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      The cemetery was empty this morning.

      Save for the ghosts.

      And me.

      I picked my way through the dusty stones, avoiding the path and staring aimlessly at the rows of the dead. Despite the mid-August Texas weather, it was actually kind of cool with that breeze blowing in. It ruffled the end of my floral skirt and kicked dust into my white tank.

      My feet knew the destination well.

      My late husband’s grave stood like a beacon in the gloom. I stopped before him and replaced the dead flowers I’d brought last time with new ones.

      “Hey.” I ran my hand along the top of the stone and read Maverick’s name etched into the rock. “I’ve missed you. And I’ve had a shit week.”

      I turned my head up to the sky and held back the torrent of emotions that lashed through me. Sadness, depression, despair, anger, fear, rage.

      “I started seeing someone,” I confessed. “You never knew him. He’s the CFO at Wright Construction. He works with Morgan now. I thought it was…right. But it’s not.”

      That was an understatement.

      To say the least.

      “David Calloway…or David Van Pelt, I guess. He waited a year after you left before approaching me. It felt too real to ignore. We talked. We laughed. We…well, we don’t have to talk about that. I confided everything in him. He was so understanding. Mav, I don’t get it.” I blinked away the tears I’d sworn I would not shed. “He lied to me. He’s a liar. He’s not a Calloway. He’s a Van Pelt.”

      Maverick had already known the bullshit with the Van Pelts, a family who ran a New York–based investment firm. They’d stolen millions from the Wrights when my dad was running the company, and then they’d been turned over for investment fraud eight years ago. The patriarch of the family and David’s father, Broderick Van Pelt was serving a ridiculously long sentence for his crimes.

      We hated them. David knew we hated them.

      “And he never once told me. He lied about everything in his past. Now, I’m left wondering…who is he?”

      I rocked forward and back, trying to calm myself down. Anger was the chief emotion now. I just wanted to unleash it. But I didn’t.

      “I’m sorry I’m telling you all this. You were my best friend, and now, you’re gone. I can’t talk to anyone else about this. I’m so mad at him, Mav.” I paced in front of the grave. “I want to go back to the house, close the doors, and live in a bubble. It’s easier than living in this world.”

      I threw my arms wide in frustration.

      “I put myself out there, and for what? To just get betrayed?” I spat.

      I circled back around and saw his name written on the stone. Maverick Wright. He’d changed it for me. Even though I’d said I’d change my name, he had known what that name meant. It had been his suggestion. He hadn’t been whipped. He’d just loved me.

      The wind blew out of my sails. I dropped down, cross-legged, in front of his grave.

      “It was so easy for us,” I whispered.

      My eyes traveled to the tattoo on my wrist. The dandelions blowing in the breeze. I’d gotten it done soon after Maverick’s death. My brother Austin and his girlfriend, Julia, had taken me. Maverick had given me a dandelion the first time we were together. He’d said that I was too good for him. And I’d fallen for him on the spot. Insisted on proving him wrong. Things had escalated quickly. Jason had come about unexpectedly. But I’d thought it was fate. I’d thought our little happy family was destiny.

      How wrong I was.

      About this.

      About that.

      About David.

      “I want it to be easy, Mav. I want dandelions blowing in the breeze. I want sorority events and keg parties and those good times. Now, my sorority friends won’t even speak with me. I hardly drink. You’re gone. There are no more good times without you.”

      I shook my head. Maybe nothing would be as easy as it had been with Maverick. Maybe an easy life wasn’t in the cards for me.

      “I thought David would be a new beginning.”

      I dropped my head into my hands and fended off the tears. I wasn’t sad. I was pissed. I was devastated. I’d put my heart on the line. If this was living, I didn’t want to be a part of it.

      All I wanted was to have that carefree lifestyle I’d lived for so long. But I knew it wasn’t coming back. That was inevitable now.

