an enormous shoreline estate. “It’s the biggest house right on the beach in this town. I don’t think they make ‘em much bigger than this one. Bitch must be fucking loaded!”

Olivia looked up at the house. He was right. It was the house from her dreams and memories. “This was where I used to play with Alexander every summer,” she said softly as Simon helped her out of the car.

“Aw… Too bad,” Grant said cruelly. “Now it’s where you’re going to die.” He walked along the side of the car and opened the trunk, digging around for what he needed to complete the job.

Olivia began to shake nervously, protectively clutching her stomach.

Simon leaned close to her, his eyes intense. “When I tell you to…run.” His voice was barely above a whisper, nearly inaudible over the crashing ocean waves. “Kick me in the stomach. Sell it. Your life depends on it.”

She studied him, her eyes narrowed.

Do you understand? he mouthed.

She nodded slowly just as Grant came around to the side of the car, carrying a large duffel bag. Simon dragged her up the walkway toward the front entrance.

“Don’t worry,” Grant laughed. “We’ll keep you alive a little longer, as long as you’re nice to us.” 

Olivia felt sick to her stomach, bile forming in her throat as her brain ran through thousands of different scenarios about what Grant had in store for her.

“Run,” Simon whispered in her ear.

“I don’t fucking think so!” she spat out, turning swiftly and kicking Simon in the stomach as hard as she could.

He keeled over. “You fucking bitch!”

Olivia spun around and started to run, thankful that Grant hadn’t been smart enough to bind her arms or legs.

“Give me that fucking gun!” Grant ordered Simon. “Or shoot her yourself!”

“She’s too far! I don’t have a shot!” Simon shouted back, hoping to give her enough time to get away.

“You’re helping her! You fucking shit! You want her to get away!”

“No way! Of course not!”

“Then go get her!”

Olivia glanced over her shoulder as she bolted up the remainder of the sandy path leading to the beach to see Simon reluctantly gaining on her. Confused, her eyes searched the shoreline frantically, hoping there would be some people out for a twilight stroll, when she heard the gunshot.

“Aaaggghhh!” she screamed in pain, the bullet hitting her right shoulder. She fell to the ground, crying out.

Simon ran up and held the gun over her. “I’m so sorry. I tried to miss you without making it too obvious,” he said quietly, a tear falling from his eye as he looked at Olivia’s bleeding body lying on the white sand. He quickly changed his expression when Grant caught up to him and kicked Olivia brutally in the stomach.

“Fuck!” she screamed, the sound of her ribs cracking making her want to vomit once more. The pain from the bullet wound and the unexpected assault to her stomach was unbearable.

“You do not run away from us you fucking bitch!” Grant raised his boot and brought it down hard on her left foot, crushing the hundreds of tiny bones.

Olivia howled out in agony, her eyes growing wide when she saw him raise his boot again, intending to break her other foot, as well. “No!” she screamed. “Please stop! I’ll do anything!”

Grant slowed his action mid-strike and peered at her, blood pouring from her body onto the beach.

“Anything?” he asked, licking his lips.

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She nodded slowly as tears began to stream down her face…no longer from being in pain, but for what she knew Grant was probably planning at that moment.

“Grant. You can’t do this to her,” Simon pleaded, trying to find a way to help her. He felt sick at the thought of Grant touching her. “There were very strict instructions. She is not to be harmed until you-know-who gets here.”

Grant reached into the duffel bag and withdrew a gun, pointing it at Simon. “What the fuck, man?”

Simon raised his own weapon, aiming it at Grant instead of Olivia.

“I’m just having a little fun, that’s all. I’m not going to kill her…yet. And if you try to interfere again, I’ll fucking shoot you. Step aside and I won’t tell Donovan that you told her to run.” Grant returned to the duffel bag and produced several long rags. Kneeling next to Olivia as she lay trembling on the beach, he caressed her face, making her cringe. “That’s my girl,” he said quietly. “Be good and we won’t have to shoot you again, okay?”

Olivia opened her eyes, staring into the evil black eyes in front of her. She simply nodded, not wanting to speak.

“Good girl. But first, I need to make sure you won’t try to get away from me.” He quickly bound her hands together. “At least I’ve already made certain that you won’t be able to walk,” he laughed to himself.

Olivia began to cry, mourning the loss of her legs. She had no chance of running away anymore. Simon had tried to help her, but he would risk his own life if he did so again. Her only hope now was Alexander. She prayed that he would be able to figure out the clues she left for him.

“Before I forget, I know we’re having a special guest. Don’t want you recognizing who it is, so I better blindfold you, too.”

She shook her head violently, not wanting the one sense she needed most to be taken from her.

“Sorry, beautiful. Rules are rules.” Grant grabbed a rag and tied it tightly around her eyes.

Olivia’s world went dark. She would have to rely solely on her ears. She was doomed and she knew it. She screamed out as Grant lifted her by the waist and dragged her body through the sand and up to the palatial beach house.

After overriding the security system, he turned to Simon. “Get out of here. Stand watch out front,” he growled.

“Grant. What are you going to do?” Simon asked, his voice shaking.

He raised his gun, pointing it at Simon’s temple. “Leave or I pull the trigger.”

Simon knew he didn’t have a choice. If he had any chance of trying to save Olivia, he had to play his cards right, and that meant listening to Grant for the time being. “Fine,” he huffed, spinning around and slamming the door behind him.

Grant smiled. “It will all be over soon. I promise.” He carried Olivia through the foyer. “We just need to wait for our special guest to get here and then you can tell us where that box is.”

Olivia willed herself to stop crying. That wasn’t how she wanted to spend the last few minutes of her life. If she was going to die, she wanted to do so on her own terms and not pleading for her life.

“Wow. You should see this place,” he remarked as he dragged her into a large great room overlooking the coast. “Floor-to-ceiling ocean view in this room. I bet it’s gorgeous during the day.”

Olivia knew the exact room they were in. There was a grand piano in the center that she recalled playing as a little girl. The space was open and airy with light beige colored sofas on the far end facing the windows. The walls were wood planked and there were light drapes in front of the window. That’s how she remembered it looking, at least.

“Okay, this is good enough,” Grant said, his breathing heavy from dragging Olivia all that distance. He dropped her on the floor, hoping to cause her even more pain. When she had barely any reaction to being thrown down, he turned to look at her. Her face looked almost peaceful, as if she had begun to accept her fate.

That pissed Grant off. He liked it when she was scared of him. “Stand up!” he yelled.

Olivia started breathing heavy, thinking there would be no way she could actually stand up.

He walked over to her and grabbed her ponytail. “I said stand up!” he shouted, pulling her up by the hair.

“Fuck!” she screamed out once she was on her feet.

“On your knees!”

Olivia hesitated, unsure of how she could possibly obey the command and yet feel the least amount of pain.

“I said, on your knees!” He kicked her in the small of the back, causing her to topple over and fall flat on her stomach. Her reflexes were slow from her arms being bound together and she was unable to break her fall with her hands.

Olivia felt Grant kneel next to her. She began to shake, feeling his hot breath on her neck. He grabbed her arms and hoisted them over her head, readjusting her restraint, attaching it to the leg of the grand piano.

She tried to free herself, to no avail.

Grant laughed. “No use trying to run now. You’re stuck.”

Olivia lay there, her breathing heavy, as several minutes passed. She heard Grant walking through the house before returning and rummaging through a duffle bag. Almost immediately, she felt him by her side, pushing up her dress. Dread overwhelmed her when she heard a snipping sound, squirming at the feel of the cold metal on her skin cutting off her panties.

She felt him run a finger down the length of her torso and desperately tried to buck him off her, but he simply laughed and then brought the gun to her temple. “Stay still or I pull the fucking trigger. I don’t give a shit if you’re the only one who knows where the goddamn evidence is that these guys are looking for.”

Olivia swallowed, crying, feeling ashamed and humiliated, wanting Grant to pull the trigger instead.













CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

UNDERSTANDING 







“WHAT DID YOU JUST say, Carol?!” Alexander roared into the phone. “You’re shitting me!”

“I know. Where are you?”

“They’ve got Olivia.”

“Shit, Alex. Where did they take her?”

“I think to the beach house. That’s where I’m heading now. Can you pull up his cell on the tracker?” he asked, typing frantically at his own laptop as Martin sped down the interstate.

“Hold on a second.” Carol punched the cell number into her tracking software. “Damn it, Alex! He’s in Chatham!”

“Fuck! I’m on it. Oh, and sis, I’m forwarding a bunch of documents to you. Make sure they’re sent to every news outlet you can think of.” Alexander hung up his cell phone. “Martin! Step on it!”




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA LAY PERFECTLY STILL on the floor, blocking out everything that was happening around her. She refused to cry. She simply remained unmoving against the cold hard wood and waited for him to pull the trigger.

She heard the door open and close and immediately grew hopeful. Grant remained where he was, not moving from his position on top of her.

“What the fuck is going on here?!” a familiar voice shouted.

“Are you him?”

“Get the fuck off of her!” A loud punching sound echoed followed by a heavy thud and Olivia no longer felt Grant’s weight on her.

She let out a long breath and began to sob even harder. She felt a blanket wrap around her body. “Oh, Livvy. I’m so sorry that all this has happened to you.”

“Daddy?” Olivia asked.

Her father quickly removed her restraints and took off her blindfold, wrapping his arms around her body as he tried to stop her cries. “Shhh… It’s okay, peanut. I’m so sorry. This is all my fault. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. He wasn’t supposed to touch you like that.”

Olivia reeled back and studied her father’s eyes. “I don’t understand.”

Her father took a deep breath. “Where is it, Livvy?”

“I’m not sure…”

“Goddammit!” he shouted, grabbing her by the shoulder, causing her to cry out in pain. He looked at her in horror, noticing the fresh blood from the apparent bullet wound that had been soaking her white sundress. “He shot you? He was told to not hurt you until…”

“Until what?” Olivia asked between sobs.

“Oh, Livvy,” he exhaled. “I’ve made a mess of everything. I’m sorry I have to do this.”

She looked at her father. “Do what?”

“This, sweetheart.” He raised his hand and Olivia’s world went dark.




~~~~~~~~~~




“OLIVIA, LOVE. PLEASE COME here,” her mother called out.

“What is it, Mama?”

“I need to ask you a very important question. I need you to think very, very hard.”

“Okay.”

Olivia’s mother took a deep breath. “I know you and Daddy are playing a game of Treasure Map.”

“Yes!” she answered excitedly. “We are! He’s letting me hide the treasure this time. I just drew him a map!”

“Olivia, dear. You can NOT give him that map.”

She scowled. “Why not?”

“Darling. I need you to tell me where you buried that chest.”

“But that’s cheating. I can’t do that.”

“Olivia, your father has done some very bad things, and we’ll all be in very real danger if I can’t turn this information over to the right people.”

“But I don’t have that, Mama.”

“Oh, sweetheart. That’s what you buried. That’s why I need you to tell me where it is. And I need to get it before your daddy gets home. He can’t know that we know. It has to be our little secret. Can you keep a secret and show me where you buried it?”

“Okay, Mama. I can do that. I’m real good at keeping secrets.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“MAMA, WHAT ARE YOU doing to Mr. Bear?” Olivia asked, holding up her mother’s heavy camera, snapping a picture.

“I’m stitching him up.”

“What was wrong with him? I didn’t know that he was broken.”

“He wasn’t, dear, but I have a bad feeling about today and if something happens to me, I need you to take this bear to your Uncle Thomas. Tell him that all the answers he needs, he can find in your bear. Do not let go of this bear, no matter what. Okay?”

“Okay, Mama…”

“All done. Now hurry, Olivia. I need you to hurry.”

“Why? Daddy’s not here yet.”

“That’s exactly why I need you to hurry. We need to get far away from Daddy.”

Olivia began to cry. “I don’t want to.”

“Sweetheart, I don’t have time to explain right now, but I will someday. I promise you.”

“And what do you plan on explaining?!” a loud, booming voice yelled.

Olivia cowered in fear. It was her daddy, but he was angry. She had never seen him like that before. She was scared.

“Nothing, dear. Just packing up for the summer.”

Olivia looked at her mother, who appeared very nervous.

“It doesn’t look like nothing, Mary. It looks like you’re running from me. Now I’m giving you one last fucking opportunity to tell me where those papers are or, I swear to God, I will kill you.”

Olivia screamed, clutching her bear.

“Olivia, dear. Please. Quiet down,” her mother begged with a tremble in her voice.

“That’s right, Livvy. Stay quiet.”

“How could you, Jack? Why? We have enough money!”

He stepped back. “You think I like it that I can’t afford to pay for the lifestyle my wife is accustomed to?”

“Be reasonable. Please.”

“NO! It ends now! Where are the fucking papers?!”

“I can’t tell you,” she said quietly.

“Let’s go, Mary. You’re coming with me.”

“No. You’re going to have to drag me kicking and screaming from this house if you expect me to go anywhere with you. You… You traitor!”

Olivia watched as her father grabbed her mother and slammed her head against the kitchen counter. She squeezed her stuffed animal tight, remembering her mama’s words to never let go of the bear.

“Livvy, sweetie. Come with Daddy. We need to get out of here.”

“But Mama…”

“Your mother is fine. She’s just sleeping right now. She’s coming with us. Don’t worry.”

Olivia got up from underneath the table and followed her father out of the house and into their car, her father carrying her mother and placing her in the front seat.

They left the beach house and began driving away. As they approached the turn out, Jack saw the SUV waiting and took his foot off the accelerator.

He looked at his unconscious wife as she sat lifeless in the front seat. He hated how everything ended, but she knew too much. He glanced at his daughter sitting in the back seat as she stared at her huge stuffed animal, a large SUV about to pummel into them. A crooked smile crossed his face.

“We love you, Olivia.”

She didn’t look up. “I know.”













CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

BETRAYAL 







“OLIVIA,” SIMON WHISPERED QUIETLY. “Please, Olivia. Wake up. I’m going to get you out of here.” He shook her frail body, desperately trying to wake her up. He prayed that she wasn’t already dead.

Everything was his fault. He should never have agreed to help out those fuckers last summer. He had been so angry when he got arrested that he made a deal with the devil himself, agreeing to go to prison if he could be the one to kill Olivia when the time came. But during their brief encounters over the past few months, he had begun to care for her. And now here she was, shot, beaten, and raped. He would never forgive himself. He would spend the rest of his life making it up to the poor girl, provided they both survived.

Scanning the room, Simon was relieved to see that Grant and Jack were still off searching the house for whatever it was they were looking for. “Come on, Olivia. Please.”

Olivia took a deep inhale of air, gasping as she flung her eyes open. She focused on the man standing in front of her. Simon. She tried to get up, but she couldn’t. Her legs were tied to the chair. Her wrists were bound together behind her and her mouth was taped shut.

“Shhh…” Simon soothed. “I promise I’m going to get you out of here, but we have to be very quiet or we’ll both end up dead. Do you understand?”

Olivia nodded, her eyes going wide in panic when she noticed a large figure moving swiftly behind Simon. She tried to warn him, but all that came out was her desperate cries.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?!” Grant roared, hitting Simon over the head with the barrel of his gun, knocking him out.

Olivia screamed, hopelessly pulling at her restraints.

“Oh, look who’s up,” Grant said cruelly, walking over to where she was bound to the chair. “About time, too. Daddy is getting a little impatient to find out where you buried that chest.”

She tried to speak through the tape.

“What was that? Where is he? Oh, he’s out searching the property. He couldn’t wait for you to wake up.” He hovered over her and she flinched from his proximity. “We weren’t sure if you ever would, to be honest.” Grant dragged his hand up her thigh.

Olivia tried to scream out and push away from him, but it was no use.

“What the fuck did I tell you about touching her?” Jack yelled, stomping into the great room.

“Come on, dude. Relax. You’re the one that tied her up like this.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Grant, focus. Please. Stop thinking with your pecker and use your brain for once, if that’s even possible.”

“Whatever. I think that bitch daughter of yours is more scared about me touching her than killing her. My way is definitely better.”

Jack exhaled loudly, turning his attention back to Olivia. “Where are the papers, Livvy? Do you remember? Or do I have to let Grant have another go?”

Olivia stared ahead in horror that the man in front of her was actually her father.

“Are they even here?”

She continued to display no emotion, knowing full well what Grant was going to do if she didn’t show any indication that she was willing to disclose the location of the documents.

“Fine. Do whatever you want. If she’s not going to help, may as well kill her now.” Jack turned to leave.

Olivia screamed out again, her pleas for help still muffled.

“What’s with the dried blood here, Livvy?” Grant said cruelly. “Am I a bigger man than that Alexander you’ve been screwing?”

She closed her eyes, not wanting to keep them open to see the look on Grant’s face. She heard the door open and close and became sick to her stomach that her father had returned to watch.

She startled when she heard a gunshot.




