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CHAPTER 1

Julig, it’stime for dinner,” my dad yelled up the stairs.

“I"ll be right down, Dad,” | said as | closed my laptop.

| walked downstairs and sat down just as Mom put the breaded chicken plate on the
table. Collin sat down shortly after | did and took a sip of his milk. My mom finally
sat down and smiled, letting us know that it was okay to begin eating.

“Have you talked to Hailey?’ she asked as she looked at me.

“| talked to her yesterday. Why?’

“Peyton said she's been a little down lately and thought maybe she mentioned
something to you.”

| cocked my head and gave her that, “I’'m sorry, but if | knew, | wouldn’t tell you,
look.”

“No, she hasn’t said anything to me,” | said.

Once convinced that | knew nothing, she darted her eyes to Collin. “What about
you?’

“Uh...no. Why would she tell me anything?’ he asked as he tore into his chicken.



“I’ll talk to her tomorrow, Mom.” | smiled.

“Thank you, Julia.”

My ears drowned out the voices of my family's conversations because my mind
wouldn’t stop thinking about Brody Sullivan and his hot, muscular body. There was
nothing | wanted more than his strong arms wrapped around me.

“Hello? Earth to Julia,” my dad said.

| snapped out of my fantasy world and looked at him. “What, Dad?’

“Where were you?’

There was no way | could tell him | was dreaming about Brody because he was so
protective. | was the only sixteen-year-old on the face of the planet who had never
been on a date with aboy. But all that was going to change very soon.

“I’'m right here, Dad,” | replied with a sarcastic grin.

“I know you're right here, Julia You're physically here, but your mind was
somewhere else.”

“No, it wasn't,” | said as | shook my head.

My mom put her hand on my dad’s, and he sighed. | got up from the table and put my
platein the sink. As| headed upstairs, Collin came up behind me.

“Hey, sis,” he said.

“Yeah,” | said as he stepped into my room and shut the door.



“1 heard Brody talking about you today in school.”

“Shut up! What was he saying?’ | asked.

Collin sat on my bed and looked down at the floor. He was a really sweet kid, and
even though | was older, he made it his business to look out for me.

“Well, what did he say?’ | asked in anticipation.

“He said that he thinks you' re hot and wants to take youout,” Collin replied, looking
up a me with the same eyes my father had.

| squealed as | jumped on the bed in excitement. Tingling sensations were shooting
through my body as the thought of dating Brody Sullivan invaded my mind.
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“Julia, he's bad news, and | don’t think you should go out with him. He's slept with
amost every girl at Constantine Prep. He's a user, and | don’'t want you to get your
hopes up. Plus, Dad will kill you!”

“1 know how many girls he's slept with, and it doesn’t matter. I've had my eyes set
on him for over three months. Dad isn’'t going to find out, is he, Collin?’ | asked as |

gave him a stern look.

He got up from the bed and shook his head. “No, he won’t find out from me.” He
walked out of my room.

| picked up my phone, sat on my bed, and called my best friend, London.
“Hey, Julia. What’s up?’ She answered.

“Guess what? Collin just told me that Brody Sullivan thinks I’'m hot, and he wants to
take me out!” | screeched into the phone.

“Shut the hell up! Collin knows this for sure?’

“Yes. He overheard him talking in school today.”

“You're so lucky, Julial | would kill to get into that boy’ s pants,” she said.
“Hands off, London.”

“1 know.” She sighed.



London Fitzgerald and | had been best friends since she moved into our building six
years ago. She practically lived at my house because her family was so dysfunctional.
Her father was a big-time lawyer and a partner at one of the biggest law firmsin New
Y ork called Melbourne, Fitzgerald, and Holloway. Her mother was an alcoholic who
usuallystarted her day off at eight am. with a glass of orange juice and vodka. Her
father had multiple affairs, and they fought non-stop.

She loved spending time at my house because of my mother and father's relationship.
Sometimes, it was really embarrassing because they couldn’'t keep their hands off
each other, and they’d have make-out sessions in the kitchen. London wished her
family were like mine. She said she could feel the love every time she walked into the
penthouse. Mom and Dad spoiled her as if she were their daughter. They felt sorry for
her because of her crappy home life. | felt bad for her too, and | was sure it was the
reason for her being so promiscuous. She only wanted to be loved.

| sat down at my desk and opened my laptop. | had so much homework, and it was all
due tomorrow. There was no mercy at Constantine Prep School for Girls. | was
working on my calculus when a friend request on Facebook came through. | clicked
on it and gasped when | saw it was from Brody Sullivan. My heart started racing, and
it felt like someone had turned up the heat in my body. | accepted his request, and as |
not so patiently waited to see what he’d do next, | sent a text message to London.

“OMG! Brody just friend requested me on Facebook!”

A few seconds later, she replied.

“No way! He'ssointo you! | can’t wait until school tomorrow!”

| stared at my screen, waiting and tapping my fingers on my desk. Suddenly, a
message from him popped up.



“Hey, Julia. Thanks for accepting. | was wondering if | could have your phone
number.”

My heart was still pounding as the butterflies in my stomach fluttered around like
they were high. | placed myhands on the keyboard and typed in my phone number. A
few seconds later, my phone beeped.

“Thanks for your number. | was wondering if you wanted to do something tomorrow
after school.”

Excitement overtook me. But | needed to remain cam and not show too much
excitement. | waited five minutes before | sent my reply.

“Hey, no problem. | would like to hang out after school.”

“Awesome. I'll meet you outside of Constantine’s tomorrow. Then we can decide
what to do.”

“Okay. I'll see you tomorrow,” | replied with agrin.

What could | say about Brody Sullivan? He was an eighteen-year-old godly creature
who attended St. Matthews Prep School for Boys, which sat next to Constantine's.
His short, light brown hair with messy bangs swept to the side and bright blue eyes,
which drew you into him, were just a couple of things that made him incredibly sexy.
His flat, washboard stomach and muscular arms resulted from him working out at the
gym every day. His father was a Chief Risk Officer on Wall Street, and his mother
was a jewelry designer who owned a high-end jewelry line. He had a “playboy”
reputation, but as | saw it, he just hadn’'t found the right girl yet. | was about to
change all that and him.

CHAPTER 2



As| searched my closet for something to wear, there was a knock on the door.

“Comein. Morning, Mom.” | smiled as she walked into my room.

“l was just coming to wake you, but | see you’ re already up and showered.”
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“Yeah. | didn’t want to run late today,” | said as | took out my cream-colored baby
doll dress from the closet.

She gave me aweird and confused |ook.

“Okay.” She walked out the door.

| put on my dress and high-heeled brown ankle boots, curled my blonde hair, put on a
little more makeup than usual, and went downstairs for breakfast. When | entered the
kitchen, my dad, sitting at the table, looked up from his phone.

“You're early today.”

“Morning, Daddy,” | said as | grabbed a glass of orange juice from the counter,
walked over, and kissed his cheek.

“Morning, Princess. Don't you think that dressistoo short to wear?’ he asked.
| rolled my eyes and sighed.
“Mom!”

“Connor, her dressisfine. It's what all the girls wear. Plus, if it were too short, she
wouldn’t be allowed to wear it to school.”

He looked at me and smiled. “I still think it’s too short.”



“Of course, you do, Dad. Y ou think everything istoo short. Y ou're just going to have
to get used to the fact that I’ m sixteen now, and | can wear what | want.” | winked as
| grabbed a piece of toast and walked out of the kitchen.

As | grabbed my school bag, | walked back into the kitchen and over to my dad. |
wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him on the cheek.

“What was that for?’ He smiled.

| put on my princess face.

“I'm sorry if | had an attitude, Daddy. Can | please have the credit card so London
and | can go shopping after school? | promise to buy longer dresses and skirts.” |

smiled.

He looked at me as he reached into his pocket, pulled out his wallet, and handed me
his credit card.

“No short dresses,” he said.

“Thank you, Daddy. | love you.”

“l love you too, baby.” He smiled.

As | started to walk out of the kitchen, | stopped and turned around.

“Since I’m sixteen, don’t you think it would be best if | had my own credit card, so |
don’t have to keep asking you?’

He looked at me and cocked his head but didn’t say anything. | could tell he was
thinking about it. | kissed my mom goodbye as she shook her head while | stepped



into the elevator and took it down to the garage where Collin was already waiting in
the limo.

“It's about time, Julial” he said.

“Sorry. But | had to ask Dad for the credit card.”

Denny looked at me through the rearview mirror and smiled.

“Good morning, Miss Julia.”

“Good morning, Uncle Denny.” | smiled back. “I won't need a ride home today.
London and | are going shopping after school.”

The day couldn’t have gone by any slower than it already was. The only thing that
was on my mind was seeing Brody after school. Nothing of the day mattered but him.
| told London I’d told my parents we were going shopping after school, and she told
her mom the same thing because she was meeting up with Rob at Starbucks. He was
the twenty-three-year-old she’d been seeing for a couple of weeks. Thatwas another
story.

The last bell of the day finally rang, and the butterflies in my belly instantly woke up.
| grabbed London's arm, and we headed out the doors and down the steps of
Constantine's. As | checked my phone to see if | had received a text message from
Brody, he walked up behind me.
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“Hey, Julia. You look great.” He smiled.
| bit down on my bottom lip and smiled back at him. He hooked his arm around me,
and we walked down the busy streets of New York. | could see Callin in the distance,
shaking his head at me.

“S0, what do you want to do?’ Brody asked.

He was so sweet, asking me what | wanted to do, and | couldn’'t believe he had his
arm around me.

“It doesn’t matter. Do you want to go see a movie?’

“ Alone with you in a dark movie theater? Sounds good to me.” He winked.

We walked a couple of blocks to the movie theater, where he bought my ticket,
popcorn, and soda. We took our seats, and while we waited for the movie to begin,
Brody took a piece of popcorn and put it in my mouth.

“You'reredly hot.” He smiled.

| could feel myself blush as | looked at him and smiled.

“1 think you'rereally hot too.”

He took another piece of popcorn from the bag and traced my lips with his finger
before putting the popcorn in my mouth. | smiled as | took it, and he leaned closer



and softly brushed hislips against mine.

“Your lips are so soft.” He moaned as his mouth pushed firmly into mine.

The lights dimmed, and the movie started playing. He broke our kiss, but not before
dlipping his tongue into my mouth. It was the most amazing kiss I'd ever had. Not
that I’d had many, but he was breathtaking. He left me speechless as he smiled and
then turned to watch the movie. When the movie was over, he took my hand and led
me out of the theater, where his limo was waiting for us at the curb. As | dlid inside,
he sat beside me and raised the tinted privacy window.

“That was a great movie, wasn't it?’ | asked.

“Yeah, really good,” he said as he leaned closer to me, cupped my chin in his hand,
and kissed me.

As our tongues collided and his scent aroused my senses. He took his hand and stuck
it down the front of my dress, cupping my breast in his hand. | was startled because
no one had ever done that to me.

“It’s okay, babe. | just want to feel your tits,” he said between kisses.

Once he removed his hand, he unbuttoned his jeans, took my hand, and placed it
down his pants, making me feel his erection.

“Feel how excited you get me, Julia.”

| moved my hand up and down as a moan came from inside his chest. | couldn’t
believe | was doing this, but | didn’t want to disappoint him. He placed his hand up
my dress and began moving it up my thigh. He reached for my panties, and | stopped
him.



“No, Brody,” | said as | broke our kiss.

“I"m sorry. You got me so excited that | wanted to feel if you were too.”

The limo pulled in front of my building. Before climbing out, | looked around to
ensure that nobody | knew wasin sight.

“I'll talk to you later, babe.” He smiled as he let go of my hand and brushed his lips
against mine.

“Promise?’ | asked with agrin.

“Definitely. | would never lieto you.”

| climbed out of the l[imo and headed into the building. My mom walked over to me
when | stepped off the elevator.

“Hi, honey. Where are your bags?’ she asked.

“What bags?’

“Shopping bags. Didn’t you buy anything?”
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“Oh,” | said, forgetting that | told her that London and | were going shopping. “No. |
really didn’t see anything | liked.”

“Julia, you always find things you like,” she said.

Oh my God, what was with the interrogation?l thought to myself. “I know, right? |
did see a couple of dresses | liked, but they were out of my size,” | said as| started to
walk up to my bedroom.

“Don’'t forget we're going to dinner tonight. It'll be just the four of us.”

“l didn’'t forget, Mom,” | yelled from the stairs.

As | stepped into my room, | went to shut the door, and Collin stopped it.

“How was your afternoon with the playboy?’

| rolled my eyesas| threw my purse on the bed.

“We had a great time. We went to the movies, and now I’m home.”

“Listen, Julia. | don’t want you to get your hopes up with him. He's a player, and you
deserve better than that,” Collin said.

“I'm abig girl, little brother. | can take care of myself. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm
going to freshen up before we go to dinner.”



Callin left my room, and | walked into the bathroom. As | stared at myself in the
mirror, | ran my finger adong my lips, remembering the amazing kisses Brody and |
had shared. | snapped back to reality when | heard my phone chime. | looked down
and saw there was a text message from Brody.

“Hey, babe. | can't stop thinking about you. | miss you already.”

A huge smile splayed across my face as | instantly replied.

“Hi. | was just remembering our kiss. | miss you too.”

Coallin knocked on my door and told me we were leaving for dinner. | put on my
boots and walked downstairs as my dad put on his coat.

“Hi, Daddy.” | kissed him on the cheek.

“Hi, Princess. How was your day?’ he asked as he hugged me.

“1t was good.”

“How much did you spend?’

“You're going to be so proud of me. | didn’'t spend adime.” | smiled.

He looked at me and cocked his head as confusion swept over him.

“Serioudly, Julia. How much did you spend?’

“Serioudly, Dad. | spent nothing. They didn’t have my size in the couple of things |
saw,” | replied with a pout.



“Aw, I’'m sorry. Maybe next time,” he said as he held his hand out for his card.

My mom and Collin emerged from the kitchen and asked if we were ready to go. We
climbed into the Range Rover and headed to the restaurant. It was very important to
my mom that we ate dinner as afamily at least three nights a week. So, my dad made
sure that at least one night a week, we ate out at arestaurant, and no matter where we
were, we had to meet there. While we were sitting and waiting for our food, my dad
reached into his pocket and handed me what looked like a credit card.

“1 got thisfor you.” He smiled.

| reached across the table, took it from him, examined it, and saw it had my name.
“Daddy, thank you so much!”

“You're welcome, sweetheart. | ordered it last week, and when you said something

about your own credit card this morning, | wanted to tell you, but | wanted to surprise
you with it.”
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| got out of my seat, walked over to his side, and hugged him tightly.
“l love you, Dad.”

“1 love you, too, baby. Y ou better be careful with it and don’t overspend. I’ m trusting
you enough to give you that responsibility.”

“Don’t worry. I’'ll be careful,” | said as| sat back down.

My mom looked at me and smiled as she put her arm around him and rested her head
on his shoulder. He turned and kissed her head. As embarrassing as it was to have my
parents being all touchy-feely in public, it was nice to see how in love they were. |
started to think about Brody, so | took out my phone and sent him a text message.
“Hi. I'm at dinner with my parents and was thinking about you.”

“Hi. Good thoughts, | hope.”

“Only the best.”

He replied with asmiley face, and | wasin Heaven.

CHAPTER 3

Over the next few days, Brody and | continued to see each other after school, and we

went a little further every day. He wasn't pressuring me to have sex, but he said that
he couldn’t wait, and the more he thought about it, the more he couldn’t wait. Brody



asked me out on an actual date, and | was so excited. He told me he'd pick me up,
which meant one thing—he' d have to meet Connor and Ellery. The thought of him
meeting my parents made me extremely nervous. | wasn’'t sure how my dad would
react since | wasn't allowed to date yet. If he only knew. | walked into the living
room, where my parents were snuggled on the couch.

“Hey, Mom and Dad.” | smiled. “I need to discuss something with you.”

My mom sat up and looked at me. “Okay, honey. What isit?’

| took in a deep breath as nervousness flowed throughout my body.

“Do you need to sit down?’ my dad asked.

“Julia, whatever it is, just say it,” my mom said.

| sat down in the chair across from them. “ There’ ssomeone | would like you to meet
because we' re going out tomorrow.”

There. | said it. | let out a breath.

“What’s his name?’ my mom asked with asmall smile.

“1t better not bea‘him,”” my dad immediately said.

He was starting already and not giving me a chance. Instantly, my defenses went up.

“His name is Brody,” | answered as | looked at my mom. “He goes to St. Matthews,
and he' s eighteen.”

As | kept my eyes focused on my mom, | could feel my dad’'s glare burning into my



skin.

“No,” he said.

“Connor,” my mom said as she grabbed his hand.

“No, Ellery. She's not going out on a date.”

| loved my dad, but sometimes he really sucked, and he needed to stop being so
protective.

“Dad, why?’ | whined.
“Because, Julia. You don’t need that complication in your life right now. You have
your paintings and school to focus on. Not some boy whose only concern is getting in

your pants.”

“DAD! Brody isn't like that! He's really sweet and caring, and he likes me a lot.
Mom, please do something.”
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“Connor, she's sixteen. Come on. You remember what it was like when you were
Sixteen.”

“Exactly, and that’s why she's not allowed to date. | only had one thing on my mind
at that age,” he said. “ Sorry, princess, but the answer isno.”

| stood there and shook my head at him. “Would it make you feel better if | told you |
was alesbian?’ | shouted.

As he sat there, he slowly shook his head and glared at me with angry eyes.
“Y ou may go to your room now, Julia.”

When | started to walk away, | stopped, turned around, and looked at him with tears
in my eyes.

“For the record, | know what a man-whore you used to be until you met Mom, so you
have no right!”

“Julial” my mom exclaimed.
| stomped up the stairs in a huff and slammed my bedroom door as hard as | could. |
threw myself on my bed, lay face down, and sobbed into my pillow. My phone

beeped with a text message from Collin.

“Areyou okay, Sis?’



“No. | hate him,”| replied.

There was a soft knock on the door, and my mom walked in. She sat on the bed next
to me and rubbed my back.

“Julia, pleasedon’t cry.”

“1 don’t want to talk to you, Mom. Please get out,” | said in between sobs.

“You can go out with him, Julia. Just make sure he comes to the door when he picks
you up so we can meet him first.”

| sniffled and turned my head. “Really? Y ou’re going to let me go out with him?’

She took atissue from my nightstand and handed it to me.

“Yes, you may go out with him.”

“But what about Dad?’

She pursed her lips as she gave me a small smile. “I’ve handled your dad. So don’t
worry. But you need to understand that he's only trying to protect you, and | know he
goes overboard sometimes. But he doesiit out of love, Julia.”

“Thanks, Mom,” | said as | hugged her tight.

“Dry your tears and go to bed.” She smiled as she walked to the door. She stopped
and turned around. “I love you, Julia. Don’t ever doubt that.”

“l love you too, Mom.” | smiled back.



The next morning, | got dressed and went downstairs for breakfast. My dad was
sitting at the table drinking his coffee, and | could feel him staring at me.

“Good morning, Julia.”

“Morning,” | said in a short tone.

| grabbed a bowl, poured some cereal and milk into it, and then took it over to the
table. | wouldn’'t look at him because | was still mad and felt terrible for what 1’'d
said.

“This boy you'reinterested in. Is his name Brody Sullivan?’ he asked.

| looked up from my cereal bowl. “Yes.”

“He comes from a good and successful family. He'll be picking you up tonight?’
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“Yes,” | answered softly.
“Weéll, then, | guess I’ll be meeting him tonight before he takes you out on a?—"

“Date, Connor. He'll be picking her up and taking her on adate,” my mom said as she
walked into the kitchen.

He looked at her and pursed his lips. “I know that, Ellery. Why do you have to keep
emphasizing that word?’

| couldn’t help but laugh as | got up from the table and started walking out of the
kitchen.

“Julia?” my dad said as he cleared his throat.

| turned around, and he had his finger on his cheek. | smiled as | walked over to him
and kissed him goodbye.

“How nervous are you that Brody is meeting your parents?’ London asked as she lay
across my bed.

“Very nervous. I'm not worried about Ellery. It's my dadl’m worried about. God
knows what kind of interrogation he'll put Brody through.”

“S0, are you going to have sex tonight?’ she asked.

| peeked my head out of my walk-in closet and smiled. “1 don’'t know. We'll see. Do



you have any tips for me?’

“No. But it does hurt the first time, so prepare yourself. Remember the first time | did
it? | came to you crying afterward because it was awful.”

“1 remember. But | also remember that it was John’sfirst time, and you said he didn’t
know what he was doing. | don’'t have to worry about that with Brody. He has plenty
of experience.”

