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For Vyjanti,

My light at the end of the tunnel…

All that, and more.
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Appetizer

 

Peace of Mind

 

I saw her,

Sitting by the riverside—

Her eyes closed,

Her smile ever so bright,

Her head under a crown—

A crown of lilies…

Peace of mind.

 

I saw her again,

Dancing in the rain,

Her smile was the same,

No one could disdain.

She danced as a child,

Placid, meek, mild…

Peace of mind.

 

Ah! Here she is,

Sitting on a swing,

She sways to and fro,

Her golden strands the wind blows.

Yes, her smile is the same,

Her countenance remains.

Peace of mind.


 

PROLOGUE

 

HE SHOULD HAVE BEEN asleep by now. His body had earned it.

Muscles loose, heartbeat slowing after a sweaty, breath-ragged tangle of limbs and nails and desperate pleasure. The kind meant to knock a man unconscious.

Instead, he laid there staring at the ceiling, jaw tight, the familiar ache settling deep in his chest.

Then hands slid over his chest.

Soft. Feminine. Wrong. 

Lazy kisses drifted downward, a whisper of a mouth that wasn’t the one he wanted. With a low, irritated groan, he squeezed his eyes shut for half a second, realizing the mistake he’d made.

The night’s distraction was still in his bed.

Yeah. He was exhausted. Sloppy enough to let that happen. Normally, the source of his release was gone before his pulse even slowed.

His gaze skimmed the olive-skinned blonde stretched across him, platinum hair spilling over his torso as she rubbed herself against his thigh. Beautiful. Willing. Forgettable.

His mind fumbled for her name.

Nothing.

She was a bank investor. That much he remembered. She’d gone on and on about it earlier at the gala, her voice background noise while he catalogued her curves, the long, toned legs made lethal by six-inch heels. Enough to earn her a few hours of his attention. Nothing more.

He tried again. Lacy… Lucy… Lisa…

Hell if he knew. Hell if he cared. Eh, he’d just go with Liz.

She pressed her lips to the center of his chest and purred, “I want more.”

Regret settled heavy in his gut. 

“I’m done,” he said flatly. “Get dressed. Moore will take you home.”

He sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his palms. “You were great, by the way. Thanks.”

She sat clutching the black silk sheet to her chest, green eyes dimmed with hurt. “Thanks?” she echoed, voice cracking. “That’s it?”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. He’d never had to tell a woman to leave twice. Normally, when he gave an order, they sensed the danger in pushing him and chose not to test it. But tonight, he was too tired to be patient.

“Pretty much,” he said. “Thought you understood what this was.”

When she still didn’t move, his restraint snapped. “Listen, girl. Whatever the hell your name is, get your ass up and leave.”

That did it.

She scrambled from the bed, grabbing her clothes from the floor in a frantic rush. 

His muscles protested as he stood and strode to the floor-to-ceiling window, every limb reminding him just how drained he was. 

City lights glittered below, bright and restless. The faint glow from a corner lamp carved his naked body into shadow as he stood there, staring out, knuckles cracking one by one.

Don’t think about her.

It didn’t work.

How long?

How much longer before I get the missing half of my soul back?

The thought of her was a curse. The hands that got to touch her weren’t his. The mouth that got to kiss her wasn’t his. The body that got to be inside hers…

Christ.

It felt like a bullet lodged in the center of his chest, killing him slowly, deliberately.

No. His fingers curled into fists. No more. He couldn’t continue like this. Empty and broken. He needed to let her go. Stop clutching so tightly to what once was.

It was pathetic. 

A soft click pulled him back. He turned to see the blonde at the door, eyes shining as she whispered, “Goodnight, Mr. Nelson.”

He tipped his chin toward the hallway. Go.

Guilt always followed these nights. Guilt for touching someone who wasn’t her. And guilt made him cruel. He took it out on whoever happened to be there.

It made him an asshole. He knew it. He didn’t care.

She gave him a sad smile and slipped out, the door closing quietly behind her. Her green eyes had been what hooked him. Pretty. Alluring.

But they weren’t what he wanted.

He preferred brown eyes. Cognac-brown, to be exact. A crooked smile tugged at his mouth.

Then his phone shrilled.

He snatched it from the nightstand, panic hitting fast at the name on the screen. “Ralph?” he growled. “At this hour? Tell me she’s okay.”

“Yes, Mr. Nelson. She’s safe. But…”

“Out with it.”

“She took a job at SecreX, sir.”