~~~~~~~~~~




“WHAT THE HELL WAS that?” Jack growled, storming into the room. “I didn’t think you’d actually shoot…”

“Jack,” Alexander hissed, an accusatory tone in his voice.

He stopped in his tracks, processing the scene in front of him, his heart racing. Grant lay dead at Olivia’s feet and Alexander stood in the doorway next to Martin. They were both holding a gun aimed at him. Jack immediately raised his own weapon and pointed it at Olivia.

Her chin quivered and she continued to stare at Alexander, pleading with him to help her.

Trying to scan the room to determine if there were any other threats to their safety, Alexander couldn’t break his eyes from Olivia’s, his blood boiling when he took in her bruised and beaten frame. It made him sick to his stomach, but he needed to stay strong. Surveying her body, he saw that her left foot was badly bruised. He was certain she had quite a few broken bones. There was a bullet wound that appeared to go through her right shoulder, drenching her white sundress a dark red color. She seemed to have lost quite a bit of blood and he wondered how she could still be conscious. But what made Alexander want to scream was the sight of blood trickling down her thighs. He was beside himself with anger and guilt. Once again, he failed to protect her.

“Ah, looks like you’ve figured it out, son, haven’t you?”

Alexander took a step closer, trying to keep his composure as Olivia looked up at him, bound and gagged.

Jack closed the distance between himself and Olivia, pressing his gun against her temple, daring Alexander to come any closer. “Drop your weapons or I will fucking kill her, daughter or not,” he growled. “Now!”

Alexander immediately stopped dead in his tracks, adrenaline coursing through his veins. He turned to Martin and nodded. Slowly, they both lowered their guns to the ground, keeping their eyes trained on Jack.

“Kick them over here.”

They followed his direction, holding their hands up in surrender. Alexander had been in tighter spots before, but never did he have to fight for the life of a loved one. He couldn’t afford to make a mistake.

“How could you?” he asked quietly. “Your own daughter, Jack. How could you?”

“I don’t have a fucking choice in the matter, son…”

“Stop!” Alexander raised his voice. “Do not call me son! You’ve lost that privilege.”

Jack’s face softened. “You need to understand.”

“Understand?!” Alexander shouted, indignant. “You’re holding a gun to your daughter’s head! She’s been beaten, shot, and assaulted. Repeatedly!” he cried out, barely holding it together. “What can you possibly say that will help me understand?”

“I fucked up, okay?!” Jack yelled. “But these people were not to be messed with! I’ve seen what they do if you cross them or don’t follow their instructions. Not the way I want to go.”

“So it was you.”

“Of course. I was the brains behind the whole fucking thing,” he responded, sounding offended that Alexander would question his ability to pull off an operation like that. “I was able to employ the help of some other people in the CIA, the FBI, the military. No one knew about anyone else who was involved, except for Kiddish, senior. We were the only ones who knew where all the bodies were buried, so to speak. I didn’t want to enlist his help, but I needed someone to keep all the other players in line.”

“I don’t understand,” Alexander said. “Why were those documents at your house to begin with? For anyone to find? Not very smart, Jack,” he commented, trying to keep talking.

“I couldn’t keep that shit at the office, now could I? Someone would eventually catch on. Never did I think that someone at home would. So she had to be dealt with.” A twisted look of part remorse and part satisfaction crawled across Jack’s face.

“No,” Alexander said quietly. “Marilyn…” He looked to Olivia, tears streaming down her face. “You killed your own wife?” he asked, unable to comprehend that the monster standing in front of him was the same man he used to build sandcastles with when he was younger.

“I had to! She knew too fucking much!” Jack took a deep breath. “She was smarter than I gave her credit for. She found all the documents that we had fixed. The money transfers were there. It was all there. I was careless enough to leave it out one day. I had to lie and say it was a case I was working on. She believed me at first, but then she started to question things. I guess the money made her suspicious. I should have been smarter about hiding the extra cash coming in.

“I made up a story about some of the people I was ‘investigating’ catching on to me. I had hoped to scare her off so she would stop asking questions about the details of what was going on. It worked…a little too well. Marilyn went to your father, giving him the story that I fed her before she knew of my involvement. Soon, she started digging through all my stuff and, eventually, put it all together. She knew too much. I had no choice.”

“So you killed her.”

“You know the answer to that.”

“But the accident…”

“Well, I guess I might as well tell you everything. None of you will be walking out of this house alive.” Jack shrugged, amused, as if he was proud of himself for what was going on. “Marilyn was dead before I even placed her in the car. I went to Kiddish, senior, to see how he thought we should deal with the potential leak. The only way was to dispose of Marilyn…and Olivia. Then I could search for the missing documents as I grieved for my deceased family. Marilyn should have kept her mouth shut. When I saw her attempting to flee with Livvy, I had to stop her. I was hoping to wait and kill her in the crash, but she was putting up a fight. I knew I was taking a risk with the car accident, as I could possibly die, too, but Kiddish said the best way would be to make it all seem natural so as to not raise suspicion. He was in on the plan. What he wasn’t in on was me having to shoot him, but I wasn’t expecting you and your father to show up after the crash. I had to sell it, and the only way was to kill him.”

“I don’t understand. Why the new identities?” Alexander asked, wanting all the information possible. He wasn’t going to give up without a fight.

“It was a way to cover my involvement. Your father was helping watch out for us…at Marilyn’s request. Little did I realize that she called your dad just a few hours before I got home that day, saying she was scared about something. That just shows you what your dad was like. He would drop everything to help out a friend. When you and your father stumbled across the accident, it was the perfect set-up to try and start over again. If everyone thought I died, no one would mention my involvement if there was ever a leak, which was doubtful considering I held all the documentation and the only other person who knew everything was now dead. A new identity would give me plenty of time and space to hunt for the documents, but I didn’t know what Olivia would remember. Imagine my luck when the doctor explained that she suffered a rather severe brain injury and would probably have substantial memory loss.

“The best way for Olivia to forget everything was to make sure we were separated. If she never saw me, any memory about what happened at the beach house would hopefully be gone. I made sure she was given a completely new identity, totally unassociated with me. Of course, I never knew where she had been taken. During the first few years, I had quite a few of your father’s security agents watching out for me, which made it difficult for me to go anywhere and search for the documents. I couldn’t have planned it any better if I tried. Keeping Olivia alive was brilliant. That way, if I couldn’t find the documents, I had a backup plan. Years passed and that damn box was nowhere to be found so I re-shifted my focus to tracking down Livvy. My protection detail loosened quite a bit over the years and I was able to travel more in my attempt to track her down without having to worry about anything from my former life…until your father called one day, asking too many questions. He had been going through his old files, I guess…”

“You…”

“It was the perfect opportunity to try to get Livvy’s location and to dispose of another potential leak. I had to make it look like he was tortured to sell the story that he was on a protection detail. I couldn’t believe Livvy was in Boston with your father, so close to where this all began. I think it worked out pretty well.”

“Except for one thing…”

“What’s that?”

“You weren’t counting on your daughter fleeing town after you killed my dad.”

“Well, that was a bit of a hiccup, and with the amount of money Marilyn left her, it was difficult to search employment records or anything for her. Right when I thought I had found her, she would disappear again. That’s where Kiddish came into play. I always felt bad for having to kill his dad, but when he clocked you over the head with that gun, your dad couldn’t know that I was working with him. Kiddish, junior, had been on my payroll pretty much since the accident to help me find where the box was buried. He took over the family business, after all.

“When Olivia kept disappearing, I needed the info but didn’t want to get my hands dirty. I’m supposed to be dead. Kiddish would be perfect. Unfortunately, all this took a little longer than I had expected, but it’s okay. I’ve waited twenty-two years to get my hands on this box. A little patience is expected.”

“So Kiddish was just a hired goon, then?”

Jack nodded. “Pretty much. I ended up finding the girl for him last year, but after that, I didn’t really know anything about what was going on. I had paid Kiddish good money to deal with everything and we maintained radio silence for months as he got the info needed. Of course, I came to Boston in February because things were moving excruciatingly slow. I didn’t know what was going on, or how far Kiddish or his goons would go so I needed to keep an eye on her, too, and make sure she stayed alive…at least until she led us to the evidence box. And you thought I was playing the caring father looking out for his long-lost daughter,” Jack sneered. “I do have to say that this performance may have just been my crowning achievement.”

“And Simon?” Alexander asked as he looked at Simon lying on the ground. He maintained a fixed expression when he saw him place a finger over his mouth and inch his body toward where Grant’s gun lay. I’m on your side, he mouthed. Alexander nodded slightly, turning his eyes back to Jack.

“Kiddish thought it would be best to pay someone to date her. Maybe they’d talk about their childhoods and all that. His job was to find out the location of the box by getting close to her, but she had no memory of anything before the accident so that wasn’t working. It was by pure dumb luck that she ran into you. You presented us a golden opportunity. We were able to spook both of you enough to think that she needed a constant protection detail, allowing Kiddish to use Cheryl to get close to her and see if she could find out the info. Then he was able to use Adele to split you up by telling Olivia who she really was and how you had been keeping that from her for months. And you think I’m cold-hearted…”

Olivia made a sound.

“What’s that, Livvy? I can’t understand you.” He laughed before turning his attention back to Alexander. “After that, I knew that you’d come clean with her and that would help the memories come flooding back.”

“I don’t understand,” Alexander said, shaking his head in confusion. “You told me that you didn’t want her to know about you. Just a few months ago, you didn’t want her to remember.”

“Of course not. It was too early. I needed to approach her when she was vulnerable and desperate for a loving father figure. So when you screwed up your relationship with her, that was the perfect time for me to step in. I’ll admit it was risky, not knowing whether seeing me again would trigger all those memories, but it had to happen. She was the only one who could lead me to all those documents. It all worked out quite nicely.”

“Except for one thing…”

“What’s that?”

“That evidence isn’t here.”

“What?!” Jack roared, pressing the gun even harder into Olivia’s temple.

Sweat beaded on Alexander’s brow and he swallowed hard. He needed to proceed cautiously. Jack was a loose cannon. Glimpsing past him, he saw that Simon was so close to the gun. Come on! Alexander screamed in his head.

“Where is it, Livvy?” Jack demanded.

Olivia glowered at him, shaking her head from side to side. He lifted his leg and kicked her in the stomach.

“No!” Alexander shouted, taking a step forward as Olivia keeled over, screaming out in pain through her gag, tears running down her face.

Jack pushed her back to a sitting position and raised his gun to her temple. “I warned you, Alex! Step the fuck back!”

Olivia’s eyes met with Alexander’s again, pleading for him to just end it all. She couldn’t take any more pain. She was barely holding on to her consciousness as it was.

“It’s not here, Jack.” Alexander checked his watch. “And I’m pretty sure it’s already too late to do anything.”

“What are you talking about?” he asked.

“Olivia left plenty of clues for me, leading me straight to the evidence. Before I got here, I made sure to send all the documents to various news networks. It’s over.”