“Just make sure you use protection, Julia,” she said.

“Don’t worry. I’m not stupid.”

| dlipped on my black leggings, along tank top, and a short black jacket. | needed to
make sure my ass was covered, or my dad wouldn’t let me out of the penthouse. |
curled my long blonde hair and looked at the time. Brody was going to be here any
minute.

“Don’t forget your tall black boots.” London smiled as she handed them to me.

We walked downstairs to the living room, where my mom sat on the couch looking
through an art magazine.

“You look amazing, sweetheart.” She smiled.

“Thanks, Mom. Where' s Dad?”’

“He'sin his office. Good luck. Let me know if he gets out of hand.”

London sat next to my mom and looked at the art magazine with her while | stepped
into my dad’s office. He looked up at me and just stared.



“Well?" | asked as | turned around in acircle.

“You look exactly like your mom.” He smiled. “Y ou look beautiful, princess.”

“Thanks, Daddy.”

My mom called my name and told me that Brody had arrived. | took in a deep breath
as my dad followed me out of his office.

“You benice,” | said.

“I’'m aways nice, Julia.”

We reached the living room where Brody was talking to my mom and London. |
smiled at him, said hi, and then introduced him to Connor Black.

“Brody, thisis my dad. Dad, thisis Brody Sullivan.”
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The two of them shook hands. | wanted to get the hell out of there as fast as | could
before my dad had a chance to ask any questions. My phone beeped, and when |
looked at it, there was a text message from London.

“Look at the way your dad’ s staring him down.”

| shot London a look from across the room, took Brody’s hand, and led him to the
elevator.

“We better get going.” | smiled.

“Have my daughter home by midnight, Mr. Sullivan,” my dad yelled from across the
room.

“Don’'t worry, Mr. Black. I'll have her home on time. She'll be safe with me.”
| turned and looked at my dad as he watched us step into the elevator.

“Have fun, you two.” My mom waved.

Connor

When the elevator door shut, | walked over to the bar and poured myself a scotch.
Ellery stood on the other side of the room, staring at me.

“What?’ | asked.



“He seems like areally nice boy. He was polite, proper, and very well dressed.”
“Those are the ones you have to watch out for,” | said as| held up my glass.

The fact was that | wasn't ready to release my little girl out into the dating world.
Ellery convinced me that sixteen was the appropriate age to start dating. She also
threatened me. | knew Julia wasn’t perfect, but she was still my princess and always
would be. It was a miracle that she was even conceived. The odds were against her

between the reversal of my vasectomy and Ellery’ s treatments.

“Look at you. You can't stand this, can you?' Ellery asked as she put her arms
around me.

“No, | can't. | hate the fact that my baby girl is out with some random guy doing God
knows what.”

“1’ve educated her, Connor. She'sa smart girl. She'll make the right choices.”

“1 hope so, Elle,” | said as | kissed her lips.

“You need adistraction. I'll call Peyton and see if they want to come over for pizza.”

“Sounds good, sweetheart.” | smiled as | poured another Scotch.

Ellery

| walked into the kitchen, took my phone from the counter, and dialed Peyton.

“Hello, friend,” she answered.

“Hi, Pey. | wanted to know if you, Henry, and Hailey would like to come over for



pizza. Juliawent out on her first date, and Connor can’t relax. He' s going crazy, and |
think Henry would be a good distraction for him.”

“Sure, Elle. We can do that. | was just about to start dinner. Now | don’t have to
cook. Henry should be home in afew minutes, so we'll be over within the hour.”

“Thanks, Peyton.”

“Any time, Elle.”

When | walked into the living room, Connor sat on the couch with Collin, looking at
his laptop.

“Henry, Peyton, and Hailey will be here within the hour. | already ordered the pizzas
and salads.”

“Hailey’s coming over?’ Collin asked.
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“Yes,” | replied.

He got up from the couch and went upstairs.

“Where are you going?’ | asked.

“1 forgot something in my room,” he said.

Before | sat down, | took the laptop from Connor and set it on the table. He held out
his arms, and | sat down on his lap. | smiled a him as | ran my fingers through his
hair.

“Don’'t worry about Julia. She'll be fine.”

“How the hell can you be so calm?’ he asked.

“Because it’s adate, Connor.”

“I don't know, Elle. | don't trust him.”

Collin ran down the stairs and grabbed his laptop. The scent of Hollister cologne
followed him.

“Did you just go upstairs and put on cologne?’ | asked.

“Umm...no. It'sfrom earlier.”



“That's funny. | didn’t smell anything on you earlier.” | smirked.

“Mom, please. Why are you making a big deal about it?’

“Yeah, Mom. What’ s the big deal”” Connor smiled at me.

“Thiswouldn’t have anything to do with Hailey coming over, would it?’

“Mom! Stop!” Collin exclaimed as he headed up the stairs.

Connor and | looked at each other. “That’s my boy,” he said.

CHAPTER4

Julia

Brody took me to Per Se, where we ate the finest cuisines. For someone his age, he
sure knew how to impress. We were sitting across from each other, and as he stared at
me, those blue eyes burned into me and put me under a spell.

“Has anyone ever told you how beautiful you are?’ he asked.

| smiled as | blushed. “| bet you say that to all the girls.”

“Actualy, | don't. I might tell them they’re hot. But you, you're better than hot.
Y ou'’ re the most beautiful girl in the world.”

| placed my hand on the table, and he took it in his. We talked about our family and
school. He told me he planned to go to Harvard Law and become one of the best
attorneys in the world. After we ate our amazing meal, we climbed into the back of
his limo and made out. | wanted nothing more than his lips al over me. As things



were heating up and getting intense, he broke our kiss and looked at me.

“1 need to have sex with you, Julia, but not here in theback of my limo. How about
tomorrow? Do you think you're ready yet?’

| was breathless as | answered, “Yes, let’sdo it tomorrow. Where?’ | asked.

“1 would say at my house, but my mom is hosting some jewelry party, so that’s out of
the question. How about your house?’

“My house would be perfect.” | smiled. “My mom and dad are flying to Chicago for
the day, and my brother is going out with my grandfather, so we'll have the house to

ourselves al day.”

“Perfect,” he said as he nipped at my bottom lip, and his hand traveled up my shirt.
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Brody dropped me off five minutes before my curfew. He said that my dad would be
pleased about that. | stepped off the elevator and felt like | was on Cloud Nine. |
heard the TV in the living room, so | walked in there to see my mom and dad lying
together on the couch and my mom sleeping.

“Hi, Dad,” | whispered.

“How was your date?’ he whispered back.

“It was nice. Thank you.”

“Why don’t you go to bed, and we can talk about it in the morning?’ he said.
“Goodnight.” | smiled as | leaned over and kissed his cheek.

| walked up to my room and immediately sent a text message to London. | told her
about my night, and how, come tomorrow, I’d no longer be a virgin. She was excited
but said she had to go. She was with Rob, the older guy.

As | changed into my pajamas, | stared at myself in the mirror, thinking about how
Brody said | was the most beautiful girl in the world. He was so sweet and kind that |
didn’'t believe any rumors about him. They didn’t matter anyway. Iwas his girl and
hisonly. At least after tomorrow, | would be.

Icouldn’t sleep the whole night, thanks to Brody Sullivan. He was al | saw and felt

when | closed my eyes. | swore | could still feel his lips against mine. | got up and
headed down the hallway. | heard my mom and dad talking in their bedroom, so |



knocked on the door.

“Mom, Dad, can | come in?’

“Sure, sweetheart,” my mom said as she opened the door. With a big smile, she took
my hand, led me to the bed, and made me sit down.

“How was your date? | want to hear al about it.”

“It was amazing, Mom. He took me to Per Se, and we ate the most amazing food and
had the most amazing conversation.” | smiled.

“The boy sure doesn’t spare any expense, does he?’ my dad said as he came from the
bathroom.

“Did you with Mom?’ | asked him.

“That’ s different, Julia. We weren't sixteen and eighteen years old. We were adults.”
“Really? So, you sending over a bunch of designer dresses, shoes, and jewelry for her
to pick from for your charity event when you only had known her, what? Two days?
That was acceptable?’

He looked at me, cocked his head, and then looked at my mom. He shook his head
and didn’t say aword as he grabbed hiswallet off the dresser and put it in his pocket.
He started to walk out of the bedroom but stopped and turned around.

“For the record, | was already in love with her.” He winked at my mom.

“Y ou know, Mom, you never told me how you and Daddy met.”



She took my hand and smiled. “We'll talk about another time. It’s quite a story. So,
what are your plans today while we'rein Chicago?’

“London is coming over, and we' re just going to look through fashion magazines and
watch movies.”

| hated lying to her. It killed me. She patted my hand and smiled. | turned her wrist
over and lightly ran my finger over her tattoo.

“1 love thistattoo. Isthere a story behind it other than how much you love Daddy?’

Her lips formed a small smile as she got up from the bed. “When you're older, we
can talk about that.” She winked.

Aswe walked downstairs, | hugged my dad goodbye.

“Bye, Dad. Have a safe flight.”

“Bye, baby. Make sure you don’'t go anywhere and stay safe. If you need something,
call your Uncle Mason or Uncle Denny,” he said as he kissed the top of my head.

“I’m sixteen, Dad. How many times do | need to remind you of that? I’'m surprised
you'’ re not having someone babysit me.”

He looked at my mom right after | said that. “Mom!” | exclaimed.
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“Julia, don't worry. | put the idea right out of his head.” She smiled, kissed me
goodbye, and then stepped into the elevator.

| waited about thirty minutes to ensure they were gone and out of sight before
sending a text to Brody.

“Hi. My parents left, so it's safe for you to come over.”

“Hi. I'll be over infivel”

| ran up to my room and looked at myself in the full-length mirror. | ran my hands
through my hair and brought itover my shoulders. As | rummaged through my drawer
for my lace thong, | heard the doorbell ring. | hurried and pulled out my black one,
dlipped it on, flew down the stairs, and opened the door. Brody stood there, smiling
and checking me out from head to toe.

“Look at you, babe. All hot and sexy.” He smiled.

| grabbed his hand, led him into the penthouse, and kissed him.

“I’'ve missed you.” | smiled.

“Yeah. Me too, babe.”

| led him to the living room and sat on the couch. He leaned me back and started

running his lips across my neck as his hand traveled up my shirt. | grabbed his hand
and pushed him back.



“Let’swait alittle bit. We don't haveto do it right away,” | said.

“Yes, we do, Julia. I've been waiting for this moment. |I've wanted this since | first
laid eyes on you. You're so hot. | can only imagine what it feels like to be inside you.
You're going to be so tight and amazing, and I'm going to show you what it's all
about. Let me introduce you to the world of sex and how amazing it is, Julia. Please.
WEe're going to be so good together.” He smiled as the back of his hand ran down my
cheek.

Every time he smiled, it melted my heart. He had me under his spell. | got up from
the couch, took his hand, and led him upstairs to my bedroom. As we stood next to
the bed, Brody lifted off my shirt and threw it on the floor. He stared into my eyes as
his fingers deftly unhooked my bra.

“Look at how perfect your tits are. | knew they’d be,” he said as he took them in his
mouth.

Before pushing me down onto the bed, he slid off my skirt and gripped my ass firmly
with his hands.

“So perfect. So perfect,” he whispered between kisses.

Nerves had taken over me, and | kept telling myself this would be okay. He knew
what he was doing, and he’d make me comfortable. But comfortable wasn't what |
was feeling. He took my hand and guided it down the front of his pants. | felt so
stupid because | didn't know what | was doing. He told me just to relax, and he
would help me. He took down my thong and plunged a finger inside me. | flinched
because it hurt.

“Relax, babe,” he said.



As his finger was inside me, | took down his pants and underwear, taking note of the
“not as big as | thought” package below. He stopped what he was doing and told me
to pull back the covers and lie down as he removed a condom from his pants pocket. |
did as he asked and watched as he tore open the packet and dlid it over hisdick. | took
in a deep breath as he climbed on top of me and pulled the covers over us. He pushed
back my hair as he hovered over me and smiled. His smile was so warm and caring
that | was becoming less nervous. He tried to insert himself into me, and | let out a
whimper. It hurt like hell, and he barely did anything.

“You're too dry, babe. Let me get you wet,” he said as he went down on me. “There.
Now you should be ready.”

The fact was that | wasn't, but | wasn’'t about to let Brody know that. He pushed
himself into me, and it was weird. There was a dight pain, but nothing like | had
expected. Before | knew it, he was entirely inside me, and | was having sex. | was no
longer avirgin. He moved slowly in and out of me, asking me if | was okay with each
thrust. He smashed his mouth into mine as light moans came from the back of his
throat. His last thrust was hard as he yelled my name while he came. He looked at me
and kissed my lips softly.

“Did you come, Julia?’ he asked.

| didn’t know what to say because | wasn't sure if | did or not. | didn’t want to hurt
hisfeelings, so | told him yes.

He climbed off me, took off the condom, and flushed it down the toilet. He walked
back into the room and climbed back into bed. After he wrapped his arms around me,

he asked me a question.

“How wasit? Did you enjoy it?’



“Yeah, it was good,” | said with hesitation.

His hand started kneading my breast as | looked up at him, and he kissed me. He
wanted to have sex again, but | didn't want to. As he rolled me on my back, his
mouth forcefully pushed against mine, forcing my lips to part so his tongue could
explore my mouth again. He hovered over me, and | could fedl his erection between
my legs. | kissed him back with pleasure, but | was too sore to have sex again. My
door opened as | was about to break our kiss and tell him. Brody jumped up as he saw
my dad standing in the doorway. My heart started racing, and | felt like | was going
to pass out.

CHAPTER 5
“What the FUCK isgoing on?” my dad screamed.

Suddenly, my mom came up behind him and looked at me, shaking her head.
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“Get the fuck out of my house,” my dad yelled as he grabbed Brody’s clothes and
threw them at him.

My mom grabbed my dad and made him go downstairs.

“Julia, get dressed right now,” she yelled. “Brody, you need to leave this second
before | throw you out, dressed or not.”

Brody looked at me as he walked out of my bedroom. “I’ll call you later,” he said as
he shut the door.

| was shaking so badly that | couldn’t stand up. Every time | did, I'd fall back down
on the bed. | felt sick, and | wanted to throw up. My parents caught me having sex.

What the hell was | going to do? | couldn’t face them, especially my dad. He was
going to murder me, and as of right now, my life, as | knew it, was over. | struggled
to put on my skirt and shirt when | heard my dad screaming my name from
downstairs. | ran to the bathroom to throw up.When | was finished, | waked
downstairs and into the living room where my parents were. My dad was at the bar,
kicking back a glass of scotch, while my mom sat on the couch with her face buried
in her hands. My dad slammed his glass down on the bar and pointed his finger at me.

“You. You are in serious trouble, young lady. What the hell were you thinking?’ he
yelled.

“Connor, cam down. Julia, come sit next to me,” my mom said.



“Don’t tell me to calm down, Ellery. What the hell is the matter with you? We walk
in our sixteen-year-old daughter having sex, and you tell me to calm down? We have
a serious problem if you think thisis okay.”

| could see my mom'’s eyes burning into my dad as she stared at him. I’d never seen
him so angry before, and he scared me. He stared at me and shook his head.

“1 am so disappointed and disgusted that | can’t even look at you.”

The tears | tried to hold back started streaming down my face as the person | loved
most looked at me with shame.

“I"'m sorry, Daddy,” | cried.

“Sorry? You're sorry? Sorry for what, Julia? That you got caught?’

| started to sob as my mom put her arm around me and pulled me into her.

He walked to the couch and stood over me. “Y ou’ re grounded for the rest of your life.
Denny will drive you and pick you up from school every day. You will not see any of
your friends, including London, and I’'m shutting off your phone and taking your
computer away. Consider yourself a prisoner in this house.”

“But, Daddy,” | sobbed as | looked at him.

“NOBUTS! You'regrounded!” he screamed.

| got up from the couch and stood in front of him. My breathing was rapid, and afire
was burning fiercely inside me.

“1 hate you,” | softly spoke.



My dad looked away from me as | saw thetearsin his eyes. | turned and looked at my
mom sitting there, crying.

“Thanks for your support, Mom. It's something I'll never forget,” | said as | ran
upstairs to my room and slammed the door shut.

| threw myself on my bed and sobbed. My dad came into my room and took my
laptop from my desk.

“Give me your phone, Julia,” he demanded.

| took it from the bed and threw it against the wall as hard as | could. Needless to say,
it broke. He walked out of my room, and before shutting the door, he said, “Don’t
come out of here for therest of the day.”

| got up from my bed and slammed my fists against the door. | paced back and forth
across the floor before | fell to my knees and continued to sob. After awhile, | heard
the door open and then softly close.

“Julia, are you okay?’ Collin asked.

“| hate them both,” | sobbed.

He put his arm around me and helped me off the floor. “You don’t mean that. You're
just upset right now.”

“1 do mean it, Collin. Y ou should have seen him and the look in his eyes. They were
filled with rage and disgust. | thought he was going to kill me.”
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“It' samost dinner time. Do you want me to bring you something up?’ he asked.
“No. I’'m not hungry, but thanks,” | said as | hugged him.
“I’m really sorry this happened, Julia.”

“l know you are, baby brother. | think I’m going to take ashower. Could you please
do me afavor and text London and tell her what happened?’

“Sure, I'll do that right now.”

| got up from the bed and decided to take a bath instead. | started the water and
poured a capful of bubbles under the stream. | climbed in and lay back, letting the hot
water soothe my body. | closed my eyes as the tears fell down my face once again. |
was thinking about everything that had happened when | heard the bathroom door
open, and my mom whispered my name.

“Get out. | don’t want to talk to you,” | cried.

“I'm sorry, but I'm not leaving. I'm your mom, and you're going to talk to me
whether you want to or not,” she said as she sat down on the floor next to the tub.

“Please just go away and leave me alone,” | whispered.
My mom took my hand, turned it over, and softly rubbed my wrist.

“The tattoos on my wrists cover the scars of my attempted suicide when | was your



age.

| opened my eyes and looked at her, horrified by what she had just told me.

“Mom.”

“l guess it’s time you knew about my past. You aready know that my mom died
when | was alittle girl, and I’ ve told you how hard it was on your grandfather. | was
diagnosed with cancer on my sixteenth birthday.”

My heart felt like it stopped beating when my mom said that. | had no idea that she'd
been sick or attempted suicide.

“Mom,” | said, putting my hand on her cheek.

She took my hand and pressed my palm against her lips as she softly smiled.

“l couldn’t let your grandfather go through that again, so | thought it was best that |
spared him the pain. | figured itwould be easier for him to get over my death than to
seeme so sick and die.”

“How could you think that?’ | asked astears swelled in my eyes.

“Because | was sixteen years old. He became an alcoholic because of what happened
to my mother. Anyway, he came home one night, found me, and called an
ambulance. The doctors saved me, and | went through a year of chemo and went into
remission.”

The tearsin my eyesfell quickly as | stared into my mother’s eyes. They were full of
sadness and despair as she told her heart-wrenching story. She handed me atowel and
said that if | stayed any longer in the bath, I’ d turn into a prune. She walked out of the



bathroom and told me she’d wait for me to get dressed. As | stepped out of the tub, |
wrapped the towel around me and looked at myself in the mirror. | started to believe
that there was more to my mom and her past that | didn’t know about. | put on my
robe, walked into my bedroom, and sat on the bed next to her. | grabbed her hand and
turned it over, staring at the tattoo of my father’s name on her wrist.

“Your dad got kicked out of a club for being so drunk that he was causing a scene. |
had aready noticed him that night, and when | walked outside to get some fresh air,
he was sitting up against the brick wall. | hailed a cab, helped him into it, and took
him home.”

“Mom, that’s dangerous. Even | know better than that.”

She smiled at me and kissed the side of my head. “Y ou sound like your father. He got
sick all over his clothes when | brought him here to the penthouse, and | couldn’t let
him sit in his own vomit all night, so | undressed him and made sure he was safe in
his bed. When | checked on him one last time before | |eft, he was on his back, so |
rolled him on his sideand sat next to him all night to ensure he didn’t throw up again.
That’s how your grandfather died. He choked to death on his own vomit. | fell asleep,
and it was morning when | woke up.”

| lay down on my back, and my mom lay beside me.

“What did Dad say when he woke up and found you lying next to him?’

“l wanted to get out of the penthouse before he woke up, so | went down to the
kitchen, made a pot of coffee, and my famous hangover cocktail. | was going to leave

a note with the drink when he came into the kitchen and scared the shit of me.”

“What did he say to you?’ | asked.