“SecreX?” His jaw clenched. “Tico’s club?”

“Yes.”

“What the hell is she doing there?” He held his breath. “Bartending. Say bartending.”

A pause. Too long.

“No, sir. She’s stripping.”

The fatigue vanished in an instant, replaced by white-hot fury. “What happened to her job at the bistro?”

“She lost it a week after she left Cali D.”

His chest hollowed. “She never went back to him?”

“No, sir. Seems she’s serious this time. And it’s good timing. The Cubans are coming for him hard.”

“Then why the fuck am I only hearing this now?” he snapped. “What am I paying you for?”

“We tried to reach you, sir. But your assistant intercepted the calls. You instructed us not to leave messages with anyone else.”

Six stressful weeks of nonstop work travel had him busier than usual. Dammit, he should’ve known all of this. If she was stripping, she was desperate. She was hurting.

She shouldn’t be hurting. Not when he could end it all with a word.

“When did she start?”

“Tonight.”

Perfect.

“Get Tico on the phone. Now.” He paced the room, raking his hands through his hair. “From now on, I want to know every move she makes. I don’t care how busy I am. You keep calling until I answer. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m flying out in the morning. I want a full report of everything from the last month.”

He disconnected and dropped to his knees, head falling into his hands, fingers trembling.

My sweet, brown-eyed girl. What are you doing to yourself?

I waited too long.

Seven years too long.


 

CHAPTER ONE

 

IRIDESCENT LIGHTS SKIMMED ACROSS my half-naked body as I wrapped my long, bare legs around the cold stainless steel that currently passed as my fortress.

Downing half a bottle of Coffee Patrón in under two hours had been a spectacularly bad idea.

My head was spinning. My vision swam. My bones felt like they’d melted into liquid. I closed my eyes for a beat, trying to anchor myself, then forced them open again and looked out at the crowd.

Men. All of them smiling. All of them waving green bills like promises.

Wealthy, powerful businessmen. The kind with wives lost the thrill of lust and life somewhere between mortgages and anniversaries. Tonight, I was the thrill.

I slithered down the pole and made my way to center stage. Through the blur, I spotted him.

Mr. Mysterious in Black.

He sat alone in his rented booth, like always, dressed head to toe in black, watching me with unsettling focus. If I had to sum him up in one word, it would be odd.

He never danced. Never touched. Just stared. All night. Every night.

Sometimes I convinced myself he was a serial killer stalking vulnerable women. If that were true, I’d be a waste of a victim.

I’d never seen him up close. I kept my distance on purpose, and club lighting had a way of lying. Still, if my eyes weren’t deceiving me, he was wickedly hot. Dark hair. Strong jaw. Intensity that bled through even from across the room.

Seeing him up close would be the only way to be sure.

Not that it would ever happen.

Fueled by liquor and poor judgment, I winked at him and gave him a flirty smile.

His response was a scowl sharp enough to cut glass, followed by a deliberate turn of his head.

Ouch.

I was only trying to be nice for once. Drunk nice. And considering the number of times I’d turned down his relentless requests for private dances, he should’ve appreciated it.

No way was I letting him anywhere near me. He was too intimidating. Too intense.

Too…strange.

No one ever seemed to know anything about him, or at least they pretended not to. Like they were afraid. So I’d nicknamed him Mr. Mysterious in Black and left it at that.

I climbed the pole again, letting my body move on instinct as Dirty Diana poured through the speakers. I felt like Dirty Sadie, floating somewhere between the music and the alcohol.

But the booze wasn’t enough.

Reality bled through anyway. The reason I’d gotten this drunk. The reason I’d taken this job. The reason everything felt so out of control.

I reached for my bra, forgetting myself, forgetting Tico’s ridiculous rule that only applied to me. The second hook popped loose, my grip failed.

I fell.

Hard.

I hit the stage in a tangled heap and stayed there. Too drunk to move. Too tired to care. Michael Jackson screamed in my ears, accusing, relentless.

Seconds passed. Or minutes. Or maybe longer.

Then hands lifted me. Arms and legs. Someone carried me away from the stage.

The next thing I felt was something soft beneath me. A couch. The dressing room.

I blinked, trying to focus, and my gaze landed on Tico.

My boss loomed over me, his wavy blond hair pulled into a ponytail, black muscle shirt stretched tight over his massive arms. He was a big man. Intimidating in his own right.

“What the hell is wrong with you tonight, huh?” he growled.

I groaned instead of answering.