“You’re joking,” he said nervously.

“Try me. Go ahead. Check the news. I’m pretty sure they’re already making arrests.”

Jack grabbed the remote and turned on the large screen television, making sure to keep his gun trained on Olivia. He found a national news network, his jaw dropping when he listened to a blonde anchor talk about multiple arrests of various government officials involved in acts of terrorism.




“Documents we received just a short while ago indicate that these officials were responsible for selling U.S. military arms and munitions, as well as government secrets, to various terrorist organizations. These people were responsible for the downing of several flights, in addition to the bombing of multiple government buildings here and abroad. The Secretary of State made a statement saying that this is the most pervasive corruption in the government that she has ever seen. The man behind it all had apparently faked his own death over twenty years ago to cover-up his role in this operation.” A photo flashed on the screen. “This is Jack DeLuca and he is wanted in connection with these acts of terrorism. He also goes by the alias Nathan Roberts.”

“No!” Jack screamed.

“It’s over, Jack,” Alexander said. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Simon lying flat on the ground, Grant’s gun trained on Jack as he paced the large room. Discreetly holding up his hand, Alexander signaled him to wait a little longer until he was certain that he’d be able to make the shot. He knew they only had one chance to take Jack down and he couldn’t risk Simon missing.

“No, no, no, no, no!” Jack cried out, shaking his head. Storming back toward Alexander, he pointed his gun at him, then back at Olivia, and then back at him.

After several intense moments, he slowly lowered his gun.

Alexander breathed a sigh of relief, taking a step toward Jack to retrieve his weapon and restrain him.

In the blink of an eye, Jack raised his gun and shot Olivia through the chest, a cruel look of fulfillment crossing his face.

“No!” Alexander screamed as more shots rang out. Jack fell to the floor and Simon got up, running over to him, shooting him through the heart several more times while Alexander ran to Olivia’s side.

He quickly cut her from her restraints and pulled the tape off her mouth. He lowered her lifeless body to the floor and frantically tried to find a pulse as Martin dialed 911.

“Come on, Olivia!” he cried. “You cannot die on me! Not now. Please. Stay with me. I can’t survive without you.” Tears overtook him as he wept for his Olivia lying lifeless in his arms. “I need you, love. I promise I’ll always protect you from now on. Nothing bad will ever happen to you again. Just, please… Come back to me…”













CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

GRIEF 







ALEXANDER SAT IN A complete daze as the EMTs arrived and pried Olivia from his arms, speechless from the trauma of what he just witnessed.

After paramedics administered CPR and found a pulse, they quickly put Olivia on a gurney, continuing to give her oxygen.

“Sir, is this your wife?” Alexander heard a voice say as he stared blankly ahead, still unable to process what was happening. “Sir?”

He finally snapped to. Clearing his throat, he retrieved her engagement ring from his pocket. “Yes. She is.” He placed the ring back on her finger where it belonged, a tear falling down his cheek as he felt Olivia’s cold hand.

“We’re taking her to Cape Cod Hospital. Would you like to ride with us?”

Alexander nodded his head, following the EMTs out of the beach house.

“I’ll stay here and take care of the police,” Martin said to Alexander as he walked through the doorway. Their eyes met and Martin squeezed his arm. “She’ll pull through, sir. She’s a strong girl.”

“I’m so sorry, Alex!” Simon called out, clutching the gun. “I never meant for this to happen.” He fell to the floor, crying.

Alexander showed no emotion as he turned to catch up with the EMTs, an empty expression on his face.

The next several hours passed in a haze while he sat in the waiting area at the emergency room, gazing ahead at the white walls. Every time he closed his eyes, Olivia’s lifeless, blood-stained body flashed in his memory.

“Alex! Snap out of it!” his sister pleaded with him as soon as she reached the hospital in the early morning hours. “Come on. Olivia is in there fighting for her life. You need to tell us what happened…to help her. They got almost everyone involved, except Kiddish. He got away. He’s still out there so you need to tell us what the fuck happened!”

To help her. Of course! “Damn it!” Alexander roared, punching the wall, startling several nurses.

Carol ran and put her arms around him, trying to calm him down. “There’s my baby brother. Now, what happened?” she asked, leading him back to his chair. 

A tear fell down his face. “She was shot,” he quivered. “The bastard shot her in the chest.” He looked past his sister. “He’s dead now, though. They’re both dead. Simon…”

“What about Simon?” Carol asked urgently.

“He was in on it. I think he’s the one who abducted her…but then something must have happened. Like he intervened on her behalf because, when I got there, he was knocked out cold on the floor. Then he came to and shot Jack. Simon helped! But Grant… He fucking raped her! And her dad let him!” Alexander let out a small cry, remembering the sight of Olivia tied to the chair, blood trickling down her thighs. “If he wasn’t already dead, I’d kill the motherfucker myself!”

Carol clutched his hands in hers. “She’s going to be okay, Alex. I just know it. You didn’t spend your entire life looking for this girl just for her to be taken from you again.” She stared at her brother. He looked like a shell of his former self.

He had seen some heavy shit during his time abroad and had dealt with it fine, but he could not handle losing Olivia all over again. He knew that he wouldn’t survive this if she didn’t pull through. Olivia was the only thing that kept him going. She was his heart.

Standing up, Carol gave him a reassuring look. “I’m going to keep the police away from you, and I’ll make sure they have a spokesman on standby to deal with the media. I’ll call your publicist, as well, and tell her that she is not to answer any questions or make any comments on your behalf until further notice. Okay?”

He nodded and Carol retreated from the waiting area “One more thing, please,” he said quietly.

She stopped and faced him. “What is it, Alex? Whatever you need.”

Taking a deep breath, he met her eyes. “I need you to call a Dr. Cameron Bowen out of Jacksonville. Send the plane for him. I don’t know what Olivia’s mental state will be when she wakes up. He needs to be here when she does. He’s brought her back from the darkness before. He may need to be here to do it again.”

Carol placed her hand on his shoulder, trying to comfort him. “Okay. You got it.”

“Thanks, Carol. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Anything for you. You know I love you.” She gave him a quick hug. Then she left to go make all the arrangements Alexander requested.

Several minutes later, Mo came barreling into the waiting room. “Alex!” he exclaimed, his eyes red from crying.

“Mo!” Alexander jumped out of his chair, running to him, briefly hugging him. “I don’t know what to do! I can’t stand it!” he cried out, pacing the short length of the waiting room as he ran his hands through his hair. “She’s been in there for hours and no one is saying anything!”

“Sucks, doesn’t it?” Mo commented, obviously recalling how he felt when Kiera was in the same exact position just a few short weeks earlier.

“Goddammit! I just want to know what the hell is going on! All they tell me is that she is in the best hands possible. I don’t care what hands she’s in as long as she comes out of this alive. Fuck!” He slammed his fist into the wall again.

“Mr. Burnham?” a quiet voice interrupted, getting their attention. He turned to see a solemn looking doctor standing in green scrubs. She was short and blonde with a sweet face.

“Yes. I’m Alexander Burnham.” His heart raced.

“Can I speak with you in private please, sir?”

“Anything you need to tell me, you can say in front of Mo here. He’s Olivia’s family.”

The doctor looked at Mo before nodding her head. “My name is Dr. Hatheway. My team and I have been operating on your wife for the past several hours. It was touch-and-go for a while, and we lost her for a little bit, but we were able to bring her back. She is extremely weak. She has lost a great deal of blood, but she has stabilized for the time being. We just need to continue to monitor her vitals.”

Alexander breathed a sigh of relief. “So she’s going to be okay?”

“I didn’t say that. We’re not entirely out of the woods yet. She’s suffered a great deal but, for now, she’s stable.”

Mo hugged Alexander, patting his back.

“Can I see her? Please?”

The doctor smiled. “Of course. Follow me.”

Alexander turned to Mo.

“I’ll let you have a moment alone with her,” Mo said.

“Thanks.” Alexander followed Dr. Hatheway down several hallways, finally stopping outside of the ICU.

“Before you go in there,” she said, facing him, “there’s something else I need to tell you. Apparently, Mrs. Burnham had been kicked in the stomach multiple times. She suffered from several cracked ribs. I’m sorry, but she lost the baby.”

Alexander stared wide-eyed at Dr. Hatheway. “Sh…she was pregnant?”

“Oh. You didn’t know? She was about six weeks along. She hasn’t miscarried yet and there’s no telling when she will. There was nothing we could do to save the baby. The miscarriage may not have been a result of what happened to her. It may have occurred naturally, but I just wanted to let you know.”

Alexander did the math. Of course. After seeing Kiera in the hospital when they first got back together. “Damn it…” he breathed, shaking his head. “Is she going to be okay to eventually…?”

“If she pulls through, she will be able to have lots and lots of babies. There's been no permanent damage. Don’t worry.” Dr. Hatheway winked as she opened the door to Olivia’s recovery room. “I’ll give you some privacy.”

Alexander thanked her and she closed the door, leaving him alone with Olivia, the rising sun brightening the room. He walked over to where her lifeless body lay. He listened to the gentle beeping of the heart monitor and watched her chest rise and fall. Her left foot was in a cast, and her right shoulder was in a sling. He didn’t want to see her other wounds, not knowing whether he could stomach seeing anything else.

He sat down in the chair next to her bed and grabbed her hand in his. “Olivia, love,” he whispered through the lump in his throat. “I am so sorry. I just… I never thought in a million years that your father…”

He leaned over and brushed his lips against Olivia’s cold cheek, still clutching her hand. “I should have figured it out earlier. All the clues were there. I still can’t believe all those documents were sewed tight inside Mr. Bear all these years. Your mama…” He squeezed Olivia’s hand as a tear fell down his cheek.

“Your mama would be so proud of what you did. I’m so proud of you…” He glanced at her hand, toying with the ring on her finger.

“I told you not to leave the house!” he cried out, knowing that she had no control over it. “You never did like following instructions, did you?” he said, a hint of amusement in his voice. “God, even when we were kids, you never listened to me. You always played by your own rules, and I always let you get away with it because it made you happy. And when you were happy, I was happy. I’ve always loved you, Olivia…”

Alexander took in his surroundings, a painting of a snowy scene catching his eye. He smiled at his memories of them together as children. “You hated the snow. God, I never heard the end of it. You were such a whiny kid whenever it snowed. Then, one day, I finally dragged you out to play with me and, with your mama’s help, we built our very first snowman. Every day that week, you would come out and play in the snow with me. I even let you talk me into having a tea party with that snowman. I was the only seven-year-old boy in Mystic who was whipped enough to agree to have a tea party with a girl in his own front yard!” His body relaxed and his eyes brightened.

“When I had to start school, you were beside yourself. You screamed and cried. You were so worried that I would go off to school and make all new friends and forget all about you.” He lowered his voice. “But I could never forget about you. That first day of grade school, all I could think about was you.

“I remember your first day, too. I held your hand as we walked to school. You didn’t understand why you couldn’t just skip ahead to third grade to be with me. That day, during recess, I saw two boys teasing you, pulling your cute little braids. I was so mad. Nobody messed with you after that day. You had a third-grader on your side.” His eyes glistened with unshed tears. “My friends always teased me about you, but I didn’t care. You were worth it. You were always worth it.” He stared down affectionately, his chin quivering.

“The accident happened the day after Tyler was born. At first, I was so mad at my mom for even thinking of having a baby during the summer, taking me away from you and the beach. For the longest time, I even blamed Tyler for your death. I ignored him. I couldn’t even look at him. That’s when my parents put me in therapy, and I eventually got over it. But I never got over your death. When I found you last year, Olivia… I was so torn. I was thrilled you were still alive, but then I knew there must have been a reason for it all. I was scared for you. And for me because I really didn’t think I could survive if I lost you all over again… I barely made it out the first time. Please, love…don’t leave me here without you…”

He glanced at her stomach, gently lying his hand over it. “You’ll be an amazing mama someday. I’m so sorry, Olivia. I had no idea…” He sobbed for his battered and beaten love and for the child that no longer continued to grow inside of her.

“You’ll be a great dad someday, too.”

Alexander swung his head around.

“Oh, Ma!” He buried his head in his hands, not wanting her to see him at his breaking point.

“Hey, hey…” Colleen said, walking toward him, comforting him with her arms. “I came as soon as Carol called. Now stop with those tears. Olivia’s going to survive. She’s one tough cookie.”

Alexander shook his head. “She was pregnant, Ma. I had no idea…” He raised his head and met her eyes.

“Was?”

Alexander nodded his head slowly, looking down at Olivia’s body, placing his hand back over hers. “The doctor said she was only about six weeks along…”

Colleen stood next to Alexander, gently placing her hand on Olivia’s stomach. “You better get healthy, Libby. I want some grandchildren before I’m dead.”

Alexander smiled a bit. “Finally given up on Carol, then?”

“That ship sailed a long time ago, I’m afraid.”

Alexander turned around and saw Carol and Tyler standing in the doorway with Mo and Bridget slightly behind them.

“Hey, guys,” Alexander said, standing up to greet everyone, wiping his eyes.

“How’s she doing?” Tyler asked, his face full of concern.

“She’s stable, for now, but they’re going to keep an eye on her.” Alexander looked away, not wanting anyone to see the tears reforming in his eyes.

“Can I?” Mo gestured toward one of the chairs surrounding Olivia’s bed.

Alexander nodded. “Of course.”

Mo hesitantly approached her, as if unsure of whether he would be prepared to see Olivia in the same place Kiera was just a few weeks earlier. “Oh, god…” he said quietly, a tear falling from his face as he took in her frail body. “What happened to her?”

Alexander’s eyes met Mo’s, both men at their breaking point. “More than any one person should ever have to endure in their lifetime. The same fucker that did most of this to Olivia is the same person who attacked Kiera. I shot the bastard.”

Mo let out a sigh of relief. “Thank god. I left Kiera with her parents, worried that this guy would still be after her.”