She looked over at me and smiled. “Y our father had alist of rules and thought | had
broken one of them.”

“That’ sweird. What kind of rules did he have?”
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“That’s something | don’t think your father would want me to discuss with you.”

“I’ve heard stories, you know. Stories about him and all the women he dated when he
was younger. Some of the stories aren’t so nice.”

My mom took my hand and interlaced our fingers. “All that stopped when he met me,
and your father became the man he was destined to be. Listen, Julia, your dad loves
you and this family more than anything else. He' s acting out of anger right now, and
he'll eventually cam down. But we need to talk about what went on here today. |
want nothing but an open and honest relationship with you, and | thought that’s what
we had. To be honest, I'm very hurt you felt you couldn’t come to me and talk to me
about having sex with this boy.”

Tears started to fill my eyes again as | looked up at the ceiling. “I’'m sorry. | couldn’t
talk to you because you wouldtell Dad or lecture me and try to talk me out of it. |
think I love him, Mom.”

“Oh, Julia. Love is so complicated. You may think you love him, but at sixteen, it’s
hard for you to understand what love is. You'll have so many more boyfriends that
you think you love until that one specia person knocks the breath right out of you
when he looks at you.”

“1 bet you had alot of boyfriends at my age.”
“| dated a couple of guys, but nobody wanted to get involved with the girl who had

cancer. To be honest, before | met your dad, | had one boyfriend, and we dated for
four years. Hisname was Kyle.”



“Wow. Four years and you broke up? Why?’

“That’s another story I'm not ready to get into with you yet. I'll just say that he left
me in our tiny apartment, and it wasn’t too long after that | met your dad.”

“Obviously, you loved Kyleif you were with him for four years,” | said.

“1 did love Kyle. But there's a difference between loving someone and being in love
with someone. | was with Kyle out of convenience, and | didn’t have anyone to guide
me and tell me otherwise. He was there when my father died, and he was a source of
comfort. So, | just stayed with him. | wish you had waited to have sex and talked to
me about it first. Thiswas your first time, right?’

“Yes, Mom. It was my first time, and | didn’'t see the big deal. Sex isn’'t anything
special or great. It hurt, it was awkward, and | feel lousy about myself. | thought |
was supposed to be glowing and feeling great. God, | can’'t believe I’'m going to say
thisto you, but you and Dad must have amazing sex because you' re always glowing.”

She smiled at me. “You want to know the truth? We do. Y our father is an amazing
man, in and out of the bedroom.”

“Mom, stop it! That’s way too much information, ewe.”

“Julia, you'll know when the time is right. You'll know when you meet the man of
your dreams. You're only sixteen, sweetie. You don't need the complications of a
boy or a relationship in your life. You have plenty of time for that,” she said as she
kissed my head and got up from the bed.

“Hey, Mom,” | said as she went to leave the room.

“Yes, swesetie.”



“Am | still grounded?’

She cocked her head and pursed her lips. “Y eah, baby, you're still grounded.”

“Can | ask you one more thing?’

“What isit, Julia?’

“Why did you come home?’ | asked.

“The plane was having mechanical problems, so we never |eft the airport.”

“Oh,” | said as she walked out the door.

CHAPTER 6

Istayed in my room the rest of the night and thought about what my mom and | had
talked about. The following day was Sunday. Every Sunday, we had family breakfast.
My mom said it was the one day of the week we had to eat breakfast as a family. |
didn't want to go downstairs because | couldn’t face my dad after yesterday. There
was a knock at my door, and Collin told me it was time to eat. | took in a deep breath
and headed downstairs. When | walked into the kitchen, | saw my dad sitting at the
table, drinking his coffee and looking at the newspaper. He didn’t look up at me like
he did every morning. | walked over to my mom and kissed her good morning. |
avoided my dad because | didn't know how he'd react. Breakfast was silent, and it
was uncomfortable. | ate my eggs and walked my plate to the sink. Before walking
out of the kitchen, | stopped and turned around.

“1 have homework | have to do, and | need my computer to doit.”

My dad looked up at me with anger in his eyes. “You canuse the computer in my



office for your schoolwork. Y ou’re not getting your laptop back.”

“Dad, please. I'm sorry,” | pleaded.

“Sorry isn’'t going to cut it thistime, Julia.”
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“Dad, come on,” Collin said.

“Stay of this, son. This has nothing to do with you. This is between my daughter and
me.”

| was so angry. | thought that maybe my mom would have talked some sense into him
last night and he would have at least forgiven me, but | guess | was wrong. My heart
was racing as | blurted out, “I wish you were never my father!”

He got up from the table and stared at me as he pointed his finger. “Get your ass
upstairs. | don’t want to see you the rest of the day or night!” he yelled.

“Don’t worry about it. You won't have to,” | cried as | ran up the stairs and to my
room.

| threw myself on the bed and sobbed. | didn't know if | was crying because | got
caught having sex or because | hurt my dad, and he was disappointed in me. | needed
to get out of here. | couldn’t stay here anymore. | looked out my bedroom window as
the clouds covered the sky. There was one place | needed to go. A place where |
knew | could think and find some sense of peace.

| packed a light bag because | didn’t know if | was going to be coming back for a
while. | heard my mom and Collin leave, which meant | was home alone with my
dad. After getting dressed, | put my hair in a ponytail and put on my shoes. | carefully
opened the door and stepped outside my room, looking down the hallway and making
sure he wasn't around. | tiptoed down the stairs to the kitchen and peeked around the
corner to seeif hewasin there. He wasn't. | would bet he was in his office. | couldn’t



take the elevator out of thepenthouse because he would hear the doors open, so |
quietly opened the front door and stepped out, pulling it closed as softly as | could
behind me. As | let out a deep breath, | took the elevator down to the lobby and |eft
the building.

It looked like it was going to rain as | walked to Central Park, but | didn’t care. Rain
or shine, it was still my place of solace. | found an open spot on the grass in the
Conservatory Gardens, and | sat myself down, bringing my knees to my chest. Tears
started to fall, as did the rain from the sky. | looked up and let the raindrops hit my
face while pondering how much my life sucked. The rain was cool as it hit my skin,
and | sobbed with my head buried in my knees.

“1 never thought I’ d be here doing this with my daughter.”

| lifted my head and looked behind me as my dad stood a few feet away from me,
holding an umbrella

“Spare me the talk, Dad. Nothing else you can say will hurt me more than I’ m aready
hurting.”

He walked over to me and sat down. | couldn’t believe my dad was sitting on the wet
grass.

“1 knew 1'd find you here.”

| looked at him as he handed me a small towel.

“How did you know where | was?’

“This is the one place your mom would always run to after we'd have an argument. |
went to your room to talk, and you were gone.” He smiled. “You're just like your



mom.

“Isthat a bad thing?’ | asked.

“No, baby. It's not. Your mom is an amazing woman, and you should be very proud
to belike her.”

| smiled softly at him as he took hold of my hand.

“Julia, I'm sorry for how | yelled at you earlier. I’ ve done some things in my life that
I’m not proud of. In fact, I’ve done many things that | regret, and | don’'t ever want
you to have any regretsin life. You' re my princess, and I’ d doanything to protect you
and make sure that you don’'t have any regrets.”

“You can't aways do that, Daddy. You're going to have to let me make mistakes
because it’s the only way I'll learn, and yesterday was a mistake,” | said as | looked
down.

He took in a sharp breath and put his arm around me, pulling me into him. “My sweet
baby girl, we all make mistakes, but you’ re only sixteen. What were you thinking?”’

“1 was thinking about how much | wanted to be loved by someone like the way you
love Mom. All of my friends' parents are divorced or can’'t stand each other. But you
and Mom, your love is like nothing I’ve ever seen. It's real, natural, and sometimes
hard to believe with the things I’ ve seen in thisworld. That’s the kind of love | want.”

“Baby, you're only sixteen. You're trying to grow up way too fast. When you're
older, you'll find someone who will love you like your mom and | love each other
someday. | never knew what love was until | was thirty, and it was the first time | saw
your mom.”



| lifted my head and looked at him. “When you saw her in the kitchen after your
drunken night at the club?’

He raised his eyebrow at me. “ She told you about that?’

“Yes, and she said something about a list of rules you had and how you thought she
broke one of them. What' s that about?’

“Nothing that you ever need to know about. The only thing you need to know is that
my list of rules was one of my regrets,” he said as he kissed the top of my head.

“Mom said I'll know who the right person is when he looks at me and takes my
breath away.”

His grip around me tightened. “ She’sright. You’'ll know it in an instant. Now, do you
think we can go somewhere else and talk? It's really raining, and I'm tired of being
wet.”
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| laughed as | pulled away from him. “Let’s go home, Dad.”

He took my hand, and we walked out of the park. “I’'m really sorry, Dad. | never
meant to hurt you, and if | could take back the events of yesterday, | would.”

“1 know you're sorry, Julia,” he said.
We climbed into the Range Rover and headed home.

“Go upstairs and get into some dry clothes. We'll go to lunch and stop by the store to
get anew phone since you broke yours.”

“I'll pay for it. I'm sorry. It was all my fault.”

“It’s okay, princess. Do you know how many phones your mom has broken because
of me?’

| laughed at him as we headed upstairs to change our wet clothes. As soon as |
changed into some dry clothes, | knocked on his door, and he told me to comeiin.

“Areyou ready, Dad?’
He sat down at the end of the bed and patted for me to come sit next to him.

“1 have one question, Julia, and please don’t be embarrassed by it. | need to know that
Brody used a condom.”



Oh God, | wanted to die when | heard those words come from my father. | knew it
took everything he had to ask that.

“Yes, Dad. We used a condom. If it makes you feel any better, it wasn't a good
experience, and | consider it one of my regrets.”

| saw his eyes fill with tears. He put his arm around me, and | put my head on his
shoulder.

“Oh, sweetheart, it'll be one of the best experiences of your life when you're one
hundred percent ready. | promise you,” he whispered as he kissed me. “Now, let’'s go
get some lunch. Where do you want to go?’

“The Shake Shack.” | smiled. “They have the best burgersin the world!”

My dad looked at me, shook his head, and sighed. “All right, if you insist on alunch
full of grease. Y ou certainly are your mother’s daughter.”

“Nah, I’'m just kidding, Dad. | know how much you hate that place.” | laughed. “Let’s
go to that restaurant where we get those delicious salads.”

“Now, you'retalking.” He smiled as we both got up from the bed.

The first thing we did was stop at the store to get my new phone. My dad brought my
other one with him so they could transfer all my contacts and pictures. As soon as |
got my new phone, we walked arm and arm down the streets of New York to the
restaurant. When we arrived, we were promptly seated, and | couldn’t help but notice
the table of women sitting across from our booth. They watched as my father strutted
across the restaurant and sat down. Their staring continued throughout our lunch. |
told my dad that | needed to use the restroom and would be right back. | watched as
their eyes diverted to me when | walked by, and they looked me up and down. After |



used the restroom, | walked over, sat down across from my dad, and looked at the
women at the table across from us.

“Hi, do | know you?’ | asked with awide smile.

“Julia, stop,” my dad said.

| got up and walked over to the table, asking the women if | knew them. “Are you
sure we haven’'t met before? What about him over there?’ | asked as | pointed to my
dad, who gave me an evil look.

“No. | don’'t believe we' ve met,” one of the women spoke up.

“Readly?’ | said as | put my hand on my hip and looked at each of them. “See, |
thought maybe we knew each other by the way you were staring at me and my father
since the moment we entered the restaurant. So, since we don’t know each other, then

I’m going to assume that you won't be looking our way anymore. Am | correct?’

The women looked at each other in embarrassment and then looked at me and nodded
their heads. “Enjoy the rest of your lunch, ladies.” | smiled as| sat down.

“Julia Rose, what the hell ?’

“Daddy, please. They wouldn’t stop staring, so | thought maybe we had met before,
and | just didn’t remember.”

We got up from the booth, and as | walked in front of my father, | heard him
apologizing to the women at the table. We stepped outside, and my dad hooked his

arm around my neck.

“You just wait until I catch some boys staring at you,” he said in asinister voice.
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We entered the penthouse, and my mom came walking from the kitchen. She walked
over and kissed my dad on the lips, and then put her arm around me and kissed me on
my head.

“I"m glad to see the two of you worked things out.” She smiled.

“Look at the phone Dad bought me,” | said as| held it up.

“Nice phone, Connor,” she said as she looked at him.

He shrugged his shoulders. “ Julia thought it would be a good idea to say afew words
to atable of women at the restaurant where we had lunch.”

“Why? Were they staring at your dad?’ my mom asked as she looked at me.

“Yes. They were staring at him the entire time, and then they looked me up and
down, so | felt like | had to say something.”

My mom high-fived me and smiled. | looked at my dad, and he walked away, shaking
his head while mumbling something under his breath.

“Don’t you ever get tired of it, Mom?’ | asked.

“Sometimes, | do. But your father is avery sexy man, so you really can’t blame them
for looking.”

“I'm sorry, but | can't think of Daddy being a sexy man. | draw the line at



handsome.” | smiled.

| took my phone and went upstairs to my room. The first person | sent a text message
to was London.

“Hey, | got a new phone, and I’m not grounded anymore. Why don’t you come over
so we can talk about yesterday?’

“OMG! Collin told me what happened, and I’'m really sorry. I’ll be up in a second.”
After | thought about it, | ran downstairs and asked my dad if it was okay that London
came over. He said it was fine, and he thanked me for asking. | was relieved that my
dad and | were back on good terms. He was the most important person in my life, and
the thought of hurting him the way | did killed me. | walked over to where he was
sitting at his desk and kissed him on the cheek.

“What was that for?”

“I'm sorry for everything | said the past couple of days. | don't hate you, and I'm
happy you' re my dad.”

“Julia. Thank you, baby. | love you so much,” he said as he reached over and hugged
me.

“1 loveyou too, Dad.” | smiled as | walked out of his office.

When | approached the kitchen, | heard London talking to my mom. | walked over
and hooked my arm around her neck.

“Upstairs, now,” | said.



“Yes, ma am! Seeya, Mrs. Black.” She smiled.

We ran up the stairs to my room, and | shut the door as London lay down on the bed.

“S0, how wasit? Have you talked to him? | bet your dad almost killed him.”

“You're asking way too many questions. Firgt, it was awful, and | want my virginity
back.”

London turned her head and placed her hand on mine. “The first time is always hard.
It's like learning to ride a bike. Just get back on and try again. Eventually, you'll get

it right.” She smiled.

| sat up and looked at my phone. | opened up my contacts and sent a text message to
Brody.

“Hi, | can’t wait to see you again. Call me.”

“Woas he gentle?’ London asked as she sat up.

“Y eah, he was, and he kept asking me if | was okay.”
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| looked at my phone and saw nothing. He didn’t text me back.
“Don’t worry about it, Julia. He'll text you back. He' s probably busy right now.”

| gave a small smile as something inside me told me that | wouldn’t be hearing from
him again.

CHAPTER 7

Acouple of weeks passed, and | hadn’t heard anything from Brody. It was driving me
crazy, and | was becoming depressed over it. | headed down to the art studio where
my mom was painting a new picture.

“Hi, honey,” she said.

“Hey, Mom. Can | talk to you for a minute?’

“Sure, baby,” she said as she put down her paintbrush, wiped her hands, and sat on
the couch next to me.

“1 haven't heard from Brody since that day.”

She put her arm around me. “| was going to ask you if you'd talked to him or were
still seeing him.”

“I’ve called him, and I’ ve messaged him, and he won't respond,” | said as | looked
down and put my head on her shoulder.



My mom sighed as she tightened her arm around me. “ Sometimes, we have to learn
things the hard way. The best thing to do is lift your chin up and move on. He's bad
news, Julia. | know he was your first, but believe me when | tell you, it’s for the best.
Because if you were with him, you’ d miss out on the person you were really meant to
be with.”

“It still hurts,” | said as atear fell down my face.

“1 know it does, baby. Time heals all wounds, and it’s going to take time. | promise
you'll start to feel better every day.” She smiled as she lifted up my chin. “Now, let's
go to Black Enterprises and pick up your dad so we can all go to the gym.”

“Is Coallin coming with us?’ | asked.

“No, he's at Hailey’ s house getting help in Biology.”

“I bet heis.” | smiled.

“Julia Rose Black. Don't talk like that!”

We went up to the penthouse, changed our clothes, and headed over to my dad's
office to pick him up. | called London and asked if she wanted to go with us, but she
hadn’t been feeling well lately and said she was in bed. | was starting to worry about
her because, over the past week, she wasn't acting normal, and she wouldn’t tell me

what was going on.

When we arrived at Black Enterprises, | could hear my father yelling from his office.
| looked at my mom, and she rolled her eyes.

“Great. | hope he’s not in amood.” She smiled.



The minute | opened the door, he looked at us and threw his phone across his desk.

“Am | glad to see my favorite girls.” He smiled as he walked over to me, kissed me
on the cheek, and then hugged my mom tightly.

“What was all that about, Dad?’ | asked.

“Just a business deal gone bad. Nothing for you to worry about, Princess.”

“All right. Are you ready to go to the gym?’ my mom asked him.

“1’m more than ready to get the hell out of here.” Hesmiled as he put his arms around
us, and we walked out of his office.

We walked through the doors of the gym and went to our private locker room. As
soon as my dad changed his clothes, the three of us climbed on the treadmills. Most
teenagers would be embarrassed to be working out with their parents, but | wasn't. |
had my headphones in, listening to my music as my mind was still reeling over
Brody. When my time was up on the treadmill, | stepped off, grabbed the towel from
my dad’s hand, and looked across the gym as Brody Sullivan was lifting weights. |
gulped at the sight of him. Instead of feeling weak in the knees and fluttering
butterflies, | felt rage, anger, and hostility. My skin started to heat up as | threw my
towel down and stomped over to the weight bench. He was on his back, doing bench
presses, when | stood over him, staring down into the eyes | wanted to poke out. He
lifted hisweight, and | grabbed it. Holding it with him over his head.

“Umm... hey, Julia. How are you?”’

“1’m good, Brody. How are you?’
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“1’d be better if | could put this weight down.”

| looked straight ahead and saw my mom and dad watching me. My dad took a step
forward, and my mom grabbed his arm and held him back. | helped Brody put the
weight back on the bench, and he sat up and looked at me as he wiped his face with a
towel.

“Why haven’t you called me?’ | asked.

He looked down as he wiped the back of his neck. “I’ ve been busy.”

“Funny, you weren't busy when you were trying to have sex with me.”

“Julia, lower your voice,” he said as he stood up and looked around.

“You took something from me, and then you ignore me?’

“1 took what you gave. You wanted it, and you were more than willing to give it up.
Don't play the good little girl, Julia,” he said as he started to walk away.

| grabbed his arm and stopped him. “Did you use me for sex? Did you only date me
because you wanted to have sex with me?”’

“Listen, Julia. You need to leave me alone. I’'m not interested in you, and I’'m sorry if
you became attached.”

| actually felt my heart break when he said that.



“You didn’t answer my question,” | demanded an answer.

My mom and dad walked over, and my mom glared at Brody.

“Hi, Brody,” she said as she hooked her arm around his neck and squeezed.

“Mrs. Black, you’ re hurting me,” he said.

“My daughter asked you a question, and you will give her an answer.”

He looked up at my dad, and my dad just shrugged his shoulders.

“Sorry, Brody. You play, you pay. I’ ve been there, done that, and believe me. It’s not
pretty. Piss off awoman and be prepared to deal with the consequences.”

“Okay. Okay. | only dated you to have sex with you.”

My mom tightened her grip around Brody’s neck. | felt like a complete fool, and |
wanted to cry right then and there. But | wouldn’t give him the pleasure of seeing me
break. So, | did what seemed natural. | grabbed his crotch and held hisroyal jewelsin
my hand. By this time, everyone in the gym was staring.

“It's okay, Brody. Because these, right here in my hand, are nothing to be proud of.”

| held up my pinky finger from my other hand in front of his face. “See this? Thisis
your dick. Now every time you see me, and | hold up this finger, you'll be reminded
of how small you really are,” | said as | let go of hisballs.

“You'reacrazy bitch. You know that?’ he said.

My mom leaned closer to him and whispered, “Did you know this is my gym? My



husband bought it for me as an anniversary gift. So, you better listen very carefully,
Mr. Sullivan. You are never to step foot in my gym again. Because if you do, I'll
charge your dumb ass with statutory rape. Have | made myself clear?’

“Yes, Mrs. Black. | understand you,” he said and then looked at my dad.

My dad shook his head. “Sorry. Her gym. Her rules. | think you better apologize to
my daughter.”