The room swam with activity. Bright bulbs framed the mirrors. Half-naked girls sat painting new faces over old ones. Costumes and feathers littered the floor. Dancers drifted in and out.

No one was paying attention to us. Good.

“I just fell on my ass from a pole,” I muttered. “Have some pity on me, will you.”

“You fell because you disobeyed me,” he snapped. “I told you not to take your bra off.”

“Fascinating how that rule applies only to me,” I shot back. “I can’t dance with anyone. I can’t go topless. So what exactly is the point of me being here?”

His jaw tightened. “You don’t need the money.”

I stared at him like he’d lost his mind.

Debt. Student loans. Medical bills. Rent overdue. A job lost a week after dumping my drug-dealing ex. A landlord-roommate with zero patience.

I closed my eyes and dragged an arm across my face. “I’m not even going to try to answer that.”

Tico sighed and gently pulled my arm away. His expression shifted into something knowing. Something guarded. “I have reasons, Sadie. Ones I can’t explain. But trust me. This job isn’t for you.”

“No argument there,” I said. “But I still need the money.”

A cocktail waitress appeared with club soda and ice. Tico took the tray, poured the drink, and pressed the glass to my lips. “Drink.”

I didn’t hesitate. I hated being drunk. I just wanted to go home. “Thanks.”

He smiled that infuriatingly charming smile. “My pleasure.” Then he leaned in and whispered, “Just don’t forget me.”

That look again. Like he knew something I didn’t.

Then he left.

I was still trying to figure out what the hell that meant when familiar arms wrapped around me.

“Thanks, Kash,” I murmured. “I needed that.”

“Sadie,” she said gently, her brown eyes full of concern, “I know tonight hit you hard. But Patrón is nobody’s friend. Drinking and working never end well.”

I hummed noncommittally. Too drunk for a lecture.

“Let me get you dressed and take you home,” she said. “Sleep is the only fix right now.”

I didn’t argue.

 

 

AFTER I CHANGED and gathered my things, Kash guided me toward the exit. Tico intercepted us.

“You’re leaving?” he asked.

“Yes. I can’t stand upright. Am I banned from leaving, too?”

He rolled his eyes. “No. It’s just that you-know-who is demanding a dance again.”

“Hell no.” I shake my head. “That guy scares me. He’s been pushing all week. It’s creepy. Are you sure he’s not some serial killer psycho? He gives predator vibes. And why’s he always in black? What if he’s a cult leader or something looking for his next human sacrifice?”

Tico threw his head back and laughed. “Nah. I know him well. He’s not a member here. He only started coming when you did.”

My pulse kicked up. “Why?”

He shrugged, but his face said he knew exactly why.

“Tell him no,” I said firmly. “And tell him to leave me alone.”

I tugged Kash forward. 

Tico hesitated, then stepped aside.

 

~

 

“WAKE UP, SADIE. You’re home.” 

I jolted awake in the passenger seat of Kash’s car. Parked outside my apartment. 

“What time is it?” I mumbled.

“A little after midnight.” She shifted in her seat and looked at me. “You’re going to stop working there, aren’t you?”

“You know me too well.” I rubbed my face. “There’s no point if Tico keeps acting like this.”

“Yeah, his behavior with you is weird.” She hesitated. “Honestly, I’m starting to think he wants you to quit and end up with that scary guy in black who watches you like a hawk.”

“Nope. Not happening.” I shook my head. “That guy is off. He stares at me all night, but if I smile at him, he looks pissed. Then he sends Tico to ask for a dance instead of asking himself. It’s…ugh. Whatever.”

Kash laughed.

I didn’t. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do now. Dancing onstage looked so easy.” I let out a weak laugh. “Turns out I couldn’t even make it four nights.”

She reached over and squeezed my arm. “You’re smart, strong, and stubborn as hell, Sadie. You’ll figure it out. You always do.”

I opened the door and stepped out, swaying. The alcohol still had its claws in me. Kash hurried around the car and caught me, slinging my arm over her shoulder.

“I’ve got you.”

She knew I didn’t want to quit the club. I needed the money. But the hustle wasn’t me. One day I’d look back and wonder what the hell I’d been thinking.

SecreX sat thirty floors up in a downtown skyscraper, private and exclusive. Members only. About thirty of them, all wealthy, all powerful, mostly married, mostly bored. Each man rented his own booth. Tico made a fortune off them.

I had a talent for design and sewing, inherited and sharpened over time. I sold custom costumes to dancers on the side. Kash was a regular client, so I’d stopped by SecreX last week to drop off a few pieces she’d ordered.