“There’s a lot more to the story, but I don’t even want to think about any of that right now,” he said, returning his gaze to his Olivia. “I just want to focus on doing everything I can to make sure she gets better.”

“We’re all here for you.” Colleen placed her hand on Alexander’s shoulder and squeezed. “And for her. She’s family.”

“Yes, she is.”













CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

ALWAYS 







“CAM, DON’T ANSWER IT,” a sweet voice drowsily said as the early morning Florida sun began to rise on Amelia Island.

He groaned, glancing at the beautiful brunette in bed beside him before grabbing his cell phone. It had been ringing constantly for the past five minutes. Whomever was calling wasn’t about to give up.

“I have to, Taylor. It could be an emergency.” He threw back the duvet and climbed out of bed, gazing at her tall, lean, naked body, wishing he could just forget about Olivia. No matter how many women he dated, he just couldn’t forget about those beautiful brown eyes.

“Dr. Bowen,” Cam spoke into the phone.

“Dr. Bowen? My name is Detective David Wilder with the Boston Police Department. I’m sending a plane to Jacksonville Airport. We need you up in Boston.”

Cam’s heart began to race. Boston? Why Boston? It must mean… “What’s going on in Boston?”

David sighed loudly. “Technically, you’ll be heading to the Cape. Alexander Burnham has requested you be here. It’s Olivia…”

“Olivia?” he asked quickly, nerves coursing through his body. “What’s wrong with Olivia?”

“I’ll go through all the details during the flight. Mr. Burnham needs you to be there for her, if and when she wakes up.”

Cam let out a quiet sob. What happened?




~~~~~~~~~~




TWO HOURS LATER, CAM was sitting on a luxurious Gulfstream heading north. It took him a fair bit to process the story that the man sitting across from him had relayed. It sounded like something from a horrible movie. Yet it was Olivia’s life.

“We need you to help us understand how this is going to affect her,” David said.

Snapping out of his shock, Cam flipped through the file in front of him. Olivia needed him…more than she had ever needed him in the past. All her friends and family were desperate for an explanation.

“What everyone needs to understand is this guy’s mental state. I’ve looked at her father’s file. This is someone who went into the Marines at eighteen. He did his time and then joined the agency. Hell, he had already been working on special-ops by the time he was twenty-four. He didn’t meet Olivia’s mother until he had already been working for the agency for quite a while. I don’t want to be the one to say it but, based on everything I see in front of me here, this was someone who used his family as a cover-up for who he truly was…a person with no feelings, no emotion. He had been trained to know what people would expect and how to convince them that he was a well-adjusted member of society. That’s what he was doing all those years. He put on a show, pretending to care about his wife and his daughter, but he was just using that as a front to hide his true nature, including his criminal behavior. You know how it is. You’re always less likely to expect the doting husband and loving father to be capable of committing horrendous crimes.”

David shook his head, obviously having trouble understanding. “But my father-in-law, Alexander’s dad…he was in the agency, too. He wasn’t anything like this monster.”

Cam nodded his head. “Yes, and most people can learn to turn it off. It doesn’t appear Jack ever did. He couldn’t separate his CIA persona with his real persona. After a while, he became the person the CIA wanted him to be. He couldn’t separate it so he had no problem killing his wife. She was just another target in his mind. And Olivia…” He paused, trying to block out all the horrible things that she had endured over the past day. “Olivia…” he trembled. “She was just an asset. Nothing more. The minute she failed to be valuable to him, he had no problem disposing of her.”

“But he just stepped aside while she was assaulted,” David urged. “Repeatedly. I just can’t understand how any father, no matter how fucked up in the head you are, could do that.”

“I know,” Cam agreed. “But we have compassion, something this guy never had. He never saw her as his daughter. The bond that most of us have with our own parents never existed between Olivia and her father. Olivia may have felt it, but he never did. Any happy memories she may think she had with him were simply moments that he was playing the part. When push came to shove and he became desperate enough to find that evidence, he was willing to try anything. Including…”

“Fucking bastard,” David mumbled.

Cam nodded, all his thoughts consumed by Olivia and what kind of mental state she would be in after enduring what she had those past twenty-four hours. The air was thick with silence while both men processed everything. As the plane began its final descent, Cam spoke again, “I’m not sure what we can expect when she wakes up. She’s probably going to have a lot of questions that she may not like the answers to. The most important thing is that she be surrounded by people who love her. Her family.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“CAM! THANK GOD YOU’RE here!” Alexander exclaimed when he heard the door open and glanced back to see him walk into Olivia’s hospital room. He jumped up from his chair and hugged the one person he knew could bring her back from whatever dark place she would be in when she finally woke up.

“How is she?” Cam asked, his face awash with concern.

Alexander shrugged, fighting back the tears. “No one knows. They don’t know when she’ll wake up. She was…”

“David already told me,” Cam interrupted, knowing that it would be difficult for Alexander to talk about what happened. He walked over to the bed and stared down at Olivia’s lifeless body, fearful of what she would have to go through when she woke up. As if suffering at the hands of the man who gave her life wasn’t bad enough, she would now have to live with that every day for the rest of her existence. Cam prayed she would be strong enough to make it through. He glanced over at Alexander clutching her small hand in his own, his eyes trained lovingly on Olivia, and Cam knew that with him by her side, she could get through anything.

Sighing deeply, he turned to Alexander. “I’ll let you have some time with her. I’ll be here when she wakes up.”

Alexander shook Cam’s hand. “Thank you for being here. For leaving your life to be here for me, and for Olivia. It seems that you’re the only one who knows how to get through to her.”

Cam simply nodded and left the room, heading straight to the men’s room and letting all the pent-up emotions wash over him as he cried for Olivia, praying that she would wake up.




~~~~~~~~~~




“MR. BURNHAM, I’M SORRY.” Dr. Hatheway made a few notes on the chart attached to Olivia’s bed as she spoke to him Saturday afternoon. “I wish I could give you more information, but I just don’t know. All her vital signs are good. But for now, it’s just a waiting game.”

“What can I do? Do you think she can hear me?” The longer she remained unconscious, the more fearful Alexander became that she was slipping further away.

“It’s hard to say. Just talk to her as if she was awake. Maybe if she keeps hearing your voice, it will give her something to fight for. She’s in there somewhere. Give her a reason to come back.” She smiled politely before walking toward the door. “I’ll give you some privacy.”

He thanked her and turned back to face Olivia. He had never felt so helpless in his entire life. It was the worst feeling in the world, not knowing when or if she would wake up. He vowed to stay by her side until she came back to him. She needed to come back to him.

“It’s August twenty-fourth.” He sat down and grabbed her hand, toying with her ring. “Our wedding day. Well, what was supposed to be our wedding day.” He caressed her hand, marveling at how small it looked compared to his. “I just wanted to get the horrible memories of this date out of my head. I hated what the day represented.”

A small smile crept across his lips as he recalled the previous year. “Last year, when I went to Mystic to visit your grave, it was so strange. I would normally sit and tell you everything that had happened that year. That’s why I always kept a journal. In fact, nearly every day since the day we buried you, I wrote you a letter, telling you about what was going on in my life.”

He reached down and grabbed a journal from a large box. “See, this is from the year you were taken from me. I had Carter bring a few things to me. I’m willing to try anything to get you to wake up.”

Looking over at Olivia’s pale face, he opened the notebook. “This was Mom’s idea, actually. She said that maybe if I wrote to you, I could keep you alive somehow…” He trailed off, trying to hide his tears. Taking a deep breath, he closed his eyes, willing himself to stay strong. It was getting more and more difficult with each passing minute.

“September first. Dear Olibia…” He looked up, laughing. “Oh, love, you should see how horrible my handwriting was back then. I can barely read it.” Returning his gaze to the journal in front of him, he continued, “You were put in the ground today. I never even got to say good-bye to you. It’s not fair. One day you were lying in the hospital bed. I told you to wake up. I guess you just didn’t want to listen to me. Why couldn’t you listen to me just once? Is it really that difficult?! I’m sorry, Olibia. I don’t mean to yell at you. It’s not your fault. I don’t know whose fault it is. I miss you. I got back from the funeral this afternoon and I changed into my play clothes. I ran out of the house to go and play with you and then I realized that you’re not there to play with me anymore…”

Alexander lowered his head, clutching Olivia’s hand in his. “I’m sorry, love,” he sobbed. “I don’t think I can finish.”

“Find a happier memory, Alex, darling…”

He turned his head around, surprised to see his mother standing in the doorway. “Ma. What are you doing here?”

“Just checking to see how you’re holding up.” She walked over and placed her hand on his shoulder.

“Not good, Ma. I just want her to wake up. That’s all. Every minute that goes by, I feel like she’s slipping further and further away.”

Colleen sat down next to him and wrapped her arms around him. “Oh, Alex. I know it may seem so bleak right now, but you need to stay strong.”

“How do I do that?” he asked, meeting her eyes.

“Think of what you would say to her if she was awake. She’s probably itching to wake up and she will. She’s a fighter.”

Alexander clung to his mother’s arms, no longer trying to hide his emotions. “I just can’t lose her. Not again.”

“You won’t. So buck up and tell her one of your happier memories.” She helped him straighten up. “Come on. I know you’ve got some in there.”

Considering her words, he found his journal from the previous year. He flipped through the pages, searching for a certain entry. “Ah, here it is. August nineteenth. Dear Olivia, I met someone this weekend. I can’t explain it, but this is a girl I actually want to get to know, instead of just bang and then kick to the curb…” He cringed, glimpsing at his mother. “Sorry, Ma.”

“Alex, darling, I am perfectly aware of all your previous sexual exploits, as is most of the country.”

He blushed before returning his eyes to his journal, reading out loud once more, “She is absolutely breathtaking. If you hadn’t died, I’m pretty sure you would look just like this girl. She has the deepest brown eyes I’ve ever seen. Her smile has probably broken many hearts, and her lips… Well, I am anxious to get a taste of them.” His heart warmed at the memory as he gazed down at Olivia’s cold lips, thinking how much they had both grown together since that fateful night a year ago.

“But there’s something about her that reminds me of you. There are so many coincidences. Her name is Olivia, too. Well, technically, it’s Sarah. Olivia is her middle name, but she goes by that. She also lost her parents in a car accident. I know I shouldn’t read too much into it, but what are the chances? There’s something about her, though, that I just can’t put my finger on. The way she carries herself is almost tragic. Her gorgeous eyes show the chaos deep within her soul, and I want her to let me in to see what’s underneath her hard exterior.”

Raking his vision over Olivia’s body, he recalled the first time he saw her beautiful brown eyes. It seemed as if there was a glimmer of recognition there. The first time he touched her, he felt an electricity and excitement that he couldn’t remember experiencing with another person in all his years.

Returning his attention to the journal in his hands, he continued, “I first laid eyes on her as she was running down State Street, trying to get away from some creep who was chasing her. Turns out he was some guy she used to ‘date’. Apparently, her idea of relationships is quite like mine. Fuck and then leave. But, with her, it almost seems like she does that to keep everyone away, as if she doesn’t want to get close. I just can’t figure it out. And there are too many coincidences. After finally giving up hope of finding you, I run into this girl. Is it you? Part of me wants it to be. But another part of me hopes that you are safely looking over me from above because if you are still alive, why did Dad tell me you died? Why the secrets?”

His chin quivered as memories came flooding back. He wasn’t ready to say good-bye yet. She had to come back to him. They hadn’t even started living their lives together. Tears fell from his eyes as he buried his head against Olivia’s still body, not wanting to come to terms with the idea of losing her all over again. “Please… Don’t leave me…”

“Alex…”

He shot his head up. That was his Olivia’s voice, he was sure of it. He looked to his mother, hoping that she had heard it, too. Her seat was empty. He returned his gaze to Olivia. Her eyes were closed and there was no hint of movement. Maybe he was losing his mind from the lack of sleep. Still, he was certain that he heard her say his name.

“What was it that your mama always said when we were arguing? The best solution to any problem is music?” He shrugged. “Something like that anyway…”

He glanced to where his guitar case sat in the corner of the room with the other items Carter had brought to him. “Maybe that’s the answer.” He walked over and grabbed his guitar out of the case. Olivia lived and breathed music. Maybe it was what she needed to wake up. He didn’t care how ridiculous it sounded. He was desperate and willing to try anything.

Looking out the window into the darkness of the night, he checked the tuning on his guitar. He was starting to have a bad feeling about what that day would bring. It was, after all, August twenty-fourth. A day that had brought him nothing but sorrow and pain in the past.

 He thought for a minute about what to play. It needed to be something Olivia would want to hear. “You’ve been on a bit of a Coldplay kick lately, haven’t you?” he asked, looking at her, hoping she would answer. “Okay. Coldplay it is then, love.”

He began playing the opening chords of Till Kingdom Come, looking over Olivia’s beaten frame as he sang for her. Hoping for any sign of movement, he poured his heart into the song. He thought about all those hours he and Olivia would spend in the music room at their house, fooling around and playing together. It always brought back memories of their time as children. He wished that he had told her everything sooner. There were so many things he wanted to share with her. He wanted to reminisce about their past. He just hoped it wasn’t too late.

As he sang the words, he knew that they were true. He would never leave Olivia’s side. He would sit there and wait for her, no matter how long it took. It was fate that they had found each other again. He knew, deep down, that fate would bring her back to him once more. When she woke up, he planned on never letting her go. He vowed to be an open book and never keep anything from her again.

After finishing the song, he placed his guitar back in the case. He stood up, staring down at Olivia, silently pleading for her to wake up. He observed her for several minutes, looking for a sign of movement. Shaking his head in defeat, he walked over to the window and stared out at the night sky.

“I think a part of me has always been waiting for you…”

Alexander turned abruptly at the sound of the voice coming from the bed. Olivia’s eyes were open and her one good arm was reaching for him.

“Olivia?” He rushed to her side, frantically pressing the nurse’s call button.