“I'm sorry, Julia. I'm really sorry if | hurt your feelings,” he said as my mom
removed her arm from him.

“Save it for someone who cares,” | said as | stuck up my pinky finger and called
Bobby, our security guard, over.

“Please escort Mr. Sullivan out and make sure he doesn’t come back, ever.”

“Sure thing, Miss Black.” He smiled.
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My dad walked over and put his arm around me as | started to break down.

“Julia, hold it together. Don’'t give him the satisfaction,” he said as he walked me
back to our locker room.

| held it in until we reached the room. As soon as the door shut behind me, | sobbed
into my father’s chest. He held my head against him, telling me it would be okay.

“1 know it hurts, baby. Let it out.”
“You...you...wereright all along,” | sobbed.

My mom walked over and rubbed my back. “We al make mistakes, Julia. If we
didn’t, we wouldn’t be human. | know you'’ re hurting, but we're here for you.”

And that was what happened when | was sixteen. | lost my virginity, disappointed my
parents, and | somehow managed to get over Brody Sullivan. My mom was right.
Time does heal all wounds; the best way to heal those wounds is to find another hot

guy!
CHAPTER 8

I’d dated a multitude of boys over the past year. My dad kept a careful eye on me for
the fear that he’'d catch me having sex in the penthouse again. My mom took me to
the doctor and had me put on the pill. She told me not to mention it to my dad
because he wouldn’'t understand. | hadn’'t had sex since my little romp with Brody
because of al the guys I'd dated, none of them were worthy. London and | went to



the mall practically every day after school. We'd sit in the food court and watch the
hot guys walk by. We were on amission, or should | say, | was on a mission to find
the perfect boyfriend because London was still dating Rob, whom | couldn’t stand.
He was only using her for her money and sex. As much as | tried to tell her, she
would just tell me | was jealous. | was concerned because he used drugs and,
sometimes, when I’ d see London with him, she looked high.

| had an art competition in a few days, and | needed to finish the painting | was
entering in the contest. The prize was a $15,000 scholarship to Columbia University,
and the winning portrait would be displayed on the wall in one of their most
prestigious halls. | really wanted to go away tocollege, but when | mentioned it, | saw
the hurt and sadness in my dad’s eyes, even though he told me that he would support
whatever decision | made. | liked to tease him, so one day, | told him | had applied to
auniversity in Italy. He went on arant and threw his hands up in the air. It was funny
to see him get all worked up.

Later that night, | overheard him talking to my mom, and he told her that if | was
serious about going to Italy, he would start looking for a house, and they’d live there
for the next four years. | quickly told my dad that | was joking and wanted to go to
Columbia, here in New York, so | didn’t have to leave him or my home. He wrapped
his arms around me and held me so tight, that | could barely breathe.

“You have no idea how happy | am that you decided to go to Columbia,” he said as
he kissed my head.

“Yeah, Dad. | think | do,” | said as | tried to take a breath.

He broke our embrace, and | told him | had to go down to the art studio to put the
final touches on my painting. He smiled and told me not to stay down there too late. |
loved the art studio because it felt like my own apartment when | was there. The best
part of painting at night was when the light from the moon shined into the big



windows and onto my canvas. | loved sitting behind my canvas at night, painting and
looking out at the brightly lit city. One final brushstroke and | was done. The painting
for the art contest was finally finished and would be ready for submission in a few
days. | looked at the clock on the wall, and it was midnight. As | was cleaning up my
paints and brushes, my phone rang. | looked over to where it sat on the counter and
noticed it was London calling.

“Hello,” | answered.

“Hey, isthis London’s best friend?’ a strange male voice asked.

“Y eah. Who' s this?”’

“My name is Garrett, and | think you need to come and get your friend from my
party. She'sreally strung out.”

My mind was in a state of confusion as | tried to process what Garrett had just said.
“Where do you live?’ | asked.

He rattled off his address as | wrote it down on a piece of paper. | started to feel sick
and had no idea what to do. | couldn’t get her by myself because if my parents were
to check up on me like they frequently did, I’ d be grounded for life.

“Thanks. I'll be there as soon as| can.”

“Please hurry. She'sin really bad shape,” Garrett said as he hung up.

| locked up the apartment and ran up to the penthouse. My mom and dad were sitting
on the couch, watching amovie. | opened the door, and my dad looked at me.



“1 was just about to come down and get you,” he said.

“Dad, Mom, we have to go get London. Someone named Garrett just called me and
said she's at his party, and she’ sreally strung out.”

My mom looked at my dad, and both got up from the couch. My dad grabbed his
keys as we went down to the parking garage, and we climbed into the Range Rover.

“Do you have the address?’ my dad asked.

| rattled it off to him as he punched it into his GPS. My mom turned around and
looked at me as | sat there on the verge of tears.

“Honey, did you know she was going to this party?’ she asked.
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“No. God, Mom, | hope she’'s okay.”
“She'll be okay, swestie,” she said as she reached her hand back.

We arrived at the house, and | climbed out of the Range Rover as soon as my dad put
it in park. | ran to the door, and when | walked in, | saw people everywhere. Couples
were making out all over the house, and the stench of alcohol filled the air. | asked
some people around who Garrett was, and they told me he was upstairs in one of the
rooms. My parents and | ran up the stairs and knocked on one of the doors, calling
Garrett’s name. Finally, the door | knocked on opened.

“Areyou Garrett?’ | asked.

“Yeah. You must be the best friend.”

“My nameis Julia, you idiot. Where the hell is London?’

He pointed to the bed where her half-naked body lay. She didn’t have any underwear
on. | ran over to her and saw that she was passed out. My mom and dad ran into the
room, and my mom covered her lower half with the sheet. As my dad bent down and

looked at her, he yelled for usto call an ambulance.

“What did you do to her?’ | screamed at Garrett as | grabbed his shirt and pushed him
into the dresser.

“1 didn’'t do anything. | found her like that. | came in here to lie down because | drank
too much, and she was like that. | scrolled through her phone, and you were listed as



her best friend, so | called you. | can’t believe you brought your parents.”

My mom called 911, and my dad tried to wake up London.

“What did she take?’ he asked as he looked at Garrett.

“Serioudly, man. | don't know. As | said, | just found her like this. She whispered
something to me when | walked into the room and then passed out.”

“What did she whisper?’ | asked.

“I don’t know. | couldn’t understand her.”

“Who did she come here with?” my mom asked him.

“1 don’t know who he was; some older dude,” he replied.

Two paramedics came through the door with a stretcher and went right over to
London. They started asking a bunch of questions we didn’t have the answers to.
They said her vitals were bad and they needed to get her to the hospital immediately.
| started shaking and crying as my dad walked over and hugged me.

“It’ s going to be okay, baby. We should call her parents.”

“I"ll cal them right now,” my mom said as she pulled out her phone. “I can't get a
hold of her mom or dad.”

“Her dad is out of town on a business trip, and her mom is probably passed out in
some guy’s bed,” | said.

“Julig, that’ s not nice,” my mom said.



“Well, it’s true, Mom. | should’ ve seen this coming. | knew she was using drugs, but
she told me she’ d stopped because it was messing her up.”

“Please tell me you've never done drugs with her, princess,” my dad said in a
panicked tone.

“No, Daddy. I’ ve never done any drugs.”

He let out a sigh of relief as we walked to the Range Rover and headed to the
hospital.

We waited in the waiting room until the doctor came out and spoke to us.

“London should be fine. We sent some blood work to the lab for testing, and we
pumped her stomach. I'll be honest with you, she amost died. Her test results showed
her positive for cocaine, crystal meth, marijuana, and alot of alcohol. Her levels were
off the charts. | would suggest you keep trying to get a hold of her parents. I’'ve
ordered a psych evaluation, and she’'s going to have to go into a rehab program.
I’msorry this happened,” the doctor said as he turned and walked away.

My mom and dad put their arms around me as the nurse took us to the room where
London was. My eyes started to fill with tears when | saw her lying there. She was
pale and looked like death. The beeps of the machines made me cringe, as did the
smell that infiltrated the room. | walked over to her bedside and placed my hand on
hers. Tears started to stream down my face as she slowly opened her eyes. She tried
to talk, but she couldn’t.

“It’s okay, honey. Don’'t be scared,” my mom said as she leaned over and pushed her
hair from her forehead.

“I"'m sorry,” London whispered as she looked at me.
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“We can talk about it tomorrow. Y ou need to rest now,” | said to her.
London closed her eyes and turned her head.

“I'll stay with her. You two go home and get some rest,” my mom said. “Connor, you
need to try and get a hold of Joan.”

“I’ll go to their apartment now,” he said as he kissed my mom on the head. “Come
on, princess, let’s go see if we can track down her mother and then go home,” he said
as he put his arm around me.

| started to walk out of the room, stopped, turned around, and stared at my best friend,
whom 1'd amost lost. | looked down as my dad pulled me closer to him, and we
walked out of the room. When we arrived at the building, we took the elevators up to
the fifteenth floor, where London’ s apartment was. My dad knocked on the door, and
London’s mom surprisingly answered it.

“Connor, Julia? It's almost three a.m. What the hell is going on?’

“Didn’t you get Ellery’ s message, Joan?”’

“Message? What message?’ she said as she shook her head.

Suddenly, we heard a man’s voice from the other room, asking her if everything was
all right. Shetold him to go back to sleep. The voice wasn't Mr. Fitzgerald's.

“London is in the emergency room from an overdose of drugs,” my dad said.



“What? She's spending the night at her friend Ruby’s house. She told me she was
spending the weekend there.”

“She lied to you, Joan. Ellery’s there with her now. We both tried calling you, but
you didn’t answer your phone, and neither did Ron.”

Tears filled her eyes as she thanked us and shut the door. My dad looked at me and
shook his head. We went up to the penthouse, and | grabbed a bottle of water from
the refrigerator. My dad walked in behind me.

“Listen, princess. | want you to go upstairs and go to bed. I'm going to get your mom
at the hospital. I'll take you back tomorrow so you can visit London,” he said as he
kissed me on the head.

“Okay, Dad. I'm scared. What if?"

“No what if’s, baby. She received medical attention in time, and she’s going to be all
right,” he said as he hugged me. “Now, go to bed.”

“Good night, Daddy,” | said as| walked away.

It didn’t matter what my dad said. | was still scared and worried that London wasn't
going to be okay. | knew she had been using drugs and tried to stop her, but |
couldn’t. | should ve told my parents. Maybe they could’ ve helped her before it got
this far. | laid my head on my pillow, and when | closed my eyes, | only saw
London’s half-naked, lifeless body lying on the bed.

A few hours later, | awoke, drenched in sweat from anightmare | was having. | lay
there as my heart was pounding. | saw the door open from the corner of my eye, and |
turned my head to see Collin standing there.



“Is London going to be okay?’ he asked.

“The doctor said sheis,” | replied.

“Good. When you go and see her, tell her | said hi.” He smiled.

“1 will. Are Mom and Dad up?’

“Yeah. They’'rein the kitchen having coffee.”

| threw back the covers, climbed out of bed, and headed downstairs.
“Good morning.” | yawned as | grabbed a cup from the cabinet.
“Morning, princess,” my dad said.

“Good morning, honey,” my mom said as she kissed my head.

| poured some coffee into my cup and sat next my dad.

“Did you sleep well?” he asked.
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“No. | had nightmares all night,” | said as| held the hot cup between my hands.
“As soon as you'reready, let me know. I’ ll take you over to the hospital.”
“Thanks, Dad.” | smiled.
“Any time, princess.” He smiled back as he got up from his chair.
As | finished my coffee, | had a conversation with my mom, and then | ran upstairs to
get dressed. My dad dropped me off at the hospital and went into the office for a
while. They had moved London up to a room on the third floor. As | stepped off the
elevator, | saw her mom walking toward me.
“Hi, Mrs. Fitzgerad,” | said.
“Hi, Julia,” she said as she grabbed my hands. “Thank you for your help last night
and for getting your parentsinvolved. London probably wouldn’t be with us right now
if you hadn't.”

“I just wish | could have done something sooner,” | said as | looked down.

“You did what you could, and I'm grateful. I’'m going to get something to eat and
grab some coffee. I'll give you and London some privacy.”

| smiled as | thanked her and walked away. Walking into London’s room, | looked at
her, and she turned her head to face me.



“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.” | waved from the doorway.

“Saveit, Julia. | know what you’ re going to say. Frankly, I’m in no mood right now.”

| walked over to her bed and sat down beside her. “Y ou almost died. Do you even get
that? Do you have any ideawhat it was like to find you and see you like that?’

“I"m sorry,” she whispered as she turned and looked the other way.

“What happened with Rob? Wait until | get a hold of him!”

“1 wasn’'t with Rob. | haven’'t seen him in afew days.”

| looked at her and shook my head. “Wait a minute. Garrett said you were with some
older dude. If it wasn't Rab, then who was it?’

“l don’'t know.” She started to cry. “He was at the party, and we started talking. He
asked me if | liked to get high, and | told him, yeah, and he took me into the
bedroom, and we?'

| put my hand up. “I know what you did. Y ou got high, and you had sex with him.”

“1 don’t remember having sex,” she said as she looked at me pathetically.

“You didn't have any underwear on when | walked intothe room. The doctor
examined you and said you recently had sex. Did he rape you?”’

“l don’t know.” She continued to cry.



| leaned over and wrapped my arms around her, holding her tight.

“You need help, London. Y ou have to stop the drugs. Look what it's doing to you,” |
said asthe tearsfell from my eyes.

“l know, and I'm going into rehab after they release me. My mom’'s making the
arrangements with arehab facility in California.”

“California? No. Why can’t you go to rehab herein New Y ork?’
“Because the rehab facility in California is one of the best, and it's only for
teenagers,” Mrs. Fitzgerald said as she entered the room. “I just got off the phone

with them, and we're all set. You'll leave the day after tomorrow.”

London shook her head and began to cry again. | pulled out my phone and sent my
dad a text message.

“Dad, please come to the hospital right away. | need to talk to you.”
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“I"m on my way.”

| told London I'd be right back, and | waited for my dad in the lobby. As | saw him
walk through the doors, | ran up and threw my arms around him.

“Baby, what’s wrong? Did something happen?’ he asked.

“Mrs. Fitzgerald is sending London to a rehab facility in California, Dad. Please try
to talk her out of it. Please!” | begged.

“Julia, I know you' re upset, but it’s none of our business. London is her daughter, and
she can make whatever decisions she wants,” he said as he kissed my head and led
me over to the couch to sit down.

“But, Daddy, she can go to rehab here. Y ou can find out which oneis the best and tell
Mr. and Mrs. Fitzgerald. You're always finding out what's best. Please, don't let
them send her away.”

“Cam down, princess,” he said as he pulled me into him. “Let’s go see London, and
we'll take it from there.”

| wiped my eyes and blew my nose with my dad's tissue. | took his hand and went up
to the third floor where London was. When we entered the room, Mrs. Fitzgerald got
up from her chair and walked over to us. | could tell she aways had a thing for my
dad.

“Connor, it’s so nice to see you again,” she said as they lightly hugged.



“Hello, Joan.”

| walked over to London and sat down on the edge of the bed while my dad and her
mom talked.

“If you're sending London off to a rehab in California, I'm offering you my plane,
and we can take the three of you to California.”

“1t's only going to be myself and London going. Ron is still on his business trip and
can't fly back. | can’t ask you to do that, Connor,” she said as she put her hand on my

dad’ s chest.

“You're not asking, Joan. I'm insisting. In fact, since the girls won't see each other
for along time, we'll travel with you.”

“Really, Dad?” | exclaimed.

He looked over at me and smiled.

“If you insist, Connor, then who am | to say no to your generosity.” She smiled.

Ugh. She was coming on to my dad, and | would have to talk with my mom. My dad
walked over to London and kissed her forehead.

“How are you feeling, sweetheart?’ he asked her.

“1’m okay, Mr. Black. Thank you.”

“We're going to make sure you get the help you need to put this behind you and
move on with your life.” He smiled.



“Thank you,” she said as atear fell down her face.

The day had come to take my best friend to rehab. The once beautiful, dark-haired
girl with big blue eyes looked sullen and lost. | wasn't allowed to see her until we
boarded the plane. Mrs. Fitzgerald said they had too much to do to prepare for
California and that she and London needed some time alone. | put my arm around her
as we boarded the plane.

“How areyou?’ | smiled.

“Not good, Julia. As much as |’ m trying to forget about the drugs, | can’'t. I’m craving
them so bad.”

“It’ll get easier. | promise. The doctors are going to help you, and you're going to get
better. | feel like I’ve let you down, and I'm really sorry.”

London took my hand. “You didn't let me down. You tried to get me to stop using,
and | did nothing but lie to you. You're the only person in my life who cared about
me, and | letyoudown, Julia.”

My dad walked over to where we were sitting and hugged L ondon.

“People make mistakes, London. | know firsthand about mistakes. The people who
truly love you forgive you and would do anything in the world to help you.” He

smiled.

“1 wish you were my dad,” she whispered.
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He looked at me as he kissed her head. My dad was the most amazing person | knew.
Collin walked over and sat withus while my dad set up his laptop on the table. |
watched as Mrs. Fitzgerald walked over to him and wrapped her arms around him.

“1 just can’'t thank you enough for doing thisfor us,” she said.

Shewasjust alittle too close to him, and | could smell the fresh alcohol on her breath
from where | was sitting. She must’ ve been drinking when she disappeared for fifteen
minutes in the bathroom. | looked over and saw my mom staring at her. The look in
her eye was one that I’ d seen many times before when she was getting pissed off. My
dad took Mrs. Fitzgerald’'s arms and removed them.

“As| said before, Joan. | wanted to do this, and you’ re welcome.”

She took it upon herself to sit in the chair next to him. She placed her hand on hisleg,
and my dad looked at her. | was just about to get up and say something when | saw

my mom leap out of her chair.

“Hey, Coallin, Julia. Why don’t you take London in the back and show her the view
from the window in the bedroom.”

Collin and London got up and started to walk to the back bedroom.
“Areyou coming?’ London turned around and asked.

“Yeah. I'll betherein asecond,” | said.



My mom was going to let Mrs. Fitzgerald have it, and | wasn’t about to miss it. She
looked over at me and winked as she approached her and my dad.

“Joan, how’s Ron doing?’

Mrs. Fitzgerald quickly removed her hand from my dad’s leg.

“He' s fine, Ellery. He's on an important business trip. He's sorry that he couldn’t be
here.”

“Really? | would imagine any father that loves his child would be there for her in her
time of need,” my mom said.

“1t’ sreally none of your concern, Ellery.”

“See, Joan, it ismy concern. It became my concern when you started trying to get my
husband to sleep with you many years ago.”

“1 don’t know what you' re talking about,” Mrs. Fitzgerald said as she looked away.
“Ellery, that’s enough!” my dad said.

“Connor, thisis between Joan and me. Butt out!”

Oh, this was getting good. My mom was letting Mrs. Fitzgeraldandmy dad have it!
My dad looked at me with that ook, and | smiled. He shook his head and got up from
the table. My mom continued her rant with Mrs. Fitzgerald and told her she was an
alcoholic and needed to go to rehab. She also told her that she and my dad were more

of amother and a father to London over the years than she and Mr. Fitzgerald were.
Mrs. Fitzgerald got up from her seat and stormed off to the bathroom. | watched as



my dad walked over to my mom and looked at her with his*“are you serious’ 1ook.

“Redlly, Ellery? Of all daysto say something to Joan, you pick today?’

“She made it today the minute she put her hand on your leg. | will not apologize for
telling the truth. Get over it, Connor, because you would have done the same damn
thing, if not something worseiif it was Ron who put his hand on my leg.”

My dad sighed and kissed her on the head. “1 guess you're right, baby,” he said as he
walked away.

| laughed as | walked over to my mom. “Y ou sure told Mrs. Fitzgerald off.”

She smiled at me and pushed a strand of my hair behind my ear.

“Sometimes, you need to remind some people of what’s yours and yours alone.”

The pilot aerted us that we were in California and take our seats for landing. | sat
down next to London and grabbed her hand. Little did | know that it would be the last
time | ever saw her when | said goodbye to her at the rehab center. She passed away
right before my eighteenth birthday from a drug overdose. The rehab center could
offer no explanation of how or where she got the drugs.

CHAPTER 9

lopened my eyes and turned my head as the morning sun trickled through the
curtains. | reached over and grabbed my phone only to find about a hundred text
messages from family and friends wishing me a happy birthday. As | smiled and tried
to read each one, | set my phone face down on the bed and rolled over, wishing there
was one from London. Not only was today my eighteenth birthday, but it was also my
graduation day, and I’ d be celebrating both without my best friend.
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“Happy birthday, princess.” My dad smiled as he walked into my room, holding a
single white rose.