      “Jason misses you, too,” I told Maverick. “He doesn’t fully understand yet, but in a way, he does. I wish we were still a family. Everything would be easier if you were here.”

      But he wasn’t here.

      It was painful to remind myself of that.

      That I was talking to a ghost and hoping for the best.

      I’d learned my lesson. Maverick would listen. But I was the only one who could fix my problems.
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      The truth had come out, and I’d lost everything.

      Again.

      I didn’t know why I’d thought this time would be different. That finding out who my parents were wouldn’t ruin my life. That their sins wouldn’t fall on me…and my sister, Katherine. But they did. They always would.

      Of course, I should have told Sutton.

      The first time I’d heard how much the Wrights hated the Van Pelts, I should have taken Sutton aside and told her the truth. I’m a Van Pelt. Those are my parents. They’re assholes. I don’t claim them. Please, forgive me.

      But I hadn’t. Every time I’d tried to talk to her, I’d kept pushing it off. Finding any excuse not to utter the words that I’d been avoiding for eight long years. The family I’d chosen to forget. Then, I’d gotten too far in with Sutton, and I couldn’t find my way back out.

      The whole thing had been shit luck, too. Jensen knowing Penn Kensington. Penn showing up here, in Lubbock, fucking Texas. I’d come here because it was the middle of fucking nowhere. Just went to show that, no matter how far you ran, your past would always catch up with you.

      Staring down all the Wrights after Austin punched me in the face and Sutton told me to leave had been miserable. There was no mercy in those faces. They’d support one of their own to the end. And, in that moment, I wasn’t the CFO of their family corporation or Morgan’s closest friend or Sutton’s boyfriend.

      I was the enemy.

      So, I’d done the only thing I could do. I’d turned around and walked out. Picking up the remains of my shattered dignity and stumbling over what was left of my pride, I’d exited Wright Construction, assuming I’d have to find another place of employment by Monday morning.

      Penn had followed me out of the party and apologized over and over. I’d clapped him on the back and assured him it wasn’t his fault. He’d done the right thing after that—shut up and gotten me drunk.

      Now, I was sitting in my Ferrari outside of Sutton’s house with a headache that pounded on my skull. My sunglasses barely kept the morning light from stabbing my retinas and intensifying last night’s bad decision.

      I’d walked out, defeated, and woken up, determined.

      I could walk away again. I could run with my tail between my legs as fast and as far away as I could get from Lubbock and the Wrights. I’d done it before. Twice. Christ, three times if you counted Yale. Running had become second nature. Part of who I was.

      Or…I could stay. I could fight. I could win her back.

      I had every intention of winning her back.

      That was why I was sitting in my car in front of her house like a dumbass.

      I ran a shaky hand back through my sandy-blond hair, steeled my nerves, and exited the car. This was going against everything in my nature. The only thing I worked for was my career. And I never had to stay anywhere long for that. I could jump around and be as successful as I was in this moment, but there would never be another Sutton.

      Moving up the pathway to her front door felt like a walk of shame. I ignored the ache behind my temples and knocked on the door. I could hear the television on in the living room. The sound of feet rushing across the hardwood floor. Then, I saw a little face peer out through the glass on the side of the door.

      “David!” Jason cried upon seeing me.

      I smiled and waved at him. Though I knew his presence would only make this harder. Sutton was not going to be happy that I was here. She definitely wasn’t going to be happy that her son was happy to see me.

      “What did I tell you about going to the door?” I heard Sutton ask sharply.

      “Sorry,” he murmured, backing away.

      “Go watch TV and play with your toys. Mommy will be there in a minute.”

      A second later, the lock clicked on the door, and she pulled it open a few inches but not all the way. “What do you want?”

      For a moment, my breath caught at the sight of her dressed in a floral skirt and white tank. Her brown-blonde ombré hair was tied up in a short ponytail. She was the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen. Willowy, proud, confident. Though she looked at me with wary eyes and had already closed herself off from me, I couldn’t deny her beauty, her tenacity, her strength. All the things that had made me fall for her.