“Alex… I’m so sorry,” she whispered, tears streaming down her face.

The door to the room swung open and Dr. Hatheway ran inside. “She’s awake? I don’t believe it.” The doctor feverishly began checking her vital signs. “My name is Dr. Hatheway. Do you know where you are?”

“In the hospital,” Olivia responded, her eyes frantically scanning the room as she tried to comprehend what was going on.

Alexander stood to the side, anxious to be able to hold Olivia but couldn’t with the medical staff checking and prodding her.

“Good. Do you know why you’re here?”

Olivia nodded slowly, biting her bottom lip, trying to stop her chin from quivering. “Yes. I was shot, kicked, and…”

“Enough!” Alexander roared, the entire room becoming eerily silent.

Everyone turned to look at him.

“Please. I beg you. Do not make her relive what she’s been through. Not now…” He didn’t know if he could bear hearing those words come out of her sweet mouth.

“I apologize. I was just trying to determine whether she’s suffered any memory loss,” Dr. Hatheway explained to him before turning back to Olivia. “Do you know the man standing over there?” she asked, gesturing toward Alexander.

A peaceful look crept across her face. “Yes. I’ve known him my entire life. He saved me…”

A warmth spread through Alexander’s body when he saw Olivia smile. “Actually, love, Simon saved all of us. I owe him my life right now…”

“Simon? I don’t understand…”

“Don’t worry about it now. When you’re ready, we’ll talk about it. But, for now, just relax.”

“Well, everything looks stable. How are you feeling?” Dr. Hatheway asked.

“I hurt all over. My shoulder and chest and foot and stomach…”

Alexander grabbed Olivia’s hand, looking up at the doctor. “Olivia, there’s something I need to tell you…”

She peered into his eyes and immediately became concerned when she saw them begin to water with new tears. “What is it?” she asked nervously.

“Darling, did you know you were pregnant?”

She slowly nodded, lowering her hand to her stomach, Alexander placing his over it as well. “I just took a pregnancy test the morning of…” She trailed off, her voice shaking. “Why are you talking in the past tense, Alex?” Her eyes flew from his to the doctor’s, landing back on Alexander’s.

“I’m so sorry, Olivia. The baby didn’t make it,” he said, clutching her hands.

“No!” she cried out. “I never should have left the house. I should have put up more of a fight. I never did like to listen to you, did I?” she joked, lightening the tense atmosphere in the room.

“No, Olivia. You never did like to listen to me, even when we were kids.”

“Well,” Dr. Hatheway interrupted. “Everything is looking good. I’ll give you two some privacy, but I must strongly insist that Mrs. Burnham get some rest. She’s been through an awful lot and the drugs will knock her back out soon anyway.”

“Yes, doctor. Thank you,” Alexander said. “Really. Thank you.”

“My pleasure, sir.” She smiled, leaving the room.

Alexander returned his gaze to Olivia, caressing her forehead where her scar was.

“Mrs. Burnham?” She smirked.

“It does have a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”

Olivia nodded in agreement as he fed her some water. “How did you know?”

“I know cryptic, love. It wasn’t too hard to figure it all out. Why didn’t you just leave a note or something at your house?”

“I overheard Grant talking about how Marshall was involved. I sent you a text, but it didn’t go through. I realized that right before I had to leave. Once the house was empty, she could have gotten in, so I needed it to look normal, as if I wasn’t sending you a message.”

“Why the beach house? That’s not where all the evidence even was.”

“I needed to lead them on a wild goose chase. I needed to be as far away from the evidence, but also close enough so you could get to me quickly if things went wrong. I thought of the first place I could. The beach house…where I fell in the rocks and got the scar. To be honest, that’s where I thought the chest was buried right up until I left my house. As I was sorting through the last box of photos, I remembered something…how my mama asked me to tell her where I buried the box and then how she sewed all those papers inside Mr. Bear. I had to lead them away from the evidence, but lead you to it. It was the only way. Never in a million years did I think I would…” Her chin quivered, the memories of everything she had endured those past several days fresh in her mind.

Alexander wrapped his arms around her. “Hey. None of this is your fault.”

Olivia took a few deep breaths as she tried to control her tears. “Like I said, I wasn’t sure what Simon’s game was. He said he wanted to help, but I just didn’t know. I had to make him believe that I would be taking him and Grant to where the documents were buried, but I needed you to figure out where they really were so if anything happened to me, it wouldn’t be for nothing. I just never would have thought my father…”

Alexander gently rubbed Olivia’s arms. “Let’s not talk about it anymore. You get some sleep.”

Yawning, she clutched his hand in her own. “Please stay…”

Alexander pressed his mouth to hers. “I’ll stay forever.”

A smile spread across her lips as she closed her eyes. “Good, because now that you knocked me up, you need to make an honest woman out of me.”

Alexander laughed. “I’d make an honest woman out of you even if I didn’t knock you up. You better rest up and get healthy so we can get back to practicing making babies.”

“Hey, Alex?” Olivia asked sleepily.

“Yes?”

“What day is it?”

“It’s Saturday.”

She opened her eyes, heavy with exhaustion. “Happy birthday. I’m sorry. I forgot to get you a present.”

“Oh, doll, you’re the best present. Now rest up so you can get better.”

Olivia closed her eyes. “I love you, Alexander Burnham.”

“And I love you, Olivia DeLuca. Always have. Always will.”













CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

COMPLETE 







“WHERE IS SHE? I want to see her!” Alexander heard, waking him from his sleep. He glanced around the hospital room where Olivia rested, a look of peace finally on her face. He hoped the nightmares were gone once and for all.

“Goddammit! That’s our granddaughter in there!” a muffled voice sounded from down the hallway.

“Shit!” Alexander jumped from his chair and heading out the door to speak to Rose and Donald Harrison.

“Alex!” Rose exclaimed. “What is going on? We got a phone call saying that Olivia’s alive. Please say it’s…”

“Yes,” he replied. “It’s true. She’s alive, but she’s in pretty bad shape right now.” He lowered his voice. “Please. Let’s go somewhere we can talk, and then I’ll check with her to make sure she’s strong enough to see you. She’s had a rough go of it lately.”

“Okay,” Donald agreed, sighing, trying to comfort his emotional wife. Alexander led them down the hallway and into the hospital cafeteria. After grabbing a few coffees, he sat down with Olivia’s grandparents and told them everything. How she never died in that crash. How his father changed her identity to protect her, making everyone believe that she actually did die. How Alexander found her in August and realized it was her, but kept her true identity a secret…at first for selfish reasons, and then to protect her. How Olivia’s father led a corruption ring, selling government secrets to known terror organizations. How their daughter died trying to expose him. And how Olivia almost died doing the same thing.

“I just want to meet her,” Rose cried out, clutching her husband’s hand.

Alexander looked up. “Rose, you already have. That girl you ran into in the bathroom back in October the night before the Newport Marathon…”

A quiet sob left her mouth. “That was…?”

“That’s Olivia.”

“Oh!” Rose buried her face in her husband’s chest. “She looks so much like her mother.”