“Thank you, Dad.” | smiled as | hugged him tightly.

“Breakfast is aimost ready. The chefs have been here since the crack of dawn.”
“I’ll be down in aminute.”

He looked at me as he sat on the edge of my bed and took my hand.

“Today should be one of the happiest days of your life. I'm so sorry, Julia. | know it’s
hard with London being gone, but you have to try and enjoy the day.”

“1 know, Dad. | just don’'t understand why?—"

“1 know, baby. It's not for us to understand. We have to accept it and move on,” he
said as he pulled me into an embrace. “Now, get dressed and come downstairs for
your birthday breakfast.”

| gave my dad a small smile as he walked out of my bedroom. It was going to be such
a busy day with graduation, my birthday, and a difficult one without London around.
Every year on my and Collin’s birthday, my parents brought in caterers to put on a
big breakfast buffet for our family and friends. After graduation, my parents threw
me a party. My mom went wild with throwing a graduation party at the beach house.
My dad wanted it at the Astoria, but my mom said she wanted to keep it fun and
casual, and we were aready having my birthday party there. After | put on my new



dress, | went downstairs, where everyone was sitting in the dining room having
breakfast.

“Happy birthday, Julial” everyone yelled when | walked in.

Hailey looked at me and smiled as | walked over to her chair and hugged her.

“l1 know this is hard for you, but if you need anything, please let me know,” she
whispered.

“Thank you, Hailey.”

| continued to make my rounds to each guest as | was hugged and kissed to death. |
grabbed a plate and walked over to where the buffet was set up.

“Happy birthday, sis,” Collin said as he put his arm around me and kissed my cheek.
“Thanks, buddy.”

“Maybe tomorrow we can hang out at Central Park.” He smiled.

“Yeah. Maybe we can.”

| made my way down the buffet table, filling my plate while faking a smile. It just
didn’t seem right without London here. We had a nice breakfast with conversation,
laughter, and good food. After breakfast was finished, everybody went home until the
graduation ceremony. | was on my way upstairs when my mom and dad called me
into the living room. My mom had her hands behind her back with a smile on her

face.

“Happy birthday, sweetheart.” She grinned as she handed me a small red velvet box.



“We wanted to give thisto you now instead of at the party tonight.”

| sat on the couch between my parents and slowly lifted the lid. Inside sat a beautiful
diamond infinity ring. It was stunning, and | loved it.

“Mom, Dad,” | said as| looked at it with tearsin my eyes.

“You know by now that symbol has a special meaning in our family. We wanted to
give you something that represents us as a family—something you can look at when
your dad and | are gone and know that our love for you is infinite, even when we're

not here,” my mom said.

“Thank you so much. | love it,” | said as | hugged my mom and then my dad. “I'll
never take thisring off.”

“I'm glad you like it, princess. Your mom and | thought it would be the start of a
tradition. Y ou can passit on to your daughter when she' s eighteen.”

“What if | don’t have a daughter?’

“Well, let’s hope you do.” He smiled.

| went upstairs, showered, and dressed for my graduation ceremony. It felt unreal that
| was finaly out of school and going to college in the fall. | put on my graduation
gown and stood in front of my full-length mirror as | put my graduation cap on my
head. There was a soft knock on the door, and my mom peeked her head in.

“Do you need any help?’ she asked.

“No. I think | got it.”
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She stepped into my room and walked up behind me, clasping my shoulders with her
hands.

“1 can't believe my baby girl is graduating. It seems like it was only yesterday that |
took you to your first day of preschool.”

“You're going to make mecry,” | said as| looked at her through the mirror.
“Time goes by so fast, Julia. It's important to cherish every day,” she said as she
straightened my cap and patted my shoulders. She walked out of the room, and my

dad walked in with asmile.

“My princess is graduating high school. It's amazing how fast the time went. I'll
never forget your first day of kindergarten.” He smiled.

| turned around as he sat down on the bed.
“1 had my arms wrapped tightly around your leg, and | wouldn’t let go.”

“That’sright.” He smiled as he reached for my hand and asked me to sit down. “Y ou
were so scared and held onto me asiif your life depended on it.”

“1 begged you not to leave me.”
“And | didn’'t. | promised you | wouldn't leave, so | sat in the back of the classroom

to ensure you were okay. Just like I'll be sitting in the audience, making sure you're
okay when you give your speech.”



The tears | tried so hard to hold back started to fall. My dad reached over and gently
wiped them away with hisfinger. “No tears, baby. You'll ruin your makeup.”

“Thanks, Dad,” | said as | laid my head on his shoulder.

As | stood at the podium and glanced at my notes, | looked out into the audience and
saw my parents sitting in the second row. My mom blew me a kiss, and my dad gave
me a thumbs up. | was nervous and started to sweat. | folded the white piece of paper
| had in my hand and pushed it to the side. | gripped the sides of the podium, took in a
deep breath, and closed my eyes as | began to speak into the microphone. | spoke
about the last four years, London, and her death. | could hear the sounds of sniffling
as | talked about what an amazing student and person London was. A tear fell from
my eye as | read my closing statement, and | received a standing ovation, not only for
my speech but because my painting won the art competition, and | was the recipient
of a $15,000 scholarship to Columbia.

| walked off the stage and took my seat with my fellow classmates as they wiped their
tears. It was time for the distribution of diplomas, and when London’s name was
called, | proudly walked across the stage and accepted her diploma for her. | kissed it
and held it up the air, hoping that she was looking down and could see it. Once the
ceremony was over, | met my family out in the lobby. My mom started to cry as she
hugged me tight while my dad was grinning from ear to ear. As soon as my mom let
me go and my dad wiped the tears from her eyes, Collin hugged me and told me he
was proud | was his sister. After | made my rounds and hugged my entire family,
Mason walked over to me with tearsin his eyes.

“Princess, you were amazing up on that stage. I’'m so proud of you.” He began to cry
as he hugged me tight and had a full breakdown.

| looked at my dad, and he rolled his eyes. He tapped mymom on the shoulder and
pointed to Uncle Mason. My mom smiled at me as she clasped his shoulders and



broke our embrace.

We left the graduation and went straight to the Astoria for my birthday party. Around
one hundred and fifty guests showed up, including family and friends from school.
The room was decorated with balloons in pink and lavender, my two favorite colors.
Beautiful candle-lit, floral centerpieces sat in the middle of each table. There was a
DJ and a table that sat in the corner with a birthday cake representing my shopping
addiction and tiers upon tiers of beautifully flowered cupcakes. | took in a deep
breath as | put on my fake smile and thanked everyone for coming. My mom ran over
to me.

“Here comes your dad. | know that look on his face, and it’s about your dress. I'm
just giving you a heads up.”

“Thanks, Mom.” | sighed.

My dad walked over to me and kissed me on the cheek as he put his hand on the
small of my back.

“Happy birthday, baby. Y ou look gorgeous. Did you pick out that dress yourself?”’
“Thank you, Daddy, and yes, | did. Isn’t it the most beautiful dress you've ever seen?
| love it so much, and | feel like such a princess in it. Tell me you like it, Daddy,
please.”

Yes, that was me putting on the innocent act for my father to try and distract him
from telling me that my dress was way too short. He looked at me, paused, and then

smiled. “It’s beautiful, Julia, and it looks wonderful on you.”

“Thanks, Dad.” | smiled as | kissed his cheek, and he began to walk away.



He stopped, turned around, and looked at me. “Y our mom said something to you,
didn’t she?’

| shrugged my shoulders as | flashed him a smile. He turned around and shook his
head. My poor dad. At least he had Collin.

CHAPTER 10

We packed everything we needed for the summer and drove to the beach house. As
we walked through the door, | took my suitcases upstairs to my bedroom and laid
them on the bed. The first thing | did, was open my window to let the ocean breeze
blow through. | ran down the stairs, out through the door, nearly knocking my dad
over, and down to the beach. The minute my toes hit the sand, I'd felt like | was
home. The beach was my place of solace, like Central Park was back in the city.
Collin came running down the beach with his surfboard and hit the water. | tried to
surf once, but it was a disaster.

The water came up and soaked my feet as | stood at the shoreline. | ran back up to the
house to grab my sketchpad and pencil. When | walked into the kitchen, my mom
was sitting on the counter with her legs wrapped around my dad’s waist as they made
out, and he had his hand up her shirt.

“You two seriously need to stop it!” | exclaimed.
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“Julia, 1 thought you were down at the beach,” my dad said as he instantly removed
his hand from under my mom'’ s shirt.

“1 just came back to get my sketchpad. If you're going to have sex, please do it in
your room with the door closed. Y ou have no idea how much you' ve scarred me. To
think of my parents having sex isjust gross!”

My mom started to laugh, and my dad stood there and looked at me in shock. | began
to walk away and heard my mom yell, “Just you wait, young lady. You'll find out
what it’'s like to have the love of your life and want to make love to him every day.”

“Ellery, don't tell her that,” my dad said.

| smiled as | grabbed my sketchpad from my room and stopped in the doorway of the
kitchen. My parents were kissing and smiling at each other. As | quietly watched
them, | prayed what my mom said would come true for me one day. As | made my
way back down to the beach, | sat on the sand, brought my knees to my chest, and
placed my sketchpad on them. | began outlining London’s face. She would come to
the beach house every summer with us, and we would sit together on the sand for
hours. | looked up as Collin walked over to me and sat down. He was soaking wet, so
| threw him his towel.

“Thanks, sis. Whatcha drawing?’
“London. I'm drawing a portrait of London.”

“1 know you miss her, and so do |. Can | talk to you about something?”’



“Sure. You can talk to me about anything,” | said as| continued to draw.

“Hailey and | had sex last night.”

My pencil stopped on the pad as | owly turned my head and looked at my almost
seventeen-year-old brother. “And?’ | asked.

He smiled as he looked down and started drawing in the sand. “ It was amazing.”

“How did Hailey feel?”’

“Sheloved it. You know, it wasn't her first time.”

“Yeah, | know.” | smiled as | bumped my shoulder into his.

“Where did you guys do it?’

“Her house.”

“Ah. While Peyton and Henry were out to dinner with Mom and Dad.”

“Yeah. We knew they’ d be gone forever, so we weren’'t worried.”

“1 hope you used a condom?”’

“Of course, | did. I’'m not stupid.”

| put my pencil down and hooked my arm around his neck. “Congratulations, baby
brother on successfully losing your virginity and thinking it was amazing.”

“Please don’t tell Mom and Dad.”



“Are you kidding me? | would never tell them. Anyway, they’re too busy having sex
in the kitchen to notice what’ s happening around them.”

“Ugh, again? Those two never stop.” Collin laughed.

He got up and returned to the house while | finished my drawing of London. A while
later, | walked up to the house, and when | stepped into the kitchen, all | could smell
was Italian food. It was the aroma of my favorite Italian take-out place called
Tivoli’s. They made the best pasta and sauce on the face of the Earth, and their garlic
bread was to die for.

“Oh, honey, I’'m glad you' re back. Could you set the table, please?” my mom asked.
“Isit timeto eat now?’ | asked as | grabbed the plates from the cupboard.

“Yes, and we ordered your favorite.” She smiled.

As | set the table, my mom picked up my sketchpad and looked at it. “This is
beautiful, Julia.”
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“Thanks. | drew it while | was down at the beach.”

My dad and Collin walked in, and my mom showed my dad the sketch of London.
“That’ s abeautiful picture, princess,” he said as he kissed my head.

“Thanks, Dad.” | grabbed the bow! of pastaand set it on the table.

We sat down and ate dinner as a family, reminiscing of the days when we were
younger. Little did | know that tomorrow would be the day that changed my life

forever.

lawoke to a whole lot of noise going on downstairs. As | yawned, | grabbed my
phone and texted Collin to come to my room. He opened the door and stepped inside.

“What?’" he asked.
“What the hell is going on downstairs?’

“Did you forget that today is your graduation party, and the caterers and planners are
here?’

“Already? My God, it's only eight o’ clock in the morning.”
Collin shrugged his shoulders and walked out of the room. | stepped out of bed and

walked down the hallway to my parent's room. My dad told me to come in when |
knocked on the door. He was sitting up on the bed, checking his phone.



“Good morning, princess.” He smiled.

“Morning, Dad,” | said as | cuddled up next to him. He put his arm around me and
kissed my head.

“Is something wrong?’

| sighed. “No, | just don’t want to go downstairs yet with all that racket going on.”

“Ah. Me neither. That'swhy I'm sitting in here.”

“Mom’s okay with that?’

“1 told her | was running up here to change clothes. She'll realize it soon enough and
come look for me.”

“1 miss London, Dad.”

“l know you do, sweetheart. We all miss London, and | know it's hard for you
without her being here. But today’s your graduation party, and there's going to be
about three hundred people here, so you need to try and at least act happy. | know
you've been doing that a lot lately, but once today is over, you'll have the whole
summer to relax.”

Suddenly, the door opened, and my mom stood in the doorway, staring at us.

“Good morning, sweetheart. Connor, why are you sitting up here?’

“I’m comforting our daughter, Ellery.”

She glared at him with knitted brows as she walked over to the bed.



“Are you okay, sweetheart?’

“I"'m fine, Mom.”

“Connor, downstairs! Julia, why don’t you go take a shower and get ready for your
party?’ She smiled.

| sat up and looked at my dad as he winked at me. As soon as | walked out of the
room and shut the door, | heard giggling. | rolled my eyes because | knew what that
meant.

The party was a success, and | could tell how happy my mom was. People were
everywhere. Tables filled the patio and backyard under the beautiful white
canopytents. The spread of food was excellent and could probably feed a small
country. The DJ was awesome and played everything my friends requested. My mom
had a play areafor the smaller children, and then games were set up on the beach for
the older kids and adults. | made my rounds and tried to talk to as many people as
possible. It was nearing dusk, and | needed to step away from the party for awhile to
gather my thoughts. With as many people that were here to celebrate my graduation,
it still felt lonely without London. | didn’t want my parents to worry if they couldn’t
find me, and | didn’t see my mom, so | told my dad | was going for awalk.

“Dad,” | sad as | pulled him aside. “I’'m going to go for a walk down the beach if
you'’ re looking for me.”
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“All right, sweetheart, just be careful,” he said as he kissed my head.

| took off my shoes and headed down the beach. Once | made my way down, far
away from the house, | sat on the warm, soft sand. As | was thinking about my life
and college, a dog came up and sat down next to me with a stick in its mouth.

“Hi there.” | smiled as | reached my hand over to pet him. “You're so cute. Look at
that face. Where did you come from?”’

Suddenly, | heard avoice from afew feet away. “Mozart, there you are. What are you
doing, boy?’

| gulped as | looked at the fine male standing before me, wearing cargo shorts and no
shirt. | couldn’t help but stare at his ripped abs and muscular arms. Looking at him, |
felt like | couldn’t get enough air. My eyes finally traveled up to his face, and my
airway felt constricted once again. He was the hottest guy I'd ever seenin my life.

“Sorry about that. Mozart loves girls, and when he sees one, he wants to be friends.”
He smiled.

That smile. | felt something when he smiled. It was the kind of smile that no matter
how bad your day was, it made you feel better. It was the kind of smile that fixed
you. | needed to speak, but the words weren’t coming out. | was stunned by this boy,
this guy, this man. He had me speechless, and that was not easy to do.

“That’s okay. | love dogs.” | smiled back.



He looked at me and cocked his head. “I know this is your typical crappy line, but
I’m serious. | feel like we' ve met before.”

| laughed because at least he was being honest about it being a typical crappy line. “I
don’t think so.” | laughed.

“Comeon, Mozart, let’s go,” he said.

Mozart looked at me, laid down, and put his head on my lap.

“Mozart, what are you doing? Come on. Come, boy.”

“He obviously doesn’t want to go,” | said.

“He never actslike this. He always listens when | tell him we have to go.”

| felt my heart beating rapidly as the nervousness in my stomach began. “Y ou could
always stay for awhile until he’sready to go.”

He looked at me with asmile. “Y ou don’t mind? Y ou sort of look like you want to be
alone.”

“No, | don’t mind. | was just escaping the craziness of my graduation party.”

He sat down next to me and all | could think about was running my hand down his
torso, feeling every crevice and well-defined muscle he had.

“Ah, | remember my graduation party last year. My parents went all out. By the way,
I’m Jake Jensen.” He smiled as he held out his hand.

“Nice to meet you, Jake Jensen. I’'m JuliaBlack.” | smiled back as | shook his hand.



The feeling of my skin heating up when | touched him was unreal. It was afeeling I'd
never felt in my eighteen years of living.

“It's a pleasure to meet you, Julia Black. So, why are you trying to escape your
graduation party?’

| was instantly comfortable with Jake, and | didn’t seem to have trouble telling him
my problems.

“My best friend died a month ago from a drug overdose while in rehab.”

“Wow. How do you overdose in rehab?’

“1 don’t know. Neither the doctors nor the facility could give us an explanation. She
used to come here and stay with us every summer, and not to have her here,
especially at my graduation party, isrealy hard.”

“I'mreally sorry, Julia,” he said as he looked down.

“Thank you, but it’s okay. It's all just a bit overwhelming. Enough about me. Tell me
about you, Jake Jensen.”

He laughed as he looked up a me. “My parents just bought the house down the
beach. | have two sisters, and | just finished my first year at Columbia.”
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“Columbia? I’'m going to Columbiain thefall.” | smiled.
“Redly? You'll loveit, and now you know someone who can show you around.”

“That’s great. Now | won't feel so scared,” | said as | looked down and felt the heat
risein my cheeks.

“No. Youwon't,” he spoke in alow voice.

| looked over at him, and we stared into each other’s eyes for a moment.

“Julia,” | heard Collin yell from adistance. “Dad said you need to come back now.”
“That’s my brother. | guess| haveto go,” | said as| stood up.

“1t was great to meet you, Julia Black. | hope to see you around.” He smiled.

| smiled back at him as | put my hand up and gave him asmall wave. | started to walk
towards Collin, stopped, and turned around. “Hey, Jake,” | yelled. “Would you like to

come back with me so you can see the craziness of my graduation party?’

He smiled as he shouted back. “ Sure, just let me take Mozart home and grab a shirt.
I’ll be back in aminute.”

“I"ll wait for you.” | grinned. “Collin, tell Dad I' [l be there in a minute.”

Collin walked over to where | was standing. “Who’ s that?’



“Someone who just swept me off my feet,” | sad as | laid my head on Collin's
shoulder.

CHAPTER 11

As | waited for Jake to return, Collin returned to the house. | stared out at the ocean
and whispered, “London, did you see him? I’ve only known him for about thirty
minutes, but | think he’ s someone special.”

“Hey,” Jake said as he walked up to me. “ Thanks for waiting.”

“Hi. No problem,” | said as we walked through the sand back to my house.

We could hear the music and the laughter as we walked toward the house. “My God,
how many people did your parents invite?’

“ About three hundred people.” | smiled.

“Serioudly?’

“Yeah. My dad and | tried hiding this morning, but my mom caught us.”

We walked up to the patio and made our way through the crowd. | saw my mom
standing in the kitchen talking to my dad. They turned and looked at me as we
stepped through the door.

“Where have you been?’ my mom asked.

“| told Dad that | was taking awalk down the beach.”

“Yes, you did, Julia. But that was along time ago,” my dad said as he looked at Jake.



“Who'’ s your friend, princess?’

“Dad, Mom, thisis Jake Jensen. We met on the beach.”

Jake extended his hand to my parents.

“Jensen?’ my dad asked as he shook Jake' s hand.

“Daddy!” | exclaimed.

“Y ou wouldn’t happen to be William Jensen’ s son, would you?”’
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“Yes, sir. He's, my dad.” Jake smiled.

“1 knew it. Jake' s father owns the largest dealership in the city where | buy my Range
Rovers. I’ ve been buying from your father for years.”

“Mr. Black. I’ve heard your name before. Y ou own Black Enterprises. My dad talks
about you.”

“All good, | hope.”
“Of course.” Jake smiled.

This was excellent. My dad knew Jake's dad, and he seemed to realy like him. |
couldn’t have asked for this meeting to be more perfect.

“You and Julia have already met,” my dad said.

“What? How?’' | asked.

“Back when you were about eight years old, | bought a new Range Rover. You
wanted to come with me to the dealership, and Jake was sitting behind his father’s
desk. The dealership had a play area, and your father asked you to take Julia and
show her the toys while we reviewed the purchase numbers.”

“See. | told you | felt like we'd met before.” Jake grinned.

| wished | had remembered that, but | didn’t. Jake and my dad continued to talk while



my mom pulled me into the living room.