      “David?” she asked cautiously.

      “I came to apologize.”

      She rolled her eyes skyward. “I don’t need your apology. I need you to leave.”

      She started to close the door in my face, and I moved on instinct. I slapped my hand on the door, keeping it from closing. Her eyes rounded. Her mouth popped open in surprise. Had she thought I wouldn’t fight for her? I was going to prove her wrong.

      “Let go.”

      “No, I want to talk. Five minutes.”

      “I don’t have five minutes.” Her eyes strayed to her son playing like a maniac in the living room, running around in circles and making airplane noises.

      “I know. I understand.”

      “You clearly don’t,” she said on a scoff.

      “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry, Sutton. I tried to tell you. I know that doesn’t make up for the fact that I didn’t tell you, but no moment was ever right. And I did tell you that what was going on with my parents was complicated.”

      “Complicated means you had a fight and haven’t reconciled,” she hissed. “Not that your family is infamous for stealing money, and your father is in prison for investment fraud.”

      “Are those two things really that different?”

      “I can’t talk about this with you.”

      “Please, I’m sorry. I care about you, Sutton. I want to make this right.”

      “If you wanted to make this right, then you wouldn’t have lied to me about everything.”

      “Look, I don’t agree with my parents. I don’t agree with anything they did. I already told you that I don’t side with them. That’s why Katherine and I have been estranged this long. I left them. I left.”

      “God, you honestly think that I’m upset just because you’re a Van Pelt? That it’s about who your family is? News flash: we don’t choose our family. My mom died when I was one, and my dad was a raging alcoholic, absentee father. I know all about fucked up families, if you’re unaware. I care that you lied to me about it. That you had me fall for one person when that isn’t even who you are.”

      “This is who I am,” I told her.

      But I could see that it didn’t register. It couldn’t register. She had already internally shut that door. Walked away from any hope I had of righting these wrongs. She’d been hurt before. This was just one too many.

      “You’re a Van Pelt, David, which is honestly just icing on the cake of this entire thing.”

      “I might have grown up as a Van Pelt, but I changed my name for a reason. That’s not who I am anymore.”

      “You actively avoided telling me.”

      “Because I don’t tell anyone!” I cried, losing some of my chill. My headache was a savage beast threatening my resolve on this subject.

      She took a step back from me. “Don’t yell at me.”

      I blew out a breath and ran my hand back through my hair. “I’m sorry. I’m not yelling. I just feel so dumb. Like I had this whole speech planned, and none of it’s coming out right.”

      She crossed her arms and shrugged. She glanced at Jason again, trying to avoid eye contact with me.

      I should have expected this. On some level, I guessed I had. She hadn’t wanted to talk to me at the party yesterday. Why would she want to give me a chance today? Her anger was warranted. I hadn’t lied to her, but at the same time…I’d lied to her. I’d known that keeping this secret was a bad idea. That it would hurt us, but I hadn’t been able to let go. I’d carried it around with me for so long that opening up that wound again felt insurmountable. Why ruin the one good thing in my life? Well, my silence had done that just as certainly.

      “The only reason I never told you is because I was worried about how you would react,” I finally said on a sigh.

      “This is how you knew I’d react,” she told me. “And you didn’t want to face that.”

      “Would you believe me if I said that I never wanted this to happen?”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t change anything. I’ve been hurt enough for one lifetime, David. Can you save me from the rest of it?” Her eyes finally met mine. Hurt. I’d hurt her. “Nothing you say is going to change my mind. Now, remove your hand from my door.”

      I pulled my hand from the door and straightened where I was standing. “Sutton—”

      “Please stop,” she said, chewing on her bottom lip.

      I could see her resolve weakening a fraction. I wanted to press and demand more from her. But that pain on her face said I needed to give her more time.

      “All right.” I stepped back. “I’m not going to stop fighting for you.”

      “I don’t want you to fight for me.” She slowly eased the door closed until the lock clicked back in place.