“Yes,” Alexander said, a twinkle in his eye. “She certainly does.”




~~~~~~~~~~




“CAM? IS THAT YOU?” Olivia squeaked out later that day when detectives wanted to begin questioning her about what had happened at the beach house.

“Hey, Libby,” he said softly, rushing to her side and wrapping his arms around her. Alexander nodded and retreated from her recovery room, giving them some privacy.

“I just don’t understand,” she cried into his chest.

“Hush. You’re going to be okay. You’re stronger than this. I’m going to stay by your side as long as you need me to. I’ll explain everything, and make you understand that nothing you could have done would have stopped what happened, okay?”

Olivia pulled her head out of Cam’s chest and peered into his brilliant silver eyes that were full of compassion. Wiping her tears, she nodded, thankful that he was there for her.

He stayed by her side throughout the week, helping her understand exactly how her father could have done what he did and feel no remorse for his actions. It was difficult to process but, in the end, Olivia was grateful he was there. She didn’t know how she would have dealt with everything had he not been there to shed light on her father’s mentality.

Once Cam deemed her strong enough toward the end of the week, a detective arrived, wanting her statement. Glancing around the hospital room, she was thankful to have Carol and Alexander there alongside Cam to help her answer all the questions the police were asking.

“So, let’s go back to Simon,” the detective asked after hours of questioning regarding what she knew about her father. “What was his involvement?”

“Leave Simon out of it,” Olivia vehemently replied. “If it wasn’t for him, I’d probably be dead right now. He tried to help me escape, as much as he could.”

“I understand. You’ve said that over and over again, but he was involved. He’s admitted as much. He has been extremely valuable to our investigation and told us about everyone who was involved that he was aware of, but he is going to have to do some prison time. We’re just trying to understand everything that happened.”

“He’s a good man, a changed man,” she insisted. “And that’s all you need to know about Simon. Like I said, he’s probably the only reason that I’m alive right now. I’m done talking about him so you can move on to something else, or you can leave.” She glared at the detective and Carol chuckled a little bit at her feisty attitude.

“Okay. I’ll move on from Simon.” He glanced around the room. “I apologize, but I need to ask about Grant.”

She took a quick inhale of air as the memory rushed forward. Clutching her hand in his, Alexander gave her a reassuring nod.

“I’m sorry, Miss Adler, but it’s imperative to the investigation that we know exactly what happened.”

She took a deep, steadying breath, looking for the inner strength to relay everything that Grant did to her at the beach house. She broke down several times and Alexander didn’t do much better. He wanted to kill Grant all over again. He wanted him alive so he could torture him just as he tortured his Olivia. Thinking about it made him wild with rage, but he tried to control his emotions and remain calm.

“We’ll stop here for today,” the detective said as the sun began to set after several hours of questioning about Grant. “Thank you for all your help, Miss Adler. It’s been very useful.” He began to retreat from the room.

“Did they catch everyone?” she asked, causing him to halt in their steps.. “And not just everyone incriminated in the documents. Did they catch everyone that was involved?”

He nodded. “Yes. Everyone that was named in the documents and who was involved in the plot has been apprehended, except for Mark Kiddish.”

Olivia perked up. “Does that include Adele Peters?”

“Yes. She is currently in police custody as they try to determine the extent of her involvement.”

Olivia grinned, trying to hide her delight at the thought of Adele being led away in handcuffs for her role in everything. She only wished she could have been there to witness it. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure.” The detective left the room, Carol close on his heels.

“Libby,” Cam said, looking down at her. “I need to get back to Florida, but I can stay if you need me to. Are you going to be okay?”

She glanced at the two men at her side, squeezing both his and Alexander’s hands. “For the first time in my life, I know that I will be. Thanks for being here.”

“Anything for you.” He planted a kiss on her forehead. “The next time I see you, you better be out of this hospital bed, okay?”

“You got it.”

“Good.” He smiled warmly before heading out of the room.

“Olivia, love,” Alexander said once they were finally alone. “There’s something I need to talk to you about. I want you to know that no one is pressuring you to do anything that you’re not ready for yet. Do you understand?”

“What is it, Alexander?”

He took a deep breath. “Olivia, darling, your grandparents are here. They’ve been here every day this week but we wanted to wait until you were ready. They would really like to see you, but they understand if you need more time to process everything.”

Her bottom lip quivered. “I can’t believe that I finally have a family!” she cried out, a tear escaping from her eye.

“Oh, love,” he said, cradling her in his arms. “You always had a family.”

“I used to think I was all alone in this world,” she explained through her tears.

“You were never alone. I always knew you were out there.” He planted a kiss on her head.

She turned and gazed into Alexander’s eyes. “Can I see them?”

“Of course. Whenever you’re ready?”

“How about now?”

Alexander smiled. “Okay.” He got up to go find her grandparents. When he approached the doorway, he glanced back. “Hey, Olibia?”

“Yeah?”

“I love you.”

Her heart swelled. The green-eyed boy loved her, and she had a family. She finally felt complete. “I love you, too.”













CHAPTER FORTY

A NEW BEGINNING







“ARE YOU SURE ABOUT this, Olivia?” Alexander asked as he drove down the familiar streets of Mystic, the barren trees beginning to bud.

“Yes. I need to see it,” she responded firmly.

“Okay,” he exhaled, steering through the gates of the cemetery. Helping her out of the car, he wrapped his arms around her. “You’re a strong girl, you know that?”

Blushing, she turned her gaze from his.

“And that’s why I love you so fucking much. Now, come.” He held her hand and led her to the three gravestones he had become so accustomed to seeing once a year for the past twenty-two years. They trekked through the dew on the grass on an early March morning and stopped in front of the three marble headstones.

“Wow,” she said under her breath almost in disbelief at the sight in front of her. A tear escaped.

Alexander squeezed her hand. “We can leave if it’s too much.”

She shook her head. “No. I need to do this so that I can move on with my life.” She turned to stare into the green eyes that she had loved since the day she was born, even if she didn’t know it. “My life with you.”

Alexander smiled. “Okay. But the minute it becomes too much, you let me know and we’ll go.”

Olivia nodded before breaking away from him. Clutching the stuffed animal that held all the answers, she walked over to her mother’s grave. She gently ran her hand across the headstone and set Mr. Bear in front of it. “Thank you, Mama. I did what you said. I held on to Mr. Bear. All those people are finally behind bars. At least, now, your death wasn’t for nothing.” She looked up and saw several butterflies flutter from behind the grave. She was caught by surprise and immediately thought of her mother’s words about how she would know when she was in love.

“Tomorrow’s my wedding day. Alexander and I are finally getting married…a real wedding this time, instead of one of our make-believe ones.” She smiled at the memory of all the games she used to make Alexander play with her. “He found me even after I was taken away from everyone when you died. He never gave up hope that I was still alive. He never forgot about me. All those years, I thought that I had no family, but I did…one that was searching for me. One that is about to celebrate the biggest day of my life with me tomorrow. I wish you could be here for it.” Her chin quivered as she looked at the vibrant red roses lying in front of her mother’s grave. “I love you, Mama. Thank you for loving me.” She pressed her lips to her hand before leaving a kiss on her mother’s headstone.

Trying to find the inner strength to get through what she was about to do, she walked to where her father had supposedly been buried for all those years…his fake grave. Memories of that night back in August flashed through her mind. Her knees gave out and she sank to the ground, unable to hold back the tears.

“Olivia!” Alexander rushed to her side and enveloped her in his arms. “Come on, let’s go. You don’t have to do this.” He brought her head into his chest, soothing her sobs. “This is too much. I’ll have that fucking gravestone removed. You shouldn’t have to be reminded…”

“No!” Olivia vehemently shook her head. “It stays. The man I knew as my father did die that day. The man I met last summer was not my father. I need it to stay, as a reminder.”

He sighed. “Okay. If you’re sure.”

She nodded, bringing her head out of his chest, and looked at her father’s gravestone. “Can I just have a minute, please?”

“Of course.” Alexander planted a soft kiss on her forehead before leaving her.

Taking a steadying breath, she stared at the grave belonging to the man who, at one point, ruined her life. But the more she thought about it, the less true that seemed. If one thing differed, she may not be where she was at that moment. If she wasn’t ripped from her friends and family, she may have grown apart from them eventually, Alexander included. She didn’t even want to think about not being with him. He was her life. He was her world so, for that, she held no grudges.

“Hi, Daddy,” she began. “I know you’re not buried here, but the memories of the man I knew and loved are. I just wanted to say that I forgive you. I need to forgive you so I can move on. You will never be able to ruin my life again. For the longest time after I got out of the hospital this past August, that’s what I thought. I was so angry at you for ripping me away from my friends and family. But that anger won’t change anything. For me to move on, I need to bury that anger. And the only way I know how is to forgive you for what you did to me…this past August and that August all those years ago. You don’t deserve my forgiveness, but I need to be the bigger person. So I forgive you. After today, I’ll never have to think about you again…at least not the man you turned into.” Standing up, she caressed the headstone. “Good-bye, Daddy. Your Livvy will always love you, but Olivia will not.” She turned away, tears streaming down her face.

“Olivia, angel. We can come back later…” Alexander wiped her cheeks, hating to see how upset she was.

“No. I need to see it. I’m stronger than this.”

“I know you are, but it’s okay if you want to go.”

Olivia shook her head. “No. I only need one more minute. I just want to see it.” She tore away from him and walked to a smaller headstone, yellow sunflowers lying in front. She glanced over her shoulder, grinning. “Been here recently, Mr. Burnham?”

He shrugged. “It’s a standing order. You always loved sunflowers. You called them…”

“Giant daffodils,” she recalled. “You were right. They look nothing like daffodils.”

“Yeah.” He took a step toward Olivia, brushing a wayward curl away from her eye. “I wish I could have known you all those years. I think that’s what hurts the most.”

“But if one thing was different, we wouldn’t be where we are now…about to get married.” She stood on her toes, brushing her lips against his, savoring the feeling of his mouth on her cold skin. “Now please. Take me home and make love to me before Kiera gets here and banishes you to your house until tomorrow afternoon.”

His eyes grew wide at the thought of not being able to see Olivia that night. “Yes, ma’am!” He scooped her up in his arms and gingerly placed her in the front seat of the car. He drove rather carelessly through the streets of downtown Mystic before pulling up in front of Olivia’s childhood home.

“This place brings back some great memories,” he commented after Olivia opened the front door, granting them both entry.

“You can reminisce later, Alexander.” She took off her coat and sauntered up to him. Unbuttoning his jacket, she stood mere breaths away. “Right now, I need you inside of me.” She looked into his vibrant green eyes and felt shivers run through her body.

He crushed his lips to hers and pushed her against the wall of the kitchen. “God, Olivia. Just a simple kiss and I’m ready to ravage you.”

She leaned her head back, giving him access to her neck. He nipped her earlobe, planting rough kisses on her skin. She moaned out in response.

“You like that?” he asked coyly.

“Yes,” she exhaled. “I need to feel your lips on me. Don’t stop.”

“We’ll make love tomorrow night,” he growled. “I plan on fucking you right now, right here against this wall. Now take off your clothes,” he demanded.

Olivia’s heart started to race. She loved the two very different sides of Alexander. It was one of the many things she loved about him. She stood staring into his green eyes, overwhelmed with love.

“What did I say, Olivia?” Alexander asked, snapping her back from her thoughts.

“Sorry.”

“Sorry, what?” he said, grabbing her nipple through her shirt and pinching.

Olivia moaned. “Sorry, Mr. Burnham.”

“That’s better. Clothes. Off. Now.”

“Yes.” She quickly rid herself of her sweater and bra, followed by her jeans and panties while Alexander watched with hunger in his eyes.

“Turn around,” he said quietly.

Olivia obeyed, spinning around, and looked straight ahead at the kitchen wall in front of her, listening to the sound of Alexander’s clothes hitting the floor. She could feel him approach behind her. The anticipation was killing her, her skin aching for his touch.

“Put your hands up on the wall. Brace yourself, love.” His voice was demanding but, at the same time, soft and sensual.

She did as she was told, tremors coursing through her entire body. Out of nowhere, she felt his tongue between her legs as she stood bracing herself against the wall. “Fuck!” she exclaimed.

“You like that, Olivia?” Alexander breathed.

“God, yes,” she replied, his tongue continuing its torturous journey around her clit.

“You are delicious, Olivia. I just needed a little taste before I have to wait an entire day.” 

She felt him raise himself and, within seconds, he gradually pushed into her, both of them moaning in pleasure. He moved slowly at first, filling her, before he picked up the tempo, flexing in a steady rhythm.

“I love this view. You have the cutest butt,” he commented, bringing his hand back and smacking her cheek.

She yelped out in surprise before he grabbed on to her hips, his movements still gentle and deliberate.

“Faster, Alex,” she exhaled. She was so close and was desperate for her release.

“Already, Olivia?”

“Yes.”

“Damn.” He picked up his pace, driving into her, reaching around and tugging on her nipple.

Olivia squealed, the feeling of him moving inside of her and pulling her nipple sending her over the edge. She screamed out his name and came undone, the aftershocks of her orgasm lasting several minutes as Alexander found his own release, coming inside of her.

Resting his hand on Olivia’s stomach as their breathing slowed, he nipped on her shoulder, helping to support her. “I know I say this all the time, but I just love being inside of you.”

Olivia beamed. “And I love it when you’re inside of me. Now move it so I can clean your cum off me.”

“Nah. Keep it there.”

“Alex…”

He chuckled, withdrawing from her and picking her up in his arms.

“I love you, Olibia.”

“And I love you, Alexander. I can’t wait to be your wife.”

“I’ve been waiting all my life for you to come back to me. And you were so worth it.”













CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

SURPRISE 







“KIERA,” OLIVIA SAID THE following day as she got ready in her childhood bedroom. “Can you go down the street and give this to Tyler, please? Tell him to give it to Alexander right before he enters the church.” She handed her a small envelope. “It’s his wedding present from me.”

“What did you get him? This is just a card.”

“The present is in the card,” Olivia explained, nervous energy coursing through her entire body as she contemplated Alexander’s reaction.

“Okay. I’ll be back in a few.”

Kiera left and Olivia returned to stare at the girl in the mirror. She looked the same as she did over a year-and-a-half ago, but she felt so different, like a huge weight had been lifted. She was no longer just going through the motions, trying to survive. She had something to fight for. She had Alexander. She had a family. Finally.




~~~~~~~~~~




“KNOCK, KNOCK,” KIERA CALLED out, walking into Alexander’s house. Hordes of people were milling about in the large living and dining areas, waiting to head to the historic church down the street.

“Hey, baby,” Mo said, wrapping his arms around her. “It’s our turn next, ya’ know.”

Kiera grinned, excited about marrying him the following year. “Where’s Tyler?”

Mo gestured with his head toward the dining room. “He’s in there, talking with Olivia’s grandparents.”

“How’s Alex doing?”

“Good. Excited. He just wants the wedding over. He wants to marry that girl something fierce.”

Kiera laughed. “And I want to marry you something fierce.”

“Then let’s go to Vegas next weekend! Come on, baby…”

“Jack, both of our families would kill us. It’ll be the crime of the century anyway, an Italian marrying an Irish woman in Boston.”

“You’re right about that,” he laughed.

“I gotta run. I’ll see you at the church.” She planted an affectionate kiss on his lips and went in search of the best man. “Tyler!” she yelled, half of the guests turning to look at her. “Whoops.”

Tyler simply shook his head and walked over to Kiera in her deep green tea-length bridesmaid dress. “You sure do know how to make an entrance.”

She shrugged it off. “I know.” She handed him the envelope. “I’ve been instructed by the bride to give this to you. You are to give it to the groom right before he goes into the church and not a second before. Do you understand?”

He scrunched his eyebrows. “What is it? It just looks like a card.”

“Hell if I know.”

“Okay. Well, here.” He picked up a shirt-sized box from the dining room table. “Give this to the bride. She can open it before she leaves.”

“Got it.” Kiera grabbed the gift and left just as people began filing out to make their way to the church. She hurried back to Olivia’s house to finish getting ready.

“It’s about time you got back,” Bridget remarked when Kiera walked through the front door.

“Sorry. I got held up. Is she ready?”

“Yeah. I helped her into the dress. I had to hook all those buttons by myself, thank you very much!”

“Sorry.”

“It wasn’t that bad. I’m just giving you shit.”

Kiera playfully rolled her eyes. “Bitch.” She ran up the stairs, busting through the door to where Olivia was getting ready. Halting in her steps as she took in her appearance, tears began to well up in her eyes. “Oh, Libby. You look beautiful.”

“Stop it, Care Bear, or I’m going to cry and smudge my eye makeup.”

“It’s okay. I used waterproof.”

“Good, because I’m so going to need it.” She eyed the box Kiera had clutched in her hands. “What’s that?”

“Oh. This is from Alexander. He said you can open it now. Do you want some privacy?”

“No. You can stay.” She grabbed the box and slowly unwrapped it, gasping when she pulled back the tissue paper, exposing her gift.

“What is it?”

“I can’t believe he still had this…” Olivia looked down into the box. There was a frame around the picture she drew for Alexander on his first day of school. “I was so mad at him for leaving me and starting school,” she explained to Kiera. “I cried and cried that day. Then my mama told me that Alex wouldn’t be very happy if he came over after school and I was still crying. She told me to draw a picture to give to him. I drew this.” She studied the old drawing of stick figure versions of Alexander and Olivia eating ice cream. Her heart swelled and she desperately wanted to get to that church and marry her best friend.




~~~~~~~~~~




“NERVOUS?” TYLER ASKED AS he drove Alexander to the church.

“No. I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life.”

“You’re not leaving this one at the altar, are you?”

“Ha, ha. Very funny.”

Tyler pulled the car into the parking lot and the two brothers got out, heading toward the front door of the church. “Wait. Before you go in, Olivia wanted you to have this.” He handed him the envelope.

“Alex, dear!” his mother called from the front steps. “We need to start! Olivia’s here and the girls are all ready. We just need the groom. Tyler, you’re on my shit list for taking him to a bar on the way here, young man!”

“Coming, Ma.” Alexander chuckled, opening the envelope as he walked into the church. He stopped dead in his tracks when his eyes fell on the fuzzy black-and-white picture mounted on a piece of card stock.

“What is it?”

Alexander snapped out of his stupor and rushed down the aisle “I’ll tell you later. Let’s get this show started.” He wanted nothing more than to see Olivia at that moment. He wanted to wrap his arms around her and kiss her and never let her go again.

Barely able to stand still, he took his place at the altar and the processional began. The guests laughed when Runner emerged onto the aisle, trotting toward his master with two shining rings attached to his green collar. “Good boy,” Alexander said, grabbing the dog’s collar and handing the rings to Tyler.

It seemed to take forever for Bridget and Kiera to walk down the aisle of the church. Alexander just wanted to see his bride. Finally, he heard the music change to the familiar strains of The Beatles’ I Will, and he knew Olivia was about to walk down that aisle. His heart started to beat madly in his chest. Finally, she appeared in the doorway carrying a bouquet of sunflowers with Mo standing next to her. She looked amazing, wearing a champagne-colored gown. It was simple, yet elegant. It was very Olivia. That’s what she was. Simple, yet elegant. She took a step, but Alexander couldn’t wait any longer.

Stepping into the aisle, he rushed to her, wrapping his arms around her, and kissed her. “It’s true?” he asked through his tears.

Olivia peered at him through her own tears. She nodded, a grin on her face. “Yeah. We’re having a baby, Alex. September.”

He crushed his lips to hers once more, not caring that everyone was watching.

“Hey, man. I haven’t given her away yet,” Mo said.

Olivia laughed as Alexander pulled back, staring deep into her big brown eyes. “You better get up there, Mr. Burnham. You knocked me up. You’ve got to make an honest woman out of me now.”

“Oh, love. I’ve been waiting my entire life for this moment.”

“Me, too.” She tilted her head and brushed her lips against his.













CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

LOVELY 







AUGUST TWENTY-FOURTH, A DAY that he used to hate, no longer lay heavy over Alexander’s heart. The sun woke him up early that Sunday and he lovingly admired his wife, her belly protruding from her slim frame, before hopping in the shower. When he was finally ready to start his day, he returned to the bed where his Olivia was still resting peacefully, and gingerly placed a kiss on her forehead.

Olivia stirred, rubbing her eyes. “Hey,” she said sleepily.

“Good morning, love. How are my two best girls this morning?”

She smiled. “One of us is tired. The other one is running a marathon. Take a guess which is which.”

Alexander chuckled, his eyes bright. “She’s definitely taking after her mama then.” He leaned down and planted an affectionate kiss on her lips. “I need to head into the office for a quick meeting. I’ll be back in a few hours. Will you be okay?”

“Go. I’ll be fine. I’ll probably be in the same exact position when you get back.”

Alexander raised himself off the bed. “Okay. I’ll see you soon, Mrs. Burnham.”

“I can’t wait, Mr. Burnham.” 

He turned to leave.

“Oh, and Mr. Burnham?”

“Yes?” Alexander said, spinning around.

“Happy birthday, Daddy.”

Alexander smiled, leaving Olivia resting in their bed. She soon drifted back off to sleep for a bit before the excruciating pain set in. She raised herself into a sitting position, feeling something sticky between her legs. Looking down, she saw blood.