“Oh my God, Julia. HE' s hot.” She smiled.

“He took my breath away, Mom.”

“Sweetheart.” She smiled as she put her hand on the side of my face. “I don’t know

what to say except ‘be careful.

| smiled as she placed her arm around me, and we walked back into the kitchen. Jake
turned around and flashed me a smile.

“Mr. Black, would it be all right with you and Mrs. Black if | took Julia on a date?’

| looked at my mom, who was grinning from ear to ear. My dad looked at me and
then back at Jake before giving his answer.

“Yes, Jake. You may take my daughter on a date.” He smiled as he put his hand on
Jake' s shoulder.

Jake walked over to me as his striking green eyes stared into mine. “Julia, | know
we've only known each other a couple of hours, but | was hoping you would do me
the honor of going on a date with me tomorrow night.”

| was so excited that | wanted to scream yes, but | remained calm.

“Yes, Jake. I'd love to go out on a date with you.”

The fact that he asked my parents first scored him big points. As the guests were

starting to leave, Jake said that he should get going. When | walked him down to the
beach, he pulled his phone from his pocket and asked me for my number. | gaveit to



him, and he told me that he' d text me so that | would have his.

“Goodnight, Julia Black. I'm looking forward to our date tomorrow night. How about
| pick you up around seven o’ clock?’

“Seven o' clock is perfect.” | smiled.

He leaned closer to me, kissed me lightly on the cheek, and began to walk away. |
called his name, and he turned around. | put my hand up and gave him asmall wave.

“Goodnight, Jake Jensen.” | smiled.

“Sweet dreams, Julia,” he said as he turned around and walked down the beach.

| said goodbye to the last guest and closed the door. | leaned up against it and sighed.
My mom walked over to me and smiled.

“What a great party, but I'm glad it’'sover.”

“Metoo, Mom. Thank you for everything.”
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“Aw, you' re welcome, sweetheart,” she said as she hugged me.

| went upstairs and started a hot bath. | twisted my hair up, set my phone on the edge
of the tub, and climbed in. | slid down until my head rested comfortably on the bath
pillow. As| closed my eyes, the sweet smile of Jake Jensen filled my head. | couldn’t
help but think of his six-foot height and his light brown, tousled hair, making him
even sexier. The shape of his lips and the smile that came from them. A smile that
made his green eyes light up and captivate me when he looked into mine. As | was
dreaming about Jake, my phone beeped. | opened my eyes and looked over to see a
text message from him. My heart raced as | read his message.

“Hi, Julia. It s Jake. | just wanted to say goodnight and that | can’t wait until our date
tomorrow night.”

| smiled because | couldn’t wait either. | dried off my hands and quickly responded.
“Hi, Jake. I’'m very excited about our date. | can’t wait to see you again.”

| stepped out of the tub and dlipped on my pajamas. | looked at the clock, and it was
two am. Walking downstairs to get a glass of water, | saw my dad sitting on the
couch in the living room.

“Dad, it'slate. Why aren’t you in bed?’ | asked as | sat down next to him.

“I'll be heading upstairs soon, princess. Shouldn’t you be in bed? Y ou've had a long
day.



“1 just came down for aglass of water,” | said as| sat next to him.

“l1 want you to know that | like Jake, and | approve.” He smiled as he put his arm
around me.

“l like Jake too, and I'm glad you approve. But you know that it wouldn’'t have
mattered even if you disapproved.

“1 know.” He sighed. “ The women in my family are very defiant.”

“That's because we don't like to be controlled, Mr. Black,” my mom said as she
entered the room. “ There’ s only one place where | let you control me.” She winked.

My dad got up from the couch and put his hands on my mom’s hips. “Would you like
me to control you right now?’ he asked with a smile.

“Oh my God! I’'m going to bed!” | exclaimed as | got up and ran up the stairs before |
could hear any more.

Icouldn’t sleep, so | got up and started making our family Sunday breakfast. My mom
and dad walked into the kitchen just as | began to make the eggs.

“Good morning, princess. What’s all this?” my dad asked as he kissed my head.

“l couldn’t sleep, so | thought I’ d make breakfast today.”

“Morning, baby,” my mom sleepily said as she kissed me.

“Morning, Mom. Can you go wake up Collin?’

My dad poured some coffee and sat down at the table. “Why couldn’t you sleep?



Were you thinking about Jake?’

| turned to him and smiled. “Maybe.”

Collin and my mom walked into the kitchen. Collin looked so tired.

“You look tired,” | said as| poured him some coffee.

“Gee, maybe if | weren't kept up al night, | wouldn’t be so tired. Let me tell the two
of you something,” Collin said as he looked at our parents. “I can appreciate how
much you love each other, but you're old and have sex like you're in your twenties.
When you bought this house, you obviously didn’'t consider the bedroom situation
because my room is right next to yours and you don’'t seem to care whether | can hear
you or not. I'm asking you to please add on another bedroom to the house. Preferably
way on the other side.”

With the spatula in my hand, | stood there in shock at what my brother had just said
to our parents. My mom and dad looked at each other and then at Collin.

“Okay, son. We'll add on another bedroom,” my dad said.

“That's a great idea, Collin. I’'m surprised we haven't thought about it before.” My
mom smiled.

“You know, Ellery. The family will only grow, so maybe we should just expand the
house with more than just a bedroom. Think about it. Julia and Collin will get
married someday and have kids of their own, and we'll want them here in the summer
to visit, so we need to make sure we have the room.”

“1 agree, Connor, and | think we should do it.” She leaned over and kissed him.
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“Oh, Dad. There's something I’ ve been meaning to talk to you about. It's about that
scholarship | won. We don't need it, and some students do. Can we give the
scholarship to someone else? To someone who really needs it?’

“1 already thought of that and left a message for the dean. | don’t see why not, and if
we can't, I’'ll just match the scholarship and give it to someone in need.”

“Thanks, Dad.” | smiled as| got up from the table.

| started to clean up, but my mom told me to go and get dressed because she was
taking me shopping for a new outfit for my date with Jake. It was unexpected, and |
was so excited. She and my dad cleaned up, Collin went back to bed, and | went to
my room and got dressed. As | was brushing my hair, my phone beeped with a text

message from Jake.

“Good morning. | hope you slept better than | did. | can't wait to see you later. Have
agreat day, Julia.”

“Good morning, Jake. | didn’t sleep at all. | just finished making breakfast for my
family, and now my mom and | are going shopping.”

“Y ou cook? Y ou're even more perfect than | thought.”

My heart melted when he said | was perfect. This feeling that had overtaken me was
something | couldn’t describe. I'd never felt anything likeit.

“Don’'t put me on that pedestal yet. | can only manage to cook breakfast foods.”



“1’ve aready put you up on that pedestal, Julia. I'll talk to you later. My dad is calling
me.”

“Bye, Jake.”

My mom and | went into the city and shopped al day. She told me it would make the
day go by faster for me, and she was right. As we were leaving Starbucks, | ran right
into aguy as he was coming in.

“Oh my God. I’'m so sorry. | didn’t see you,” | apologized.

“No, it's—Ellery?’ he asked.

“Kyle?" She smiled as she hugged him. “It’s nice to see you. Wow, it’s been what?
At least ten years?’

“Yeah, | think so. It'sgood to see you, Ellery. This beautiful girl must be Julia.”

“Yes. Thisis my daughter, Julia. Julia, thisis Kyle. We used to date.”

“1 would call it more than dating. We lived together for four years.” He smiled.

It suddenly hit me. This was the guy my mom had talked about. He was her ex-
boyfriend.

“It' snice to meet you.” | smiled.

“Oh boy, Elle. She has your smile.”

“How have you been?’ she asked him.



“I’'m okay. I’'m VP of the accounting firm, and I’ ve just ended my second marriage.”

“Oh, I’'m sorry to hear that.”

“Nah, don’t be. | just haven't found the right woman to spend the rest of my life with
yet,” he said as he looked at her with sad eyes.

She put her hand on hisarm. “Y ou will, Kyle. She's out there somewhere.”

“1 think | already lost her.” A smirk crossed hislips.

“Mom, look at the time. We need to get going.”

“You'reright, sweetie. It was good seeing you, Kyle. Good luck with everything.”

“Thanks, Elle. It was great seeing you too. It was nice to meet you, Julia.” He smiled.
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Aswe began to walk away, Kyle called my mom’s name.

“How’s Connor?’ he asked.

She turned around and gave him the biggest smile. “Connor is wonderful .”
“Good. Tell him | said hi.”

We continued walking down the street, stopping at one more store before heading
home.

CHAPTER 12

As | was sitting at my vanity, putting on my makeup, there was a knock on the door,
and my dad asked if he could comein.

“l just wanted to let you know that | spoke with the Dean of Columbia, and he said it
wouldn’t be a problem to give the scholarship to someone else as a donation.”

“That’s great news, Dad. Oh, by the way, Mom'’ s ex-boyfriend, Kyle, said to tell you
hi.”

“What?' he asked. “When did you see him?’

“Today, while we were in the city. | ran smack dab into him as we were leaving
Starbucks.”



My dad sat down on the bed. “What else did he have to say?’

“Not much. He said he had just ended his second marriage. I’ m pretty sure he still has
athing for Mom because he said he thinks he already lost the girl he was supposed to
be with or something like that. | don’t know. He seemed kind of weird.”

“He never got over your mother, and | don’t think he ever will.”

“Why did they break up?’ | asked as | was putting on my eye shadow.

“Because your mom was sick and wouldn’'t get the help she needed, so he left her,
which I’'m thankful for because | would never have met her if he hadn’t.”

“Sick, how?’ | asked in confusion.

“Your mom’'s cancer had returned when she was twenty-three years old, and she
refused to get treatments because she didn’t want to go through it again.”

| stopped what | was doing and turned around. “What? Y ou mean she was going to
let herself die?’

“Yes. And when Kyle found out, he left her.”

“1t was because of your dad that | ended up getting the treatments | needed,” my
mom said as she walked into the room and sat down next to him.

He grabbed her hand and kissed it.

“Mom, what the hell were you thinking?” | exclaimed.

“1 wasn't thinking clearly, but your dad helped me with that.”



“We helped each other.” He smiled.

“Listen, Julia. Finish getting ready for your date. We'll discuss this another time,” she
said as she got up from the bed, and she and my dad walked out of my room.

| was stunned by what my father told me. | knew she had cancer when she was
sixteen, but | had no idea it came back when she was twenty-three. There was so
much about my parents that | didn’t know, and it bothered me. | finished putting on
my makeup and curling my hair. | put on the cute maxi dress my mom had bought for
me, and | headed downstairs.

“Now that’ s the kind of dress| like to see on you.” My dad smiled.

“Very funny, Dad!”

“No, seriously. That dress |ooks beautiful on you.”
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Collin came running down the stairs. “Hey, sis, you look great! Dad, we need to talk
about that car you said you' d buy me.”

“I know, Collin, and we will.”

“But | need one now. | can’'t even pick up Hailey for a date because we' re here at the
beach house, and | have no way to get to her,” he said.

My dad reached in his pocket and threw his keys to Callin. “ Take the Range Rover.
Y our mother and | aren’t going anywhere tonight.”

“Thanks, Dad!” Collin exclaimed as he turned around and quickly ran out the door.

“Connor, | thought we were going out to dinner?” my mom asked as she looked at
him.

He walked over to her and whispered something in her ear. Suddenly, she started
grinning. | rolled my eyes and shook my head. I’m sure it had something to do with
sex since they would be home alone.

There was a knock at the door, and my mom walked over and answered it. | walked
out of the kitchen with my dad following behind and smiled when | saw Jake
standing there. He looked at me, and | pretty much stopped breathing. His face lit up
when he saw me, and when | walked over to him, he took my hand and kissed my
cheek. My heart was pounding so fast. There was no way he couldn’t have heard it.

“You look beautiful, Julia”



“Thank you. You look amazing.” | smiled.

“Are you ready to go?’ he asked.

11 Y%."

My dad walked over to me, kissed my cheek, and shook Jake's hand. “Have fun, you

two.
“What time should | have her home?’ Jake asked.

“She doesn’t have a curfew, and just a reasonable time is fine,” my mom said as she
pushed us out the door before my dad could say something. “Have fun and be safe,”

she said and quickly shut the door.

He opened the passenger door to his Range Rover, and | smiled. It was just like my
dad’s, but hiswas white. “Isthisyours?’ | asked him when he climbed in.

“Yeah. My parents gave it to me as a graduation present.”

“Very nicel” | grinned.

“Is there anything special you want to do? Because I'll do anything you want. That is
after we grab something to eat. I'm starving.”

| didn’t care what we did. Aslong as | was with him, it didn’'t matter. We could sit in
the Range Rover all night and listen to music, and I’ d be happy.

“It doesn’t matter to me what we do,” | sad.

“Do you like Italian food?



“I loveit!” | smiled.

“1 know this great restaurant called?—"

“Tivoli’sl” we both said at the same time.

He looked at me with awide grin across hisface. “Y ou know it?’

“I1t' s my favorite Italian restaurant.”

“Seriously? Y ou’' re serious?’

“Yes, I'm serious.” | laughed.

“Minetoo.”
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We pulled into the parking lot, and Jake parked the Range Rover. He looked over at
me and told me to wait while he got out. He walked around and opened the door for
me.

“1 will always open the door for you.” He smiled as he took my hand and helped me
Out.

“Thank you.”

We walked into the restaurant, and it was packed. People were standing everywhere,
waiting for atable.

“Man, look at thisline. Hold on. Let me ask how long the wait is.”

Jake walked back, shaking his head. “The hostess said it's at least an hour wait. Is
that okay with you, or would you rather go somewhere else?’

“Come with me.” | smiled as | grabbed his hand and led him through the line of
people. We walked up to the hostess desk where the manager, Alan, was standing.

“Good evening, Miss Black. Are you dining with us tonight?’
“Hi, Alan. Yes. It'sjust Jake and me tonight.” | smiled.
“Very good. Thisway to your table,” he said as he grabbed two menus.

We were seated at our table, and Jake smiled at me.



“How?”

“Welcome to the Black family’ s table,” | said as | raised my hands. “My dad bought
this table so we would never have to wait. He's crazy like that.”

“That’s awesome. Remind me to thank your father.” He grinned. “Are you going to
open your menu, or do you already know what you' re having?’

“1 get the same thing every time | come here, chicken parmesan. It's the best I've
ever had.”

“1’ve never had the chicken parmesan from here. | usually get the lasagna.”

The waitress walked over and took our order. | smiled when Jake ordered the chicken
parmesan.

“Don’'t hold me responsibleif you don’'t likeit.” | laughed.

“If you say it’s great, then I’'m sureit is.” He winked.

| had to stop and think for a moment because suddenly, Irealized that | was no longer
nervous around him. | was comfortable and felt like | could just be myself. We talked
about our families and Columbia.

“What are you studying at Columbia?’ | asked.

“Corporate Finance,” he said as he took a sip of hiswater.

| placed my hand on the table while | picked up the glass with my other hand.
“Sounds interesting. Y ou and my dad will have alot to talk about.” | smiled.



Jake looked at me and then at my hand. “I really want to hold your hand. Would that
be okay? | don’t want to overstep.”

“You're not overstepping, and | would like that.”

He reached his hand over and placed it on top of mine. His skin was soft, and his
touch sent a warm sensation throughout my body. He was so polite and such a
gentleman.

“What about you? What are you going to be studying at Columbia?’

“ Architecture and design with a background in marketing.” | smiled.

“That's an excellent field.”

“I'm an artist, but | don’t want to make a career out of it like my mom. So, | opted to

put my talents somewhere else. Plus, I’'m hoping to work for my dad at Black
Enterprises. He' s already grooming Collin and me to take over when he retires.”
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“You'rean artist? Like in painting?’ he asked.

“Yeah. | paint pictures. In fact, my painting just won Columbia s Art Competition.
It's going to be hanging in one of the halls there.”

Jake lifted my hand and interlaced our fingers. “Julia, that’s amazing. | would love to
see your artwork.”

The waitress set our plates in front of us, and Jake cut into his chicken. He held his
fork up and smiled. “Here it goes.” He tilted his head to the side as he chewed with a
grin on his beautiful, chiseled face. “You're right. This has to be the best chicken
parmesan |’ ve ever eaten.”

After we finished our dinner and shared a dessert, Jake walked around, pulled out my
chair, and took my hand in his as we walked out of the restaurant. Touching him, |
felt connected, and being with him made me forget everything else. He opened the
door to the Range Rover, and before | climbed in, he gently placed his hand on my
cheek. He smiled at me as he slowly shook his head.

“Thisis crazy.”

“What's crazy?’ | smiled.

“Thisfeeling | have when I’'m with you, when | look at you, and when | touch you.”

“It’ sthe same feeling | have when I’'m with you.”



“Really? You have it too?’ he said as he inched his face closer to mine.

“l suredo.” | smiled as| looked at hislips.

“You're so beautiful, Julia, and | really want to kiss you.”

“Then shut up and do it.” | grinned.

His smile widened as he leaned closer, and his lips softly brushed against mine. His
hand cupped the back of my head as his lips pressed firmly, forcing me to part my
lips. He dlipped his tongue inside my mouth, and | just about died. Everything about
him was so warm. | placed my hands on each side of his face and welcomed his
passionate kiss. He broke our kiss, pressed his forehead against mine, and smiled.
“Wow.”

“Wow isright.”

“Maybe | need to kiss you again just to verify that ‘wow.”” The corners of his mouth
curved upward.

“Yeah. | think you need to.”

He tilted his head and nipped at my bottom lip beforelocking his lips with mine. The
way he kissed me was magical, and it sent shivers throughout my body. He pushed up
against me, and | could feel his erection. | never wanted to have sex as badly as | did
right then. Our kiss became softer, and he looked at me.

“Kissing you is everything | imagined it would be since | first laid eyes on you. We
should get going.”



| took in a deep breath and smiled as | climbed into the Range Rover. Jake got in,
shut the door, and took my hand. “Why don’t we go back to the beach, and we can
talk some more.”

“I like that idea.” | smiled.

Aswe drove back to the beach, Jake asked me if | needed anything, and that we could
stop by my house first. | told him no and that my parents were probably having sex
all over the house. He looked at me and raised his eyebrow.

“Are you serious?’

“Yes. I'm dead serious. My parents sexual appetite for one another is astounding,
and you never know where you' re going to find them.”

“Oh my God. That is so awesome but weird at the same time.” He laughed. “They
must really love each other.”

“They do and don’t have any problem letting people know it.”

Jake drove to the end of the street, where he parked the Range Rover, and we walked
hand and hand down to the beach. The light of the moon illuminated the sand, and the
water was glistening. The night air was perfect. Jake sat down first and spread his
legs, making room for me to sit up against him. He wrapped his arms around me as |
lay back against his chest. We talked about our childhood and what we saw in our
futures. Jake wanted at least three kids. | told him that two was a great number
because you only have two hands. Helaughed as he kissed me on the cheek. As we
talked, | stroked his arm with my fingers, and | could feel him getting hard.

“I"'m sorry, Julia.”



“For what?’ | asked.
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“Umm ... | think you know.”

Then it hit me. He was talking about his erection. “Oh, don’t worry about that. It's
okay.” | smiled as | tilted my head back, and he kissed me on the lips. The kiss
continued to get deeper, so | turned my body around and wrapped my legs around his
waist as we made out under the moonlight. Suddenly, we heard talking and laughing.
| instantly broke our kiss and turned my head.

“What’'swrong?’ Jake asked.

“1 swear that sounds like my parents,” | whispered.

The laughing was getting louder and closer. | unwrapped my legs from Jake's waist
and sat next to him.

“Areyou sure?’

“I"'m telling you. That’s my mom'’ s laugh.”

| could see the shadows of two people running towards us. The giggles were getting
louder as they came closer. As | got up, they both fell on the sand, laughing and
kissing each other.

“Mom? Dad?’

“Huh?’ my dad said.



“Julia?” my mom asked.

“Yes! | knew it was you guys. What are you doing?’

“What are you doing here? We thought you were on a date?’ my dad said.

“1 am on a date! What the hell are the two of you doing besides embarrassing the hell
out of me?!”

As | walked closer, my dad looked at my mom, and they both laughed.

“1’m sorry, but we were going for awalk,” my dad spoke.

“Are the two of you drunk?’ | asked.

“Maybe just alittle.” My mom giggled.

Jake got up and walked over. “Hi, Mr. and Mrs. Black.” He waved.

“Oh, hi, Jake,” my dad said as he got off my mom and helped her up.

| wanted to die. | was so humiliated.