      She might have said it, but I didn’t believe her. She needed to come to terms with what had happened. She needed the full explanation of why I was estranged from my fucked up family. We could recover from this. I could change her mind. But, first, I needed to make sure that I still had a job.
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      Without calling her, I knew Morgan would be at the office.

      My boss was the biggest workaholic I’d ever met, and that was really saying something in business. She used to be even worse before she started dating Patrick, but he was an understanding dude. That meant she was at the office nearly every weekend. After missing a couple of days for Emery’s bachelorette party, it was almost a given that she’d be back in to catch up.

      What I hadn’t expected was to find Jensen and Penn in the conference room along with her. Just great. This was going to be fun.

      “All the people I wanted to see in one place,” I said. All heads popped up to stare at me.

      “David,” Morgan said with pursed lips, “why don’t you come in?”

      I strode forward into the conference room I’d docked hundreds of hours in during the last year. I’d thought Lubbock would be different. But the past never really stayed in the past.

      “We were just talking about you,” she continued.

      “I’m sure that was a lively discussion,” I deadpanned.

      “Penn was filling us in on how much of a good guy you are,” Jensen added.

      “Thanks.” I nodded at Penn.

      But I didn’t need him to go to bat for me. I appreciated it, but it wasn’t necessary. Penn was a stand-up guy. He’d gotten out of New York City high society, too. Well…as best he could while still being a Kensington with a mother who was the mayor and his brother, Court, the royal fuckup of the Upper East Side. I’d fallen into Court’s orbit after my best friend, Holli, killed herself in high school. Penn was vouching for me off of my sister, Katherine’s, good graces since they were best friends, but I didn’t actually know how highly he thought of me after spending so much time with Court.

      “I know that I outed you, and I wanted to do what I could to smooth the situation over,” Penn said.

      He slid his hands into the pockets of his suit that I knew cost more than the down payment of many houses. There was money, and then there was Kensington money.

      “He wouldn’t have needed to smooth anything over if you’d talked to us,” Morgan snapped.

      “Morgan,” Jensen said.

      “I know; I know. We said we’d be calm and sensible about this. When have I ever been calm and sensible?”

      “Never,” I assured her.

      “Hey now!”

      I couldn’t help it; I grinned.

      Jensen sighed dramatically. “I don’t know why you didn’t tell us.”

      “Well, at first, I didn’t know you cared that much about the Van Pelt name. I’d left already and sealed my name change, so I could start fresh on my own. Then, when I found out how you felt, it was too late. I realized how much you hated my family, and I was stuck.”

      “We understand hating family. We understand family obligation. We understand keeping secrets even,” Jensen clarified. “But it comes down to lying on your application and then…hurting our sister.”

      “Sutton is devastated,” Morgan chimed in.

      “I know. I just saw her.”

      “You went to see her? Are you insane?” Morgan asked.

      “When it comes to her? Yes.”

      Morgan rolled her eyes. “Oh, boy.”

      “And I didn’t lie on my application,” I added. “My legal name is David Calloway. I am no longer David Van Pelt anywhere. Background checks don’t pull it up, and unless I told someone, no one would ever know. That is how I wanted it to be.”

      “So, you were going to just live this…lie?” Morgan asked on a sigh.

      “This isn’t a lie.”

      “It is,” she said. “If you can’t see it, then how are you ever going to get her back?”

      I shut my mouth at that. Those words weren’t the ones I’d been expecting from her. I’d thought she’d be pissed and never want to speak to me again, like Sutton. But, now, it sounded like she wanted me to fight back.

      “This conversation isn’t about Sutton,” Jensen reminded Morgan.

      “Except that it is.”

      “Company first.”

      Morgan inhaled deeply and then started again, “We’re not firing you, if that’s why you look worried.”

      “I was.”

      “And you’d better not fucking quit,” she said, pointing her finger at me.

      “I hadn’t planned to.”