~~~~~~~~~~




AFTER HIS MEETING, ALEXANDER decided to stop and get sunflowers for Olivia. It was August twenty-fourth, after all. Why break with tradition? Instead of having Martin cart him around, he let him have the day off, hating to ask someone to work on a Sunday when he could easily walk to the office. After the meeting, he strolled through the city streets of Boston, love overwhelming his heart when the vision of Olivia’s pregnant frame flashed through his mind. Stopping at a flower market, he grabbed a beautiful sunflower bouquet before making his way back to his penthouse.

As he approached the front door of his apartment building, he reached into his pocket, suddenly realizing that he had left his cellphone on the nightstand. “Crap,” he said, running to the bank of elevators and pressing his code for the penthouse. He hoped Olivia hadn’t needed anything while he was gone.

When the doors opened, he ran out of the elevator and up the stairs to the bedroom. Olivia was nowhere to be found.

And on her side of the bed was a pool of blood.

“Shit!” he exclaimed, grabbing his cell phone, seeing several missed calls, mostly from Kiera.

With shaking hands, he called her.

“Alex!” she shouted, answering the call. “You left your phone at home!”

“Don’t you think I know that?! Where’s Olivia?”

“She’s here at M.G.H. Her placenta ruptured. They had to knock her out. You need to get here. They’re getting the baby out.”

“Fuck! I’ll be right there.”

He ran down the stairs and scrambled into an elevator, willing it to move faster. Within thirty minutes, he pulled up out front of M.G.H., rushing to the labor and delivery floor to find out what was going on, the entire time thinking about how nothing good had ever come out of August twenty-fourth.

“Alex!” Kiera shouted when she saw him run through the doors leading to the registration area.

“Kiera! Mo! What’s going on?” he asked nervously. His expression changed instantly when he saw their calm, smiling faces.

She beamed. “You’re a daddy, Alex. Come on.” She grabbed his hand, walking him down a long corridor as he tried to process the fact that he was a father. “Olivia is still knocked out. They had to give her general anesthesia and perform a C-section. She’s a little small considering she was born about three weeks early, but baby and mommy are fine.”

“Damn it. I missed it.”

Kiera laughed. “We all did. No one could be in the room with her. They kicked me out, too.” She stopped in front of a door and gently pushed it open. A nurse sat feeding a bottle to a tiny pink bundle, looking up when she heard the door open.

“Are you the daddy?” she asked.

Alexander’s heart beat faster. Holy crap. I’m a daddy. He simply nodded his head, speechless for the first time in recent history.

“Good. Then I’ll let you do this so she can start to bond with you while Mrs. Burnham sleeps it off.” She got out of the rocking chair and Alexander sat down. “Everyone is okay. It was scary for a minute, but Mommy and baby pulled through wonderfully. May I introduce your daughter.” She placed a small bundle in Alexander’s arms and he held his daughter for the first time, rocking her as she drank from the bottle.

“Am I doing this right?” he asked.

The nurse smiled. “You’re a natural.”

He looked down at his daughter. She wasn’t even an hour old and she already had a full head of dark hair. She kept her eyes closed as she nursed. He rocked back and forth, feeling overwhelmed with love for his Olivia and the little person they created through their love.




~~~~~~~~~~




OLIVIA WAS DREAMING THE most wonderful dream when she heard a soft singing. Fluttering her eyes open, she stared at comforting pink walls. Her gaze went to the far corner of the room where the green-eyed boy sat rocking a little pink bundle, singing a slow version of Isn’t She Lovely. She smiled at how perfect everything was.

“Hi, Daddy,” she said after Alexander finished singing to their daughter.

He shot his head up, smiling when his eyes met Olivia’s gaze. Slowly raising himself off the rocking chair, he walked over to the bed. “Hi, Mama. Want to meet our daughter?”

She nodded and he helped her sit up before placing the newborn in her arms. “She’s perfect,” she commented, looking at her adorable little nose.

“What do we want to name her?” Alexander asked, kissing Olivia’s forehead.

“Melanie,” she replied without giving it a moment’s thought.

Alexander smiled. “Melanie. It’s perfect.”

Olivia held her baby, gently kissing her head, thankful for everything she had. It was truly fitting that little Melanie made her appearance on August twenty-fourth. The day that had represented loss and pain for so long now represented something entirely different. It represented second chances. It represented life. It represented love. And, above all, it represented family.













Prologue 







“WHAT TIME ARE YOU off tonight?” Kiera asked as she wiped down the bar.

“I’m cut at midnight. You?”

“Closing.”

“It’s kind of dead, except for that group of guys over there. They’re throwing ‘em back something fierce, too! It’s a Tuesday night, for crying out loud! Who gets that hammered on a Tuesday night?” Olivia remarked.

“You have to remember that you’re in Boston now, sweetheart. There’s a college every three feet. It’s a little different than Charleston, isn’t it?”

Olivia sighed. “Yeah. But that’s a good thing.”

“Finally!” Kiera laughed. “Took you long enough to realize this city is far better than Charleston.”

“I’ve only been here a year, Care Bear. It took me a little bit to get used to the faster pace of everything.”

“I know. I’m just teasing.” She playfully pushed her friend. “That guy over there is kind of hot, don’t ya’ think? He looks like he’s your age,” Kiera commented, gesturing with her head to where a group of eight college-aged guys sat guzzling back beers, apparently celebrating something.

“I guess,” Olivia replied, shrugging her shoulders.

“Come on, Libs. I know you. He’s so your type. Go talk to him. I’m going to take my break before you leave, anyway. What do you have to lose?”

She sighed. “How many times do I have to tell you? I don’t date. I…”

“Yeah, yeah,” Kiera interrupted. “You fuck and that’s it. I got it. But, one of these days, you’re going to find someone who sweeps you off your feet, and you’ll want something more meaningful. Too bad it’s not with the hottie over there.” She climbed over the bar and headed down a long corridor into the staff room, leaving Olivia alone behind the bar with just her thoughts to consume her time.




~~~~~~~~~~




“TO ALEX!” A RATHER drunk kid shouted, his voice ringing through the relatively empty bar. “I can’t believe you’re crazy enough to go through SEAL training. You are one bad ass motherfucker!” 

“Damn straight!” Alexander slurred, slinging back his beer. He had lost track of how many he had drank that night. He was trying to get his fill while he could. In two days, he would be heading back to Norfolk before having to report for training, and he needed to get through. Failing was not an option. He needed this. He needed something that could finally take his mind off her. She still haunted his dreams. He saw her everywhere. Hell, she was even his bartender that night.

“That hottie bartender is looking over here,” one of his old Harvard friends said, interrupting his thoughts. “Dude, go talk to her. Get one last piece of ass before your ass is back in the Navy. Come on, Alex. Looks like she’s about to go home for the night. It’s now or never.”

Alexander grinned and chugged the rest of his beer. He had been enjoying the last month he had been home on leave. He had been screwing girls left and right because that’s what he did. He needed to. It was the only way to get her out of his head. The guilt of what happened that day still lay heavy on his heart.

“You’re right!” he shouted, slamming his empty beer bottle on the table. “It’s one of my last nights here! Why waste it hanging out with you fuckers?!” He stumbled off his barstool and made his way toward the front door, catching up with the bartender he had his eye on. “Excuse me,” he said, trying to get her attention.

This is why I hate bartending, Olivia thought to herself as she spun around, crossing her arms protectively in front of her chest and glaring at the drunk guy who called out to her. Her gaze softened when she saw his brilliant green eyes. He looked so familiar, but she would have remembered meeting someone that devastatingly handsome before.

He stood there with a dumbfounded look on his face, remaining silent while Olivia stared.

“Well, are you going to talk or are you fucking mute?” she spat out, rebuilding her wall.

Alexander ran his fingers through his hair, trying to compose his thoughts. There was something about her that made him nervous. That was a new thing for him. He was never jittery around women. And those eyes…

“I just wanted to thank you for taking care of me and my friends tonight,” he said, finally finding his voice. He reached into his wallet and took out several large bills. “You made most of our drinks and I didn’t want you to get shortchanged on your tips.” He handed Olivia the cash.

She looked down. “This is two hundred dollars. I think that’s a little much. Anyway, we pool tips.”

Alexander shrugged. “I know. But I thought you should have it.”

“I don’t need it.”

“Neither do I. I’m in the Navy. I’m heading for SEAL training in two days. This is my last night in Boston,” he explained.

“Maybe you should donate this money to charity then.”

“Well, if you won’t take my money, let me take you out to breakfast tomorrow.”

“Why?”

“Because. You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on and I want a good memory of this city before I leave.”

“I don’t think so.” Olivia handed the cash back before she pushed past him and out the front door.

“Wait!” Alexander shouted, following her onto Boylston Street.

Olivia huffed, but turned around. There was something about him that made her want to obey him. “What?”

Alexander shuffled his feet a little, looking into her big brown eyes, wondering why he felt as if he knew her from somewhere. “At least tell me your name.”

Olivia sighed. “Sarah. My name is Sarah.” She glanced across the street and noticed her uncle sitting in his car, keeping an eye on her. He would not be happy if he saw her talking to anyone he didn’t know. “I have to go,” she said quickly before practically running away.

Alexander turned his head to where she was looking before she got spooked. What the…?

He stormed across the street to the car where the reason why he wanted to leave Boston so quickly sat. He threw open the driver’s side door. Sarah must have noticed someone looking at us, he thought.

“Son,” Thomas said. “What…?” His eyes went wide, wondering if he realized who he was just speaking with.

“Come to spy on me, Dad?”

“Alex, calm down,” he said cautiously, debating whether to tell him about everything. He had been keeping such an enormous secret from him for years, and he was about to go for SEAL training. If he made it through and was sent overseas to work special-ops, he may never see his son again. No. It was time to tell him. He needed to know. “That girl…”

“No. You know what?” Alexander interrupted. “I’m done listening to you! What I do on my own time is my fucking business! If I wanted to go out with the guys for some beers or take home a hot girl, I’m damn well going to do it! If you really cared about me, maybe you should have been around more when I was growing up instead of putting your fucking job ahead of me! I’m done with you. Tell Ma if she wants to see me before I leave, I’ll be at Charley’s tomorrow around eleven for breakfast.”

He spun around and hailed a cab. 

“Alex, wait!” Thomas yelled.

Alexander flipped off his father as the yellow cab sped away, driving him to Adele’s apartment by Wellesly.

“That’s your Olivia. I’m so sorry, Alex,” he said to no one at all.




The End.













Gorgeous Chaos Playlist 




Follow this playlist on Spotify here.




Contact High - Allen Stone

Beneath Your Beautiful - Labrinth

I Won’t Give Up - Jason Mraz

Out Of My Hands - Dave Matthews Band

Some Devil - Dave Matthews

I Was Gonna Marry You - Tristan Prettyman

Before it Breaks - Brandi Carlile

Elephant - Damien Rice

L’il Darlin - ZZ Ward

Last Love Song - ZZ Ward

Landed - Ben Folds Five

Been A Long Day - Rosi Golan

Nine Crimes - Damien Rice

Time Bomb - Dave Matthews Band

Cold Hearted - Zac Brown Band

Mess I Made - Parachute

Be Still - The Fray

Come Clean - Tristan Prettyman

Seven Devils - Florence & The Machine

Bottom Of The River - Delta Rae

A Thousand Years - Christina Perri

A Beautiful Mess - Jason Mraz

My Baby Blue - Dave Matthews Band

Till Kingdom Come - Coldplay

February Seven - Avett Brothers

I Will - The Beatles

Isn’t She Lovely - Livingston Taylor (Original by Stevie Wonder)
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Vanished: A Beautiful Mess Series Novel

It's not over yet…




Rayne Kilpatrick has everything. A job she’s dreamed of since a little girl. The perfect house. And a man she loves and is about to marry… Until he never returns from a humanitarian mission. 

Gone. Disappeared. Vanished.

When footage of his gruesome murder by a Muslim extremist group is shown across the country and around the globe, she wants the person responsible for the disappearance of the man she loves to pay. She wants him to lose the one person who means the world to him, too, and she won’t stop until he does.




Alexander Burnham has everything… Finally. A job he enjoys where he can actually make a difference in the world. The perfect woman who he’s loved his entire life. And the most beautiful daughter a father could ask for… Until he walks into her bedroom one morning to find it empty. 

Gone. Disappeared. Vanished.

It’s a race against the clock for Alexander to put the pieces together and find out who has taken his daughter and what they want from him. As information comes to light, he is forced to bury the guilt he feels after losing his fellow team member and focus instead on finding and saving his daughter…

Before it’s too late.
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Chasing The Dragon




Wondering what happened to Tyler Burnham after the end of the Beautiful Mess series? Find out today in Chasing The Dragon.




He’s trying to protect his heart… 

She’s a shell of the girl she once was…

Can he chase away the demons threatening to destroy her?




Mackenzie Delano craves control. After tragedy strikes during her freshman year of college, she compensates for the helplessness she felt by micro-managing every aspect of her life, from her business life to her social life…to her love life. But she wasn’t expecting to cross paths with a mysterious man who seems to invade her every thought.