“S0, what are the two of you doing?’ my dad casually asked.

“We weretalking!” | spoke with gritted teeth.

“Okay. Well, I guess we should go now.” My mom laughed. “We're sorry to interrupt
your talk.”

My dad smacked my mom on the ass as she started running back in the direction they



came from. She laughed as he began to chase her. | stood there, shaking my head in
disgust at my parents behavior. Of all the times they had to take a walk on the beach,
it had to be when | was on a date.

“I"'m so sorry,” | said as | turned and faced Jake.

“Don’'t be.” He smiled as he brushed my hair from my face. “I love your parents.
They’re so cool. Y ou have nothing to be sorry for.”

He pulled me into a warm embrace and held me tightly. “Can | ask you something?’

13 S_jre.”

“Will you go out with me again?’
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| looked up at him and smiled. “I would love to go out with you again. But let’s go
somewhere where we won't run into my parents.”

“You got it. I'll go anywhere you want to.” He smiled as he brought hislipsto mine.

We talked for a couple of more hours, made out, and then he took me home. | had the
best night of my life and couldn’t wait to see him again.

CHAPTER 13

Igot up early because | couldn’t sleep. Jake and our date consumed my mind. Plus,
we were texting back and forth pretty much all night. I went into the kitchen and
made a pot of coffee. As | prepared a hangover cocktail, my parents entered the
kitchen. Both of them looked like shit and hung over.

“Why are you up so early?’ | said in aloud tone.

“Why are you being so loud?’” my dad whispered.

“Good morning, sweetheart. We heard all this racket down here, and we wanted to
see what was going on,” my mom said.

“Both of you sit! Now!” | commanded as | pointed at the table.
They looked at each other, walked over to the table, and sat down. | set two glasses

on the table and poured the cocktail into each one. | slid a glass over to my mom.
Then | dlid the other glass over to my dad.



“DRINK.”

“But—" my dad started.

“No buts. Now, drink up.”

My parents |looked at each other as they picked up their glasses.

“Geg, | can’'t imagine where she gets her attitude from,” my dad said to my mom.

She made aface at him as she held up her glass. “ Cheers!”

| walked over to the coffee pot and poured three cups of coffee as | began my speech.
“We need to discuss the events of last night and how you embarrassed me. What were
you thinking? Not only were you behaving like lovesick teenagers, but you were also
drunk on top of it. Do you know how that looked in front of Jake? Do you have any
idea how humiliated | was and how | had to apologize for your erratic behavior?
Who's the adult here? Because | know it’'s neither of you,” | said as | waved my
finger at them.

“Princess, don’t you think you’ re overreacting just alittle bit?’” my dad said.

“No, | don’'t. Because | really like Jake alot, and you embarrassed me!”

“Sweetheart,” my mom said as she got up from the table and walked over to me.

| put up my finger.

“Don’'t, Mom,” | said as | looked away, and tears started to form in my eyes.



“Okay. Your dad and | want to apologize for our actions last night, and we'll make
sure it never happens again. But honestly, we didn’t know you’ d be at the beach and
didn’t plan to walk that far. | guess we kind of lost track of where we were going.”

My dad got up from his seat and walked over to me as my mom walked out of the
kitchen. “1 see what’ s going on here,” he said. “Y ou' re head over heels for this boy.”

| wiped atear that fell from my eye.

“Come here, princess,” my dad said as he wrapped his arms around me and kissed my
head.

“Dad, you don’t understand. The way | feel when I’'m with him is like nothing I’ve
ever felt before, and I’m scared.”

“You'rewrong, Julia. | do understand, and | know exactly how you're feeling. That's
how your mom and | feel when we're together. I’m not going to tell you that you're
crazy, and it’ s too soon because that feeling, the one you’ re describing, came over me
the first moment | saw your mom standing in my kitchen. And when she smiled, that
was it. That feeling has been with me ever since, even after al these years. When |
look at your mom, | feel like I’'m looking at her for the first time. | mean, | guess it
doesn’t matter how old you are. When you meet your soul mate, you know it. Just be
careful and take it low. You're only eighteen and far too young to be in a serious
relationship.”

“Thanks, Dad.” | smiled.
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“You're welcome, baby. You know I’'m here for you anytime you need me.”
“What's going on?’ Collin asked as he walked into the kitchen.

“Juliaand | arejust having a heart-to-heart.”

“Oh. Don't forget, Dad. We're going to look at cars today.”

My dad rolled his eyes and sighed. “1 didn’t forget, Collin.”

Iwalked upstairs and into my parent’s room. “Mom, can | come in?’

“Sure, honey,” she said.

“I’m sorry for giving you an attitude earlier. | just don’t want to ruin things with Jake.
| know it’s only been one date, but?—"

“Your heart starts beating rapidly when you see him. Y our stomach gets all tied up in
knots, and he's the only person in the world that exists when you're with him.” She
smiled.

“Yes.” | smiled back.

“Come here, my sweet girl,” she said as she hugged me. “Take things slow. Y ou have
so much ahead of you.”

“That’swhat Dad said.”



“Your dad is a wise man,” she said as she looked at me and then twisted her face.
“Well, sometimes he' swise.”

| couldn’t help but laugh. “ Thanks, Mom.”

“I heard that, Elle,” my dad yelled from the hallway.

As | waked out of the bedroom, | heard my phone beeping from my bedroom. |
grabbed it from the dresser and saw a text message from Jake.

“Good morning, beautiful. | was hoping you' d have coffee with me.”

| smiled as| read his text and quickly responded.

“Good morning. | would love to have coffee with you.”

“Great. I'll pick you up in thirty minutes. Is that okay?’

“I’ll be ready and waiting.”

| ran to my closet and quickly rummaged through all my clothes, trying to find
something to wear. | pulled out a cream-colored lace sundress that | had forgotten
about and still had the tags. | put it on and threw my hair up in aponytail. As| put on
the final touches of my makeup, | heard the doorbell ring.

“I'll getit,” | yelled as| ran down the stairs.

| opened the door, and Jake was standing there, holding two cups of coffee and
looking sexy as hell.

“Morning.” He smiled, and | could swear the heavens opened up.



“Morning.” | smiled back as | took a cup from him. “Comeonin.”

“You look great, Julia.”

“So doyou.”

He held up a brown paper bag. “1 brought bagels, cream cheese, and fresh fruit.”

| took the bag from him, and we walked to the kitchen. As | set the bag on the

counter, Jake put his hands on my hips. He looked at me, smiled, and brushed his lips
against mine, kissing me softly.
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“1 dreamed of doing that all night,” he said.

“1 dreamed of you doing it all night.” | smiled.

“Isthat so?’ he whispered as he kissed me again.

“Yes,” | whispered back.

“Good morning, Jake.” My dad smiled as he and my mom walked into the kitchen.

Jake quickly removed his hands from my hips and took a step back. “Good morning,
Mr. and Mrs. Black.”

My mom smiled at him.

“Jake, you can call us Ellery and Connor. There' s no need to be so formal. Especially
if you’re going to be dating our daughter.”

“Okay. Thank you, Ellery.” He gave her a nod.

| took his hand and led him over to the table. We sat down, talked, ate our bagels, and
drank coffee.

“Do you have any planstoday?’ | asked.

“Actually, | do.”



| was disappointed when he said that because | hoped we could spend the day
together.

“Oh, what are you doing?’ | asked asif it was any of my business.

“I’m spending the day with you.” He smiled.

A wide grin spread across my face as | leaned over and kissed him.

Connor

Jake stood in the living room and looked at one of Julia's paintings while she was
upstairs getting her things together.

“Beautiful, isn't it?’ | spoke.

“Yes. It's stunning. Who painted it?’

“Julia,” | replied.

Jake turned around and looked at me with a shocked expression on his face.

“l know. That’s how | felt when | saw her mother’s paintings for the first time.” |
smiled.

“Wow. Juliatold me she painted, but | had no idea she could paint like that.”
“She gets her talent from her mother and my sister, Cassidy. | own an art gallery in

Chicago where more of her paintings are on display, aong with Ellery’s. Maybe,
sometime soon, you can fly with us to Chicago, and you can see for yourself.”



“Thanks. | would like that.”

“Listen, Jake,” | said as | looked at him. “I don’t know what Julia has told you about
me, but I’ m very protective of her, and | look out for her safety.”

“And you should because that’s what a father is supposedto do for his children. Y ou
don’t have to worry about Julia when she’'s with me, Connor. I'll make sure she's
aways safe. | know I've only known her a few days, but | aready feel like I've
known her forever. | can't even describe the feeling | get when I’ m with her.”

“You don't have to. | already know that feeling. Just do me a favor and be careful. If
you know what | mean.”

“Oh my God! Dad!” Julia exclaimed as she and Ellery walked into the room.
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She took Jake's arm, and the two of them left. Ellery walked over to where | was
standing and wrapped her arms around me.

“Did you just give him permission to have sex with our daughter?”
| took in a deep breath and sighed.

“1 just told him to be careful. It's inevitable, Elle. It's going to happen. Look at the
way they look at each other.”

“They remind me of us,” Ellery said as she tightened her grip around me.
“1 know they do, baby.” | kissed her head.
Julia

Jake and | spent every day of the summer together. The first time we had sex was the
most amazing experience of my life. He was gentle and loving, and | couldn’t have
asked for anything more. We had sex alot. Now, | understood why my parents acted
the way they did. | felt like | couldn’t get enough of Jake and always wanted him.
Just the way he looked at me sent an ache down below. It amazed me that, after all
those years, my parents still had the same feelings for each other. Collin and | were
fortunateto have Connor and Ellery Black as our parents. Sometimes, we didn’'t
always see eye to eye, and we argued, but what kid didn’t argue with their parents?
This was the best summer of my life, and | still missed London so much, but Jake
helped me through it and helped me to accept it. He often took me to her grave so |
could put flowers down and talk to her.



My mom and dad loved Jake, especially my dad. The way the two of them talked
about corporations and finance bored me to death, but they had something in
common, and it was good to see them get along. We packed up what we needed and
traveled back to New York. | drove back with Jake, and we stopped at his house first
before he took me to Columbia for atour. We walked hand in hand across campus as
he showed me each building. It was packed as students were moving into their dorms
and sorority houses. People were everywhere. We ran into a few of Jake's friends,
and he introduced me to them. They seemed like redly great guys, and | couldn’t
walit to get to know them better. Of the six friends | had already met, only two had
girlfriends. We all went out that night and had a lot of fun. We laughed and drank
(don't tell my dad), and Jake and | tore up the dance floor at the club. When it was
time to leave, we said goodbye to our friends and walked down the streets of New
York.

“Your friends are great,” | said, laying my head on his shoulder.

“Yeah. They’'re pretty cool, and | could tell they redlly like you.”

“1 hope s0.”

“1 loveyou,” Jake said as he kissed my head.

| stopped the moment he said that and looked at him. My heart was racing, and my
skin started to heat up.

“What?’

“l loveyou.” He smiled.

Neither one of us had said those words yet. As much as | knew | loved him, | didn’t
want to be the first one to say it just in case he wasn't ready.



“Why do you look so shocked?' he asked. “I love you, Julia Rose Black,” he
screamed through the city streets.”

People smiled at us as they walked by. We were near an alleyway, and | grabbed
Jake's arm. | pulled him towards the brick wall as | leaned my back up against it,
wrapped my arms around his neck, and then my legs around his waist. He held me up
and smiled as he kissed me.

“I can't help faling in love with you. You're an amazing woman, and | love
everything about you. |I've wanted to tell you that I've loved you for so long, but |
didn’t want to scare you.”

Tears stung my eyes. “I love you too, Jake Jensen.”

“You do?' he asked.

“Of course, | do. | wanted to tell you months ago, but | was scared. I'm so in love
with you.”

His mouth smashed into mine, and he kissed me passionately on the streets of New
York City.

“Y ou have no idea how happy | am to hear those words come out of your mouth.” He
smiled.

“Actualy, | do becauseit’sthe sameway | feel when | hear you say it.”

“1 want to make love to you so bad right now, but it’s getting really late, and your dad
will kill meif | don’t have you home on time.”

“1 don’t care about my dad right now. | just want to be with you.”



“| promise you a perfect night tomorrow.” He smiled. “I won't let you get in trouble,
Julia.”

“Fine.” | pouted as | unwrapped my legs from hiswaist.
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“No pouting.” He smiled as he cupped my chinin his hand and softly kissed my lips.

That was the night that sealed the deal for our relationship. Those three words bonded
usin away we could never have imagined.

CHAPTER 14

Thanksgiving was approaching, and | was busy studying hard for my exams. The past
few months at Columbia were amazing. | met some wonderful people who became
instant friends. | was sitting on my bed doing homework when my dad walked into
my room.

“Do you have a minute to talk to your dad?’ he asked.

“Of course, | do, Daddy.” | smiled.

He walked into the room and sat on the edge of the bed next to me.

“I missyou.”

| tilted my head as | looked at him because | didn’t know what he meant.

“Dad, | seeyou every day. What do you mean you miss me?’

“You're so busy between college and Jake. There isn't time for anything else, and |
miss our little talks.”



“Aw, Dad. I'm sorry. I'm dtill trying to balance everything. You know I'll always
have timefor you,” | said as| sat up and hugged him.

“l just don't want us to drift apart because we get so caught up in the day-to-day
stuff.”

“Don’'t worry. I'll always be here for you, Dad.” | smiled. “Now, | know you didn’t
just come here to discuss that.”

“No. Actually, | need to talk to you about Thanksgiving. Your mom and | decided
we're taking the whole family to Aspen to celebrate the holiday and do some skiing.

We would like Jake and his family to come.”

“That sounds great. We can ask him when he comes over later. | think he said
something about his parents wanting to go to the Hamptons for Thanksgiving.”

“Well, just so we're clear, you' re spending Thanksgiving with us.” He winked.

“Of course | am, Dad.” | smiled.

He leaned over and kissed my head. “I'll et you get back to studying.”

A couple of hours had passed, and | was so engrossed in my studiesthat | didn’t even
notice Jake leaning up against my bedroom doorframe. He was standing there smiling
at me when | looked up. He was so sexy. At that moment, | wished my parents
weren’t home.

“You look so hot when you study like that,” he said.

| set my laptop to the side and held out my arms. “Come here.” | smiled.



He walked in, sat on the edge of my bed, kissed me, and pulled me into him.

“1 missed you.”

“1 missed you too. What are your parents doing for Thanksgiving?’

“They’re going to the Hamptons and having some huge dinner with the rest of my
family and friends. Why?’

“My dad decided he's taking the whole family to Aspen for Thanksgiving. He wants
you and your parents to come.”

“Well, | know they won't be able to because they’ve already made plans for the
Hamptons. They invited you, and | told them I’d probably just stay in the city with
you and your family because | know your dad would flip if you weren’t here for
Thanksgiving.”

“Yeah. He adready warned me.” | laughed.

Jake held my face in his hands. “I will go wherever you go because | refuse to spend
a holiday without you.
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| kissed him gently on the lips. “I love you.”
“1 love you more,” he whispered as he started to tickle me.

| grabbed his hands and tried to make him stop as | giggled so loudly that my dad
came up the stairs.

“Sorry to interrupt your fun, but dinner’ sready.” He smiled.
“Okay, Dad. We'll be down inaminute.” | laughed.

Jake and | walked downstairs and sat at the table for dinner. He had become part of
the family and pretty much a permanent fixture at our house.

“Jake' s family is going to the Hamptons for Thanksgiving, but Jake is coming with us
to Aspen,” | said as| looked at my dad.

“Great. You'll have agood time, Jake.” My dad smiled at him.

“Of course, he will. HE' |l be with me,” | said as| scrunched up my nose at Jake.
“Hey, Jake. Do you want to play someCall of Dutyafter dinner?’ Collin asked.
Jake looked over at me. “Are we going anywhere, babe?’

“No. You two can play. | have to study anyway.”



“Yes!” hesaid to Callin.

Once dinner ended, Jake kissed me and went upstairs withCollin. My dad went to his
office to do some work, and my mom and | stayed back to clean up.

“Are you cooking for Thanksgiving, or are we going out?’ | asked her as | cleaned
the table.

“We're all going to cook a big dinner. You know your grandma always cooks for
Thanksgiving.”

“1 can’t wait to go skiing. | haven't skied in a couple of years,” | smiled.

“Julia, you do know that you and Jake won’t be able to share aroom, right?’

“Yes, Mom. | know that.”

“Okay. I’'m just making sure because | don't want you to get mad when your dad says
something to you about it.”

“Don’t worry. | already knew that.” | smiled.

We cleaned up the rest of the dishes, and | headed upstairs to Collin’s room.

We left for Aspen the Tuesday before Thanksgiving. My dad wanted us to have afull
day of skiing on Wednesday, and everyone arranged their schedule so they could fly
with us.

“Pretty cool, huh?’ | smiled as we stepped on our private jet.

“Yeah. I’ve never been on a private plane before. Thisis amazing.”



Mason and Landon boarded the plane, and | ran up to them and hugged and kissed
them.

“How’s my princess doing?’ Mason asked.

“I"'m fine, Uncle Mason.”

“You're more than fine. You're glowing, and it must havesomething to do with that
handsome man standing next to you.” He smiled.

“How are you, Jake?’ Landon asked as they shook hands.
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After we took off, Jake and | unbuckled our seat belts and sat on the couch. We
weren't there long before my dad stole him away from me. Uncle Denny walked over
and sat down next to me.
“How are you, Julia?’ he asked.

“1"m good, Uncle Denny. How are you?”’

“No complaints. You and Jake remind me of your mom and dad. Except Jake isn't a
stubborn ass like your father.” He smiled.

| laughed as | put my hand on hisarm. “No. He' s not.”

“1 heard that, Denny.” My dad smiled as he walked over with Jake.

“1t’ s nothing you haven't already heard, son.”

My dad sighed. “Come on. | want to show you something in the back, old man.”

We finaly arrived in Aspen. My dad spared no expense renting the eight-bedroom,
eight-bathroom chalet. We walked in, and the beauty of it overtook me. | heard my
mom gasp when she walked through the door.

“Oh, Connor. Thisisamazing,” she said to him.

“1 knew you'd love it, baby. It'sall for you.” He smiled.



“Youwait until | get you into the bedroom tonight.” She growled.

Jake looked at me and laughed.

“Oh my God, Mom! There are people within hearing distance!”

My mom looked at me and winked. | gave her a half smile and then grabbed Jake's
hand.

“Come on, Jake. Let’s go find our room,” | said.

| knew it would only be a matter of seconds before my dad stopped us.

“Excuse me, Julia. Come back here right now,” he said.

“What isit, Daddy?’ | innocently asked.

“You and Hailey will share aroom, and Jake and Collin will share aroom.”

| put on my pout face. “That’s not fair, Dad. Why do you and mom get to have al the
fun?’

The expression on my dad’ s face was priceless. | would have given anything to take a
picture of it.

“JuliaRosel” he exclamed.

“Let them share a room, Connor. It's not like they aren’t doing it,” Denny said as he
walked by and winked at me.

“Absolutely, not!”



“Sorry, Juliag, | tried. The old man probably won't let you share a room even if you
were married.

“Denny!” my dad exclaimed.

“Cam down, Connor. Go have a scotch.”

Jake and | started laughing. | kissed my dad on the cheek and told him | was kidding
and that | knew we weren’t sharing aroom. | made him feel better by telling him that
the thought never entered my mind because | was looking forward to some girl time
with Hailey. He bought my story. The reality was that Collin, Hailey, Jake, and | had
already worked out our sleeping arrangements. After we got settled, Jake asked me if
| wanted to go for awalk. When we stepped outside the door, the lightly falling snow
had created a fresh blanket on the ground. It was the perfect night for awalk with the
love of my life.

“I"'m glad I’m here with you,” Jake said as he tightened his grip around me.
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“Metoo. | wouldn’'t have made it through the holiday without you.”
“1 think you would have survived.” He winked.
“Would you have?’

“Of course, | would have. | would have just found someone else to replace you for a
few days.”

Jake knew he was in trouble when he said that because he let go of me and started
running.

“Jake Michael Jensen! Get back here because I’'m going to hurt you!” | yelled.

As he ran through the snow, | chased him. | stopped long enough to make a snowball
and threw it at the back of his head. He stopped, turned around, and proceeded to
chase me.

“That’sit, Miss Black. Now you're going to get it.”

As | tried to run through the snow, | felt a snowball hit my back. | reached down,
grabbed as much snow as possible, and threw it back at Jake. He caught up with me
and tackled me to the ground, turning me on my back and hovering over me.

“You know | was only kidding about finding someone else, right?’