      “Good. Because I am not training another person to do my job again. It was messy enough when I moved you into CFO,” she said dramatically.

      “Plus, we have no grounds,” Jensen added. He shook his head at Morgan. They must have had this conversation, and Morgan kept veering off course. “She’s the CEO, of course, but I’m on the board. I don’t want a legal battle.”

      “Another legal battle,” Morgan muttered.

      “This reminds me why I don’t go home,” Penn said, dragging out a chair and sinking into a seat.

      “Aren’t families the greatest?” I asked sarcastically.

      Morgan and Jensen grinned at each other. They argued all the time, but they loved each other. That was a fact. The Wrights were closer than any family I’d ever known.

      “Anyway, I’m not leaving the company. And I’m glad you don’t want to kick me out of the job. Or…I guess, more specifically, you don’t want to spend time training someone else. That’s convenient for me.”

      “Yeah, but Austin is still pissed about Sutton,” Morgan told me.

      “And Sutton is pissed,” I added.

      “Yeah. And you probably made it worse.”

      “Probably. I was kind of an idiot.”

      “What else is new?” Morgan asked. “I mean, I get why she’s pissed. I thought we were friends, and you couldn’t even tell me.”

      “I didn’t tell anyone. Ever.”

      “I mean…I get that, but it doesn’t make it any better. I still feel like you don’t trust me with who you really are or you don’t want me to really get to know you. And I don’t even really like you,” she said with a short laugh.

      “Liar,” I said.

      She waved her hand in a characteristic Morgan fashion that said, Whatever. “All I’m saying is that, if I’m frustrated with you, imagine how Sutton feels.”

      “Not good,” Jensen clarified. “Women generally don’t like to be lied to. As a rule.”

      “Even I know that,” Penn said with a smile.

      “Plus, after what she went through…” Morgan let the implication hang between us.

      Just over a year ago, Sutton had lost her husband. I was painfully aware that I was the first person she’d let in since that happened. That she had opened up and wanted to be with me. And then I’d broken that trust. Put her back on the defensive. Ruined any progress I’d made on helping her find love again.

      “I know,” I finally said.

      And I really did.

      She had every reason to feel like she couldn’t trust me. But I’d grovel if I had to. I’d show her that I wasn’t the monster she’d made me out to be.

      “You’re a shithead. You know that, right?” Morgan asked.

      “Yeah. Pretty much.”

      “But we’re not firing you.”

      “That’s good. I couldn’t find a better boss.”

      Morgan rolled her eyes. “Suck-up.”

      “Flattery never hurt anyone.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Jensen said. “You two together are like an old married couple. When I hired David, I assumed this was a stepping-stone job for him. With his credentials, it made sense. But looks like you’re here to stay.”

      “That’s the plan,” I told him.

      Jensen stuck his hand out, and we shook. “Good to hear it. Now, I need to get home to my rather frazzled fiancée. This wedding cannot come soon enough.”

      “You’re the one who invited the whole town,” Morgan accused.

      “It could be family only, and we all know Emery would be this way.”

      Morgan laughed. “True.”

      “I’m going to head out, too. I’m meeting a few colleagues for dinner.” Penn shook my hand, too. “If you want to meet up again before I leave, let me know.”

      “Sure thing.”

      We watched them both walk out of the room and then turned back to face the other.

      “So…what kind of chance do I have at this thing with Sutton?”

      “Give her some space,” Morgan told me. “Like…a lot of space. Maybe she’ll come around.”

      “I don’t like dealing in uncertainties.”

      “Tough shit.”

      I laughed. “Fine, fine. Space it is. But not too much space.”

      “No,” Morgan agreed, “not too much.”

      And then we shared a secret smile. She might be pissed at me, but in that moment, we were in on this together.

    

  


  





















































OEBPS/images/thewrightone-amazon.jpg
I%HT

R
ONE

n the Wright plac

USA Today bestselling author

K.A. LINDE