Tyler Burnham has been living his life with one rule in mind…never fall in love. Focusing solely on his career, he is able to remain a detached observer of life… Until a case is dropped in his lap, forcing him to form an intimate relationship with a sharp-tongued woman in order to obtain the location of a man deemed an enemy of the State.




When Tyler finds himself falling for Mackenzie, will he be able push his feelings aside and recover the information he needs? Or will he put the mission and their lives at risk to follow his heart?













A Beautiful Mess Deleted Scene




***Author’s Note*** This is the original scene in A Beautiful Mess when Alexander shows Olivia his music room. The first section here is as it appears in the final version. However, things got a bit steamy in my initial draft but I ended up taking the steamy part out to move the story along a bit. I’m including it for you now. Enjoy.




“COME. I WANT TO show you something,” Alexander said to Olivia after they finished eating their dinner of salmon, roasted red potatoes, and asparagus.

“Where are we going?” she asked when he grabbed her hand, pulling her off the couch where she was snuggled with Runner, reading a book on her e-reader.

“You’ll see,” he winked. Olivia smiled at the twinkle in his eyes. He was so excited to show her whatever it was.

He led her down a flight of stairs and past two spacious guest bedrooms before stopping outside a door. Beaming from ear to ear, he opened it, allowing her to enter before him.

She couldn’t believe her surroundings. In the middle of the enormous room stood a beautiful Steinway baby grand piano. Dozens of guitars hung on the walls. There were also amps, a drum kit, and various other instruments scattered throughout the room. It was a musician’s dream come true. “Why do you have all this?” she asked, facing him. “Do you play?”

“Yeah. You could say that,” he replied, shrugging. “I started fiddling with the piano and guitar when I was a little boy. A family friend taught me.” He smiled at the memory of Mrs. DeLuca teaching him how to hold a guitar and how to curve his hands around the keys of the piano. But, most of all, he remembered hearing her daughter sing those beautiful melodies. “You can feel free to come down here anytime you’d like.”

Olivia walked over to the piano, running her fingers over the keys, the cool ivory always a comfort to her. Spotting a Martin guitar set on a stand next to the piano, she picked it up and checked its tuning, noting it was perfectly in tune. It must have been played recently. She wasn’t expecting Alexander to have such a beautiful music room.

“The walls are totally sound proof so you don’t have to worry about disturbing me or anything.” Alexander sat down on a love seat against the wall, watching as Olivia fiddled with the guitar. “Play something for me, love.”

She sat down in a chair in the middle of the room, bringing the Martin guitar with her. Looking down at the beautiful guitar in her hands, she knew what song she wanted to sing. Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and sang an ode to the guitar that she held against her body.

Alexander was completely mesmerized as he watched her play, her voice filling the room, the acoustics perfect. As he listened to the lyrics, he thought how appropriate the song was. Almost as if she could be talking about herself, and not just the guitar she so lovingly played. Almost as if telling him how much she needed music in her life.

Halfway through the song, he stood up and grabbed one of his other guitars. He observed Olivia’s hands, getting the chords he needed to join her. Sitting in the chair next to her, he played with her, singing along to the chorus as she continued belting out the lyrics.

Olivia opened her eyes, smiling at the sound of his soft, sultry voice next to her.

She finished the song and Alexander leaned over, placing a gentle kiss on her lips. “That was fantastic, Olivia. Did you study music in college?” He already knew the answer but she didn’t know that.

“No, actually.”

He looked at her, feigning surprise.

“I know. I was constantly involved in music groups all through middle school and high school. Everyone thought it was what I would study. I actually have a degree in exercise physiology.”

“Ah,” Alexander said. “That explains the health club.”

She smiled. “Yeah. I don’t know why I chose that. I guess I was worried that, if I studied music, I’d start to hate it. I didn’t want to hate music. Anyway, music isn’t something you study. It’s something you feel.”

Alexander flashed back, remembering Olivia’s mother saying those exact words to him as he learned to play guitar and piano all those years ago. And those words had stayed with him ever since.

“What? What is it?” Olivia asked, noticing a distant expression on Alexander’s face.

He quickly returned his attention to the beautiful brunette sitting next to him. “Nothing. Give me that,” he said placing his guitar on the ground and doing the same with the Martin guitar Olivia held in her hands. The atmosphere in the room became heated as he stared into her brown eyes, his heart racing from her beauty.

“Come here.” He raised himself off the chair and held out his hand for Olivia.

She looked at him skeptically before placing her hand cautiously in his.

Smiling, he led her over to the baby grand piano, turning around to face her.

Noticing the expression on his face, Olivia scrunched her eyebrows. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?” Her breathing became ragged in anticipation. She had seen that expression on his face before, most recently the previously night when he brought her back to his place. She knew what he wanted. And she’d be fooling herself if she said she didn’t want the same thing.

He placed his hands on her hips and lifted her on top of the closed piano lid.

“What are you doing?” Olivia asked.

Alexander leaned in, brushing his lips against her neck, inhaling her scent. “God, you smell amazing, Olivia. Has anyone ever told you that?”

She closed her eyes, lost in the sensation of his lips on her skin. “You may have mentioned it once or twice.” She threw her head back, giving him better access to her neck, her body lighting on fire when he began to nibble on her ear. She moaned out in response.

“I want you. Right here. Right now, Olivia,” Alexander said forcefully, bringing her body closer to his as she sat on the piano. “Do you want that?”

She nodded. “Yes, Alexander.”

He brought his lips to hers and kissed her full on the mouth, his tongue tangling with hers. Running his hands up and down her back, he groaned.

Olivia pulled him into her, wrapping her legs around his waist, slowly teasing him with her body. She felt his arousal grow and she couldn’t help but smile.

“What’s so funny, Miss Adler?” Alexander asked, pulling out of the kiss and giving Olivia a mischievous grin.

“Oh, nothing.” She pulled his t-shirt and crushed her lips back against his. “I just love how turned on you get. And I know I’m the one who does it to you,” she whispered breathlessly into his mouth before invading it with her tongue once more.

Alexander couldn’t take much more of it. He needed to feel her naked flesh against his or he was going to lose his mind. Pulling out of the kiss, he ripped his t-shirt over his head. “Enough of this. I need you,” he panted.

Olivia grinned. “Losing control so soon, Alex? I was kind of enjoying just kissing you. Maybe I don’t want to have sex right now.”

Alexander placed his hand on her back and pulled her closer to him, trailing kisses across her neck and down her collarbone. She moaned with pleasure. Slowly roaming her body with his hands, he slipped one underneath the waistband of her yoga pants. He found that sweet spot and could feel how wet she was. “Oh really, Olivia? Doesn’t feel like you don’t want me inside you right now.” He lightly clenched his teeth onto her neck, sucking gently. “From the feel of things, I’m pretty sure you want me to fuck you just as much as I want to.”

Olivia moaned at the feeling of Alexander’s fingers slowly toying with her overly sensitized clit and his mouth gently sucking on her. In the past twenty-four hours she had more mind-blowing orgasms than she could remember, and she was ready to explode again from just his touch. That scared her and thrilled her at the same time.

“Tell me you want that, Olivia,” he whispered. “Tell me you want my cock inside you, thrusting in and out, pushing you higher and higher until you can’t take it anymore and you shatter into thousands of pieces, all because of how I can make you feel.”

She nodded, certain that he could probably make her come from his words alone. “Yes. I want that. I want to feel you inside me.”

“Good,” he responded curtly, removing his hand from her pants. “Lie on your back.”

She raised her eyebrows, wondering what he had planned.

“Just do it, Olivia.” He brushed her lips with his. “For once, stop being so stubborn.”

She smiled, nodding. “Okay.” She leaned back, Alexander supporting her back with his arm until she was flush with the top of the piano.

He reached up and lifted her ass, lowering her pants down her legs before kneeling on the ground and placing her legs on his shoulders. “God, love. You’re so fucking wet. And I do this to you. Don’t you ever forget it,” he said before pressing his tongue against her clit, slowly circling her.

Olivia moaned, knowing that she would never tire of the feeling of his mouth on her most sensitive part. She began slowly thrusting against him, the sensation overwhelming her once more. It felt incredible and it all seemed so unreal. No one had ever made her want to fall apart as quickly as Alexander could. Her breathing increased as he gently slid a finger inside her, stretching her out.

“You like that?” he asked against her clit, the vibrations of his voice making her squirm.

She nodded feverishly, her body tightening in anticipation of what she knew was about to happen. She was on the brink of another incredible orgasm and she both wanted to fall apart but also wanted the incredible feeling of Alexander’s tongue on her to last as long as humanly possible.

“You’re about to come, aren’t you, Olivia?” he asked thrusting even faster with his fingers. “You always tighten up and your breathing becomes heavy.” He looked at the beautiful woman panting on top of his piano. “And I fucking love that I can make you come so fucking hard and quick.” He returned his tongue to her, sucking gently on her clit as she convulsed around him, her orgasm lasting longer than any orgasm she had ever had.

After several long moments passed, Alexander stood up, helping Olivia down from the piano. “Now comes the fun part,” he winked, turning her body away from his, trailing kisses down her shoulder blades. “Hold on to the piano for support. And bend over.”

Olivia turned her head, looking over her shoulder at Alexander as he stripped out of the remainder of his clothes.

His expression turned heated. “Just do it,” he said, pressing his hand on her stomach and pulling her against his naked body.

She gasped at his erection on her back.

“Or you’ll regret it,” he whispered against her neck.

Shivers ran through her body as she felt Alexander’s chest against her back, his lips barely touching her skin. It was such a unique feeling, her nerves on fire from his deep voice, his amazing touch, and his sensual words.

Nodding her head, she bent over and braced herself using the piano, thinking that Henry Steinway and his sons would be rolling over in their graves at the thought of what she and Alexander were about to use their beautiful instrument for.

She immediately felt Alexander’s fingers between her legs, toying with her clit once more. Closing her eyes, she reveled in the feeling of his expert hands pleasuring her once more. It was mind boggling to think that she just had an amazing orgasm and was ready for another one.

“You like that, Olivia?” Alexander asked as she moaned out in gratification.

“Yes,” she exhaled, her breathing becoming ragged once more.

“Good,” he replied, removing his fingers from her. “And don’t you ever forget how good I make you feel.”

She panted, hating that he had her so worked up and left her wanting.

“Now hold on tight. This is going to be fast and hard.”

Olivia’s heart raced in anticipation. She liked the sound of that.

Almost instantly, she felt Alexander plunge into her, setting a fast pace as he held on to her hips, helping to keep her upright.

“God, love. You feel so fucking amazing,” he grunted out as he thrusted into her, his brow becoming damp with sweat. “You drive me crazy. You know that?”

Olivia moaned in response, knowing that he did the same to her. No one ever set her off like Alexander did. No one ever filled her and pushed her so close to the edge in a matter of seconds. She was both frightened and overwhelmed at the idea that she finally found someone who could satisfy her in the bedroom and elsewhere.

“You look beautiful from this angle, Olivia.” Alexander reached around and toyed with her clit slowly, bending down to gently nibble on her shoulder blade. “I love the way you taste,” he said, slowing his pace down, withdrawing slowly before flexing back toward her, gradually filling her to the brim.

“Fuck,” she exhaled, the fullness overwhelming her. She was so close.

“And I’m not just talking about your pussy, Olivia,” he explained, pushing back into her before withdrawing yet again. “Your skin, when its salty with sweat from me fucking you tastes absolutely divine.” He continued toying with her clit as he leaned down and bit her neck, gently sucking on her skin once more.

Olivia screamed out as Alexander quickened his pace, thrusting mercilessly inside her.

“Come on, Olivia. Let me feel it. I know you want to come again. Don’t deny your body.” He feathered kisses against her neck, lowering his voice. “And don’t deny me the incredible sensation of feeling your body shudder around me,” he whispered, pulling on her earlobe with his teeth.

Olivia couldn’t take it anymore. She yelled out Alexander’s name as she came undone, spiraling down from yet another amazing orgasm, wondering if Alexander would always have the same effect on her.

“God, I love making you come, Olivia,” he grunted before thrusting into her one last time and finding his own release. He held on to her stomach, helping to support her as they both attempted to regulate their breathing.

“Holy shit,” she said, finally finding her voice several moments later.

Straightening up and picking her up in his arms, he planted a long kiss on her lips. “I will never tire of being inside you, Olivia. So I hope you’re ready for the ride.”

She smiled, running her hands through his hair. “Oh, Mr. Burnham. I’m certainly prepared for the ride. Again. And again. And again.” She giggled as she thought of the double entendre.

“God, I love that sound.”













About The Author




T.K. Leigh, otherwise known as Tracy Leigh Kellam, is the USA Today Bestselling author of the Beautiful Mess series, in addition to several other works. Originally from New England, she now resides in sunny Southern California with her husband, dog, and three cats, all of which she has rescued (including the husband). In late 2015, she gave birth to her first (and only) baby. When she’s not planted in front of her computer, writing away, she can be found training for her next marathon (of which she has run over twenty fulls and far too many halfs to recall) or chasing her daughter around the house.




T.K. Leigh is represented by Jane Dystel of Dystel & Goderich Literary Management. All publishing inquiries, including audio, foreign, and film rights, should be directed to her.




Connect with her online!

Facebook

Twitter

Pinterest

Instagram

Google Plus

OEBPS/Images/cover00589.jpeg
S
2
-~

(N
AR T
17,

- !
2
g — 3@?
| %
%‘ﬁ Q
e

s L o

RSE)
~
Soe

a0

L —
GG






OEBPS/Images/image00584.jpeg
?};\ |

Leigh é
wolll I e Beautiful Megs Seril






OEBPS/Images/image00585.jpeg
. &
M@\j

T.K. Leigh





OEBPS/Images/image00582.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00583.jpeg
a
Feaddifak

T.K. Leigh





OEBPS/Images/image00586.jpeg
Book Three In The Beautiful Mess Series





OEBPS/Images/image00587.jpeg
_gorgecus,
chaos,,

T.K. Leigh