11 Y%.”



He brushed his cold lips against mine, and instantly, not only my lips, but my entire
body started to heat up.

When Jake broke our kiss, we gazed into each other’s eyes. “I’m going to make you
my wife someday, Julia, and I'll love you forever. | promise you.”

“1 loveyou, and | promise you forever.” | smiled.

“Let’s get back to the chalet. It's cold out here,” Jake said as he helped me up.

“Do you promise to warm me up?’ | asked.

“1 would if your dad wasn't there.” He laughed.

“Well, we're going to have to sneak then because | need you to warm me up!”

“1 love the sound of that,” he growled as he kissed me.

It was Thanksgiving Day and everyone, except the men, got up early to prepare
dinner. It was much fun with everyone there helping out. The men drank, laughed,
and watched football as the day progressed. When dinner was ready, my mom called
my dad into the kitchen to carve the turkey. The funny part was that she told him
exactly how to carveit.

“Connor, start over here and go thisway,” she said.

“Baby, | know how to carve aturkey.”

“But, if you go thisway, it's easier, and you get bigger slices.”

“Ellery, | loveyou, but | got this,” he said.



“Hey, Mom. | need you over here to help me with this, please. | can’t get this out of
the oven.”

My mom walked over and took the sweet potato casserole out of the oven. | walked
over to my dad and put my arm around him as | took a piece of turkey from the plate.
He looked over at me and winked.

“Thanks for rescuing me.”
“Any time, Dad.” | smiled.
We all took our seats at the table and had the best Thanksgiving dinner. | was
thankful for everybody who joined us and helped us celebrate. Every person here was
a part of my family. It was an amazing weekend spent with close family and friends,

and | wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.

CHAPTER 15
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FOUR YEARS LATER

Istormed into the penthouse, sobbing as | threw my purse on the ground, and ran into
the living room, where my parents were sitting on the couch.

“Jake and | broke up, and | don’'t ever want to see him again!” | cried.
“What? No. You can’t break up!” my dad exclaimed.

My mom got up from the couch and hugged me. | was crying so hard that | could
barely breathe.

“Cam down, sweetheart, and tell me what happened.”

“He... he... he ... cheated on me!”

“Princess, Jake would never do that to you,” my dad said.

“He did, Daddy. Would | be standing here like thisif he didn’t?’

| continued to sob into my mom’s arms as she tried her hardest to console me. My
dad walked over, took me from my mom, and led me to the couch as he pulled me
into him and held me tight.

“You need to tell us exactly what happened, baby,” he said as he kissed my head.

“He was in the shower, and his phone rang. It was a strange number, so | answered,



and it was awoman. She asked if Jake was there, and | said he was in the shower. She
asked who | was, so | told her | was his sister. She said to tell him that she has
everything he needs and that she can’t wait to see him again, and when she does, he's
going to be happy. So, | checked his recent cals, and they have been calling each
other back and forth for about a month. Oh my God, Daddy. What am | going to
do?” | sobbed hystericaly.

My dad didn't say a word. He just sat there and let me cry until | couldn’'t cry
anymore. My phone was in my pocket, and it kept ringing. | pulled it out, and Jake's
picture kept flashing. | raised my hand, and as | went to throw my phone, my dad
grabbed my hand and stopped me.

“No, Julia. Don’'t break your phone,” he said as he took it from me, turned it off, and
set it on the table.

| continued to cry as my mom sat down next to me and hugged me aong with my
dad. Neither one of them said a word. They just were there to console me and help
me through it. About an hour later, the elevator doors opened, and Jake came walking
into the living room.

“Julia. Baby, please.”

| lifted my head from my dad’s chest. “Get the fuck out of my house!” | screamed. “I
don’t ever want to see you again.”

“Princess, please |et Jake explain,” my dad said as he looked at me.

“Daddy, why are you taking his side? Oh my God, | can't believe this!” | said as |
quickly stood up.

| looked at Jake, who was standing there with tearsin his eyes. “Julia, please. | have a



good explanation.”

“Saveit, Jake. We're done. Finished. Over!” | yelled as| walked past him.

He grabbed my arm and pulled me back. He shoved a small box in my hand, then
held my hand tight as he got down on one knee.

“Thisisthe reason Clarisse called.”

| gulped as my already racing heart picked up its pace, and | slowly opened my hand,
revealing the blue velvet box.

“Thisisn't exactly how | planned to do it, but you’ ve given me no choice.” He smiled
as he took the box from my hand, opened it, and pulled out the most beautiful
diamond ring I’ d ever seen.

“Julia, from the moment Mozart found you on the beach, | was captivated by your
beauty. Then, when you invited me to sit down and we started talking, | was aready
falling in love with you. You stole my heart faster than | could fedl it beating. Now
that |’ ve graduated college and you' re amost finished, | felt this was the best time to
do this. I’ ve already asked your dad for your hand in marriage, and I’'m hoping you'll
say yes. | love you so much. You're my entire world, and | can’t see myself living in
this world without you. Julia Rose Black, will you marry me?’

| looked at him as more tears started to fall. | got down on my knees and stared into
his beautiful eyes. “Yes, Jake Michael Jensen. | will marry you!” | smiled.

He put the ring on my finger and kissed it as he wrapped his arms around me and held
me tight.

“1 couldn’t tell you earlier because | had it all planned, but you got so upset and broke



up with me, and | didn’t know what to do. | called your dad and told him what
happened, and he said to wait about an hour.”

“I’'m so sorry | didn’'t believe you. I’'m a horrible person.”
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“No, you're not, Julia. You're a beautiful person, and | love you so much.”

As | kissed him, | wrapped my arms around him and never wanted to let go. | turned
to my parents, who were watching us from the couch. My mom had tearsin her eyes.

“You two knew and didn’t tell me? You let me spend the last hour thinking he
cheated on me and let me cry like that?’

“Sorry, Princess, but | wasn't about to ruin it for you, even though it was killing me
not to say something,” my dad said.

| looked back at Jake. “ So, tell me who Clarisse is again?’

Jake smiled and kissed my lips. “She’s the manager at the jewelry store where | had
your ring designed and made. Your dad is the one who recommended her to me.
She’s one of the best around.”

| looked at my dad, and he winked at me. My mom walked over and hugged me.

“Congratul ations, sweetheart. I’ m so happy for you. We have to call Mason right now
and tell him the news. We have to plan a party. Wait, don’t tell anyone in the family
yet. I’m going to have a dinner party, and then you can announce it. Connor, thisis so
exciting. | have so much to do. Wheredo | start?’ she said excitedly.

My dad got up from the couch and wrapped his arms around my mom. “The first
thing you need to do is take a breath and calm down. She’'s only been engaged for ten
minutes.” He smiled.



He walked over to me and kissed my cheek. “I’m so happy for you. Congratulations,
Princess.”

“Thanks, Dad.” | smiled.

He turned to Jake and shook his hand. “Nothing pleases me more than to have my
daughter marry you.”

“Thanks, Connor. You know I’ |l take good care of her,” Jake responded.

“I know you will, and if you get out of line, she'll kick your ass. Just like her mother
doesto me.”

“That’sright. | taught my daughter well.” My mom smiled.

“This calls for a celebration. We're taking the two of you to dinner,” my dad said.

We went out that night and celebrated. After leaving the restaurant, my dad took us to
a club where we drank, danced, and had a good time. Collin and Hailey met up with
us, and we celebrated into the wee hours of the morning.

And that’ s how Jake Jensen, the man of my dreams, proposed to me. It wasn’'t how he

had planned it, and | screwed it up for him, but we were engaged, and that was all
that mattered.

As the months passed, my mom and | were busy planning the wedding, and | was
getting ready to graduate from college. | was sitting on my bed when my dad walked

into the room.

“Good morning, Dad.” | smiled at him.



“Good morning, princess. Do you have a minute to talk?’

“Sure. Come sit down.”

He sat down next to me and smiled. “| was wondering if you wanted to spend the day
with your dad. | haven’t seen much of you lately between all the wedding planning
and school.”

| could tell he desperately wanted to spend some time together, and | felt terrible that
we hadn't lately. | had plans with Jake, but | thought he would understand if |
canceled them. My dad needed me, and | didn’t want to let him down.

“1 would love to spend the day with you, Dad.” | smiled.

“Really? Y ou don’'t have any other plans?’ he asked excitedly.

“No. Not today,” | answered.

He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me into him as he kissed my head.
“That’ s great, sweetheart. I’ m looking forward to it.”

“Metoo.”

He got up from the bed and walked out of my room. | picked up my phone and called
Jake.
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“Hello, beautiful,” he answered.

“Hey, babe. Listen, | need to cancel our plans for today. My dad asked me to spend
the day with him, and | couldn’t tell him no.”

“That’s okay. You go and be with your dad. | know he misses you. He referred to it
the other night. | have some work | can catch up on, and then I’ [l hang with the guys
for awhile. I'll see you tonight.”

“I love you, Jake.”

“1 love you more, Julia. See you later, babe. Have a good day with your dad,” he said
as he hung up.

After | showered and dressed, | walked downstairs and saw my mom in the kitchen.

“Hi, sweetheart. Thank you for spending the day with your dad. He's so happy.” She
smiled.

“No need to thank me, Mom. | want to spend the day with him.”
“Areyou ready, princess?’ my dad asked as he walked into the kitchen.
“I suream.” | smiled as | looped my arm around his, and we |eft the penthouse.

Our first stop was at the Central Park Zoo. My mom and dad used to take Collin and
me there every year since we were little kids. We walked around, looking at the



animalsand exhibits. Our favorite had always been the penguins, and we would stand
there for what seemed like forever, staring at them. After spending some time at the
zoo, we headed to The Museum of Modern Art. It had always been my and my
mom’ s favorite place to go. My dad turned to me as we walked around and looked at
the various scul ptures and designs.

“1 know we've talked about this before, but | want you to know that I’ve created a
division at Black Enterprises for architecture, and | want you to head it up. | couldn’t
think of a better time than now to branch out and expand.”

“Areyou serious, Dad?’

“Yes, princess. I'm very serious. You will graduate in a couple of months, and your
spot will be waiting for you. As soon as Collin graduates from college, the two of you
will be working together and getting to know the ropes of the company so | can hand
it over to the two of you when | retire.”

“1 don’t think you' Il ever retire, Dad. Y ou love that company way too much.”

He laughed and put his arm around me. “You're probably right, but | will be gone a
lot. Y our mom wants to travel the world.”

“1 don’'t think there’'s anywhere in the world that she hasn’'t seen yet.”

“There are a couple of places.” He smiled.

When we were finished at the art museum, we walked down the streets of New Y ork
and stopped at Pizzapopolous for some pizza. When we sat down and opened our

menus, my dad started to laugh.

“What’s so funny?’ | asked.



“I'll never forget the first time | stood outside and stared at your mom through the
window. | sent Denny to her workto pick her up to have dinner with me, and she told
him no, and that if | wanted to have dinner with her, then | should' ve called her and
asked her. Denny followed her here and then came to the restaurant where | was
waiting for her and told me where she was. So, | came here, and she was sitting at a
table al by herself. She looked so beautiful.”

“What did you do? Did you join her?’

“Yes. | walked in and sat down next to her. Needless to say, she wasn't too happy
about it. That was the day that she made me eat pizza with my hands. Y our mom
made me do alot of things | would never have done.”

“Youtwo are crazy.” | smiled.

“Crazy in love,” he replied. “When we get home, there's something | want to show
you and Jake. Can you tell him to meet us outside the building in a couple of hours?’

“Sure, Dad,” | said as | looked at him strangely.

He took my hand and looked at me with a smile. “I'm really happy for you, Julia
Y ou couldn’t be marrying a better man. It’s going to be hard, letting my little girl go,
but | know | can’t hold onto you forever.”

“Aw, Dad. Just because I’'m getting married doesn’t mean you have to let me go. |
don’t want you to let me go. You'remy dad and | love you. You' [l aways be with me
no matter where | am or where | go.”

We finished up our pizza and met Jake outside the apartment building. | thought we
were going up to the penthouse, but we stopped one floor below. As the elevator
doors opened, we followed my dad out.



“Why are we on thisfloor?’ | asked.
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“You'll see,” my dad said with asmile.

He led us to a door, put the key in, and opened it. We walked inside, and | looked
around.

“Follow me,” he said as he led us to the next apartment and opened the door.

We walked in, and | looked around in confusion. “Okay, Dad. You have me all
confused. What’ s going on?’

“Well, I'm having both of these apartments converted into one large four-bedroom
apartment. I’m having the whole place renovated and redesigned.”

“Wow, that’s awesome. Are you going to sell it or something?’

Jake looked at me and took my hand. “Julia, | think your dad is doing this for us. I'm
pretty sure he wants usto live here.”

“Smart man,” my dad said as he pointed at him.
“What?! Y ou mean you're doing this for us?’

“Yes, princess. | would love this to be your new home after you get married.” He
smiled.

“One floor down from the penthouse?’ | asked. “Daddy, | can't. It's too much. As
much as| loveit and the idea, it’stoo much for you to give us.”



He walked over to me with a smile and hugged me. “No. It’s not too much. | love you
and Jake. Thisis part of your wedding gift. You can design it any way you want to.
Imagine that the two apartments are your canvas, and you and Jake make it your
home.”

Tears filled my eyes and rolled down my face at the kindness and generosity of my
father. “1 loveit, Dad. It means so much that you would do something like this for us.
| can’t believeit. Does Mom know?”’

“Yes. Your mom knows, and she's hoping you' Il accept it.”

“We will accept it, Connor.” Jake smiled. “ Thank you very much. But let me at least
pay you something for it.”

“Don’'t be ridiculous, son. The only payment I'll acceptfrom you is the happy
memories you and my daughter will make here. Oh, and a couple of grandkids too.”
He smiled.

“We can definitely do that.” Jake laughed.

“Thank you so much, Dad. | love you.”

“1 love you too, baby. Let’s go upstairs and tell your mom the good news.”
CHAPTER 16

|graduated from Columbia and started my new job at Black Enterprises. My wedding
was taking place next week, and | still had so much to do. The apartment my dad
bought us was finally completed, and Jake and | spent two days shopping for

furniture to make it perfect. My mom threw me the most fabulous wedding shower,
and | got everything | needed for the apartment. When everything was in its place,



Jake and | took a step back and looked around.

“Thisis our home and the start of our life together.” | smiled.

“It sureis, and | love every bit of it,” Jake said as he picked me up.

“What are you doing?’ | laughed.

“Taking you into the bedroom so we can test our new bed.”

“1 like the sound of that.” | smiled as | brushed my lips against his.

We lay in bed, and Jake held me against him. He softly ran his finger up and down
my arm while kissing the top of my head.

“1 can't believe we're finally getting married,” he said.

“You're not getting cold feet, are you?’ | asked.

“Hell, no. | can’'t wait to make you Mrs. Julia Jensen. Then, we can make baby
Jensens in a couple of years.”
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“1 love the thought of making babies with you. You're going to be an amazing
father.”

“You' re going to be an amazing mother.”

“Somehow, | feel that my parents will see our kids more than we will.” | laughed.
“Yeah, no kidding. They’ll be kidnapping them.”

“We need to spend some time together first as a couple before we start having kids.”
“1 agree, babe. | want you all to myself for awhilefirst.”

| lifted my head and kissed Jake on the lips. “Y ou can have me whenever you want.”
| smiled.

A low growl came from the back of his throat as he flipped me on my back, and we
continued to break in our new bed.

My wedding day. What can | say? It was absolutely perfect. Everything turned out as
planned and only afew tears were shed. | was no longer Julia Rose Black. | was Mrs,
Julia Rose Jensen, and | couldn’t be happier. My dad gave us an all-expense-paid trip
to Europe for our honeymoon. We were going to be gone for three weeks. That was
the longest I'd ever gone without seeing my parents. Two weeks into our honeymoon,
while we were in Paris, we received a call from a restaurant telling us that
reservations were made for dinner to celebrate our marriage. | thought it was odd that
the restaurant did that, but it must have been something my dad arranged when he



booked thetrip because | remembered him saying that we had to go there because it
was his and my mom’s favorite restaurant.

Jake and | shopped all day, and then went back to the hotel room to get ready for
dinner.

“You look so sexy. Let’'s just skip dinner and make love the rest of the night,” Jake
said as he kissed my shoulder.

“That sounds amazing, but we have to go to dinner first. That would be rude of us not
to show since reservations were made.”

“You'reright. But plan on an all-nighter the minute we get back here.”

“Oh, don’'t worry, Mr. Jensen. |’ ve already planned on it.” | turned around and |ooked
at him.

“What’'swrong?’ he asked.

“I miss my mom and dad. Isn't that terrible that I'm thinking like that on our
honeymoon?’

“No. | don't think it's terrible at all. You love your parents, and it’'s natural to miss
them. Don’'t worry, babe. One more week, and we' Il be going home.” He smiled as he
kissed me. “Try and call them. You'll feel better once you talk to them.”

| smiled and picked up my phone. | didled my dad’'s number first, and he didn’'t
answer. So, | dialed my mom, and she didn't answer. “Neither one of them is

answering their phones,” | said with irritation.

“They’re probably having wild and crazy sex and don’'t want to be bothered.” Jake



smiled.

“Don’'t say that!” | said as| covered my ears.

Jake laughed and handed me my purse as we left the hotel and headed to the
restaurant. We walked through the door and gave the hostess our name. She smiled
and showed us to our table. | stopped in the middle of the restaurant when | saw
mymom and dad sitting at our table. Tears started to fill my eyes as my dad got up
from his seat.

“Julia,” he said as he hugged metightly.

“Dad, what are you doing here?’

| turned to my mom and hugged her. “It’'s so good to see you both.”

“We thought we' d have dinner with the two of you. No big deal,” my dad said.

“You flew all the way to Paris to have dinner with us?’

My mom looked at me and smiled. “Yes. We did.”

“l love you both so much,” | said as | hugged them one more time before sitting
down.

My mom announced that she had to go to the restroom and asked meif I'd join her. |
got up from my seat, and as we walked into the bathroom, she looked at me and
hugged me. “It’ s so good to see you, Julia.”

“l tried calling you and Daddy about an hour ago because | was missing you guys,
and you didn’t answer.”
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“That's because we didn’'t want to ruin the surprise.” She smiled. “Your dad was
going crazy not being able to see you. He was driving me crazy, so | suggested a
quick trip to Paris for one dinner so he could see for himself that you and Jake were

okay.”

“Thank you, Mom. You have no idea how happy | am to see the two of you. I’'ve
missed you.”

“We missed you too. Come on. Let’s get back to the table before your father comes
looking for us.”

| laughed as we made our way back to the table. We had one of the best nights in
Paris with my parents. Some might think seeing your parents while you're on your
honeymoon is weird. But for Jake and me, it wasn’t. We welcomed it, and we were
happy they came. The next day, they flew back toNew York, and Jake and |
continued our honeymoon for one more week.

Life returned back to normal after our honeymoon. Jake and | were settled in our new
home and settled in our jobs. | saw my dad every day, and he couldn’t have been
happier. We had dinner with them twice a week. One night at my apartment and one
night at the penthouse. Sometimes, we made it three nights a week, and we out to
dinner. My life was perfect, and | couldn’'t have asked for anything more. | was
married to the love of my life and had the best family in the world.

A few months after our honeymoon, | discovered that | was pregnant. It certainly
wasn't planned, but it happened, and Jake and | were so happy. | waited to tell my
parents when we were having dinner one night at the penthouse. My dad was pouring



the wine and handed me a glass.

“No thanks, Dad,” | said.

“Why? Y ou always have wine with your dinner.”

“1 just don’t fed like having any tonight,” | said as my mom looked at me and smiled.

“Julia Rosg, is there something you want to tell us?’ she asked.

Jake walked over to me, took my hand, and smiled.

“Mom, Dad, we're having a baby!”

My mom put her hands over her mouth in excitement. “Oh my God, Julia,” she said
as she walked over and hugged me. “Congratul ations.”

| looked at my dad as he stood there with tearsin his eyes. He held out his arms, and |
walked over to him. He hugged me so tightly that | felt like | couldn’t breathe.

“Congratulations, princess. | can't believe it. | thought the two of you were going to
wait?’

“We were, but it just happened.” Jake smiled.

“Areyou happy, Dad?’ | asked as | looked at him.

“Of course | am. | couldn’t be any happier. The thought of a child running around
here again makes me very happy.” He smiled.

This was my life, from growing up as Julia Rose Black, daughter of billionaire
Connor Black, to being Mrs. Jake Jensen and soon-to-be mother. My life was



fulfilled, and now it was time to start my own family and teach my children about life
the same way my parents had taught me.