She’d been onstage when I arrived. I took a seat at the bar and watched her work.

That was when temptation sunk its teeth into me.

The money she made in one night was obscene. Dangerous. For someone drowning in debt, it looked like salvation. I’d talked myself into it easily. Too easily. Pros stacked higher than cons. Kash encouraged me.

It didn’t take long to realize you needed either a carefree soul or a numbed one to survive that job.

Kash stopped with me at my door. “The owner of Narcofax is coming to see you tomorrow night. Remember? That’s at least a grand. Just show up. Even if it’s only for him.”

The gray-haired man tipped well. Very well. “Maybe.”

She took my bag, found my keys, and unlocked the door. “And Sadie? If you need anything at all, you ask me. No hesitation.”

I nodded and stumbled inside, closing the door behind me.

“Well damn,” Kelsy said. “Someone had a night.”

I squinted. Kelsy and Tevin were curled up on my big black couch, watching me like I was entertainment.

“You two are still here?” I grumbled, collapsing into the recliner. “Don’t you have your own homes?”

“You ditched us mid–Gone with the Wind,” Kelsy said, snapping her gum. “That movie never ends. We were about to leave anyway. You’re back early though. How was work?”

“Trash.”

Kelsy studied me with her big green eyes. Her dark hair was in playful pigtails, her curves swallowed by one of Tevin’s sweaters. She’d been my best friend for five years. My constant. My opposite.

She came from money. I came from poverty and dysfunction.

She loved me anyway. Shared my tears and my rare laughs. Plus, I made a great excuse to her parents whenever she wanted to sneak around with Tevin.

Tevin was everything her parents hated. Loud. Hispanic. Charismatic. Trouble wrapped in charm. Tevin Trouble with a capital T.

Still, I loved him like a brother. Always had. Always would.

He was just over six feet, athletic, with a smooth swagger that turned heads. A large heart-with-wings tattoo covered his arm, all three of our names inked into it.

I pointed lazily at him. “You live in a house with five bathrooms.” Then I aimed at Kelsy. “And you could buy one with ten. So tell me why you’re always hanging out here, where I have to share a bathroom.”

My eyes slid shut. My body followed. “You should just pay my rent when Brenda gets back. Reptiles.”

“We’d love to,” Tevin muttered. “If you’d let us.”

I ignored him.

“Sadie,” Kelsy said gently. “You’re stressing yourself over things we can help with. There’s nothing wrong with accepting help.”

“I don’t want your money.” I waved them off. “Or your pity. Didn’t you say you were leaving?”

“Hardheaded as ever,” Tevin said, standing. “Come on, babe.”

They leaned in and kissed my cheeks.

“Night, pony,” Kelsy whispered. “See you tomorrow.”

The door clicked shut behind them.

I dragged myself to my room and collapsed onto the bed fully clothed.

Oh hell.

No matter how drunk I was, there was one thing I never skipped.

I reached for my nightstand, pulled out my worn, tattered Bible, and opened it to the bookmarked page. The words blurred, but I forced myself to read them anyway. The same passage I’d read every night for six years…

 

Oh God, I beg two favors from you; let me have them before I die.

First, help me never to tell a lie.

Second, give me neither poverty nor riches.

Give me just enough to satisfy my needs.

The last word slipped from my mouth, and sleep took me.


 

CHAPTER TWO

SLIM BANDS OF SUNLIGHT streamed through my bedroom windows, obnoxiously bright and warm against my skin, dragging me out of sleep. I squinted, half blind from the glare and fully punished by the headache that slammed into me the second I opened my eyes.

Hangover.

Today was going to be slow. Irritable. Unproductive. I could feel it already.

I rolled out of bed and shuffled into the bathroom. My reflection was brutal. Cognac eyes rimmed in smudged mascara, lashes clumped like spider legs. Lipstick smeared across a heart-shaped face. Twenty-six inches of chocolate-brown curls knotted into chaos.

I looked like I’d lost a fight.

A long, hot shower was the only answer. I stripped and stepped under the spray, hissing as the heat hit my skin. Slowly, mercifully, my muscles loosened. I tilted my head back and let the water beat against my face.

I am such a mess.

The news from last night still sat heavy in my chest. Not shocking, exactly. More like inevitable.

A month. That’s how long it had been since I left him. And now, just like that, he was gone.

If I hadn’t walked away when I did, I would’ve gone back. I always did once things got hard. I knew that about myself.

Tevin had told me last night. Cali D. Murdered in his own house.

I’d unraveled for a few minutes. No matter how sick I’d grown of his selfish, reckless bullshit, six years is still six years. Hearing about his death hit harder than I expected.

My life might be a wreck right now, but it hadn’t always been this bad. There was a time it was worse.

If I hadn’t left him, I would’ve been there. Tuesday nights were boxing nights. I’d have been curled up beside him, half watching, half pretending. The men who stormed in would’ve killed us both.

I could’ve been dead.

That thought jolted through me.

I never loved him. Not even close. But he’d been my constant. My rough shelter. Drugs, guns, cynicism, danger. A life that dulled everything.

After the accident, after the amnesia, when I couldn’t bear to torture myself with memories I no longer had, Cali D had been distraction enough. I was broken. He filled the silence.

I never let myself love him. Never let myself hope.

He was easy not to love, and that made him safe. At least emotionally. Physically, not so much.

That was why I drank myself into oblivion last night. To mute it all.

After the shower, I spent thirty minutes blow-drying my hair into reluctant submission. Then I dug through my closet of handmade pieces and pulled out a pale green, square-neck dress with a flared skirt. Spring-ready. Paired it with light yellow loafers.

I loved color. Always had.

I grabbed my oversized Givenchy bag, black with yellow straps.

Cali D had bought it for me.

I made my own clothes, though. I was good at it. Design was my vice. My one reliable talent.

With earbuds in and Pink’s Crystal Ball looping, I stepped outside, tipped my face into the early March sun, inhaled deeply, and walked toward Starbucks.

 

~

 

I CLAIMED A corner seat in the back of the café. Invisibility felt necessary.

One sip of espresso and I hummed softly. It was 9:25 a.m. Ten o’clock would be soon enough to visit Miss De’Lacy.

I pulled Flowers from the Storm from my bag and opened to my bookmark. Christian Langland had my whole heart. Maddie, on the other hand, made me want to throw the book.

“‘Wouldst thou likest,’” I muttered mockingly, rolling my eyes.

Someone laughed.

Startled, I looked up, colliding with warm brown eyes. A tall man stood there, ash-blond hair neatly styled, lips fighting a grin. Handsome. Unfairly so.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi,” I replied flatly. “Can I help you?”

“Yes. I’m in a terrible mood and could use some company. Care to help?”

“I’m afraid my mood matches yours,” I said. “And unlike you, I don’t want company. Not even my own.”

“Already something in common,” he said easily.

He wore a charcoal suit, crisp white shirt, polished black shoes. He looked expensive. Confident.

“My mother told me never to talk to strangers,” I said, lifting my book as a clear signal of dismissal.

He sat down anyway. “Mine told me the same.”

“You’re annoying me.”

“More than whoever you were mocking just now?”

A laugh slipped out before I could stop it. Damn it. “Yes,” I lied.

He smiled wider, studying me openly. “You’re…stunning.”

Something unreadable flickered across his face after that.

Ignoring him, I went back to reading. 

Though it wasn’t lost on me that something seemed to be troubling him. His energy felt almost anxious. 

Still, I didn’t care enough to ask what was up with him.

Eventually, he broke the blessed silence. “I’m Devon.”

“Oh.”

“And you are?”

Annoyed, I snapped my book shut, ready to shut him down, but his expression had changed. Earnest now. Serious.

“Sadie,” I said.

“Sadie,” he repeated softly, like he was testing it.

That unsettled me.

I checked the time. Past ten. Damn it.

Gathering my things, I packed up, then stood. “I have to go.”

“Sadie, wait.”

Slowly, I turned, eyebrow raised.

“You’re…unexpected,” he said carefully. “I’d like to see you again.”

With a snort, I walked away.

He hurried after me. “Can I have your number?”

“No.”

“I’ll give you mine.”

“Sure.”

He hesitated, then laughed. “I don’t have a pen. Let me put it in your phone.”

Sighing, I handed it over. He typed quickly, then gave it back.

“You’ll call?”

“Yeah,” I muttered and strode off. “Whatever.”

“Was nice meeting you, Sadie,” he called after me.

I didn’t look back.

The feeling’s definitely not mutual, Devon.

 

~

 

MISS DE’LACY OPENED the door with a warm smile, her gray eyes luminous despite the fatigue behind them. Her chestnut hair was swept into a neat coil, her features smooth and radiant enough to disguise her late forties.

She pulled me into a hug. “Sadie, how are you holding up, darling?”

“I’m okay. How’s everything here?”

“Oh, you know. One day at a time.”

A tight knot formed in my throat. “How is she?”

The smile slipped. “She’s fading. The medication doesn’t seem to be working anymore.”

My eyes squeezed shut, pain pushing forward whether I invited it or not.

“I think she’s lost hope,” Miss De’Lacy said softly. “I think she’s ready to go.”

She had been the kind Christian neighbor from my childhood, the one who stepped in when my life cracked apart. After my mother fell ill, depression swallowed her whole. She’d set our uninsured house on fire, trying to take herself with it. The fire spared her. It didn’t spare anything else.

We were left with nothing. I was eighteen, recovering from a brutal head injury, my memory fractured and unreliable. My mother shut down completely, abandoning every maternal instinct she had left.

Miss De’Lacy took her in without hesitation. I agreed, reluctantly but gratefully. Soon after, waitressing paid the bills while fashion design classes filled my nights. Then Cali D came along, solid enough to prop up the pieces of my life.

A white envelope waited in my bag. Pulling it out, I handed it to her. “This is for the month. It’s short a hundred. I’ll have the rest by Monday.”

Her mouth tightened. “Sadie, I told you I could wait. I know you lost your job.”

“I know. But I have this now. Please.”

Reluctantly, she accepted it.

“And her medication for another month,” I added, rubbing my palms down my dress. “Can I see her?”

“Of course, darling,” she said gently. “She’s your mother.”

The smile I attempted didn’t land. Miss De’Lacy turned and led the way through her cozy house, filled with trophies, framed memories, and photos of children, grandchildren, and the husband she’d lost to cancer two years ago. She did good simply because it made her feel whole. Some people were built that way.

The backyard bloomed with color. My mother sat motionless on an iron bench, staring into the garden as if it existed somewhere far beyond her reach.

She looked smaller than last week. Paler. Fragile. The thick curls that once mirrored mine now hung limp and thin.

My chest ached.

Theresa Francé had once been vibrant and beautiful, like the yellow roses behind her. Time and circumstance had dulled that brightness, petal by petal.

The bench creaked softly as I sat beside her. No reaction. Not even glance. 

She was choosing this. Giving up. People lived full lives with HIV. They fought. She wasn’t. Her depression was so deep that I’d lost myself one too many times trying to pull her out of it. She didn’t want to live. But I knew I was the only thing that kept her alive.  

“Hi, Mom,” I whispered.

Nothing.

“I miss you,” I said quietly. “I miss us. Sewing together. Laughing. I miss your smile. I miss hearing your voice.”

Silence stretched between us.

Tears welled. “Please fight,” I begged. “Please get up and live. It doesn’t have to be like this.”

Hands clasped together, hope narrowed down to a single sound. Her voice. Just once.

Birds chirped. Leaves rustled. The wind whispered.

She didn’t.

With a defeated breath, I shifted, preparing to stand. Another failed visit. Another loss.

Then her hand touched mine.

Cold. Tentative.

She still didn’t look at me when she spoke. “Sewing… I miss that too. I miss life. I miss you.”

Tears blurred everything. One hand wiped them away while the other covered hers. “You still have life. You do. Please choose it. I love you. You’re all I have.”

Her gaze dropped to our hands. Slowly, she lifted mine and pressed my palm to her cheek.

“Warm,” she murmured. “You’re warm. You live.”

Her other hand rose to my face. “Feel,” she said softly. “Tell me. Am I not cold?”

Eyes closed, I leaned into her touch. The truth stayed locked behind my teeth. It was just her weakened immune system. Made her susceptible to every little common illness. But she lived in a perpetual state of pessimism where she thought the worst of everything. 

“You see?” she whispered. “I’m already dead.”

“No,” I cried. “You’re not. I can warm you. God can help you. Please.”

Her eyes stayed empty. “God?” Her head shook slowly. “God gave me a cheating husband who beats. A husband who hurt, harm, kill.” Her gaze finally landed on me. “God gives sickness just to heal it? Gives life just to take it back? Is that love, or cruelty?”

This wasn’t her. “Don’t say that,” I pleaded. “You know better.”

She blinked. Once. Twice. Then turned away, conversation over.

There was nothing left to say.

Carefully, I rested my head in her lap. Relief washed through me when she didn’t push me away. Fingers threaded through my curls moments later, slow and familiar.

A smile tugged at my mouth.

I miss her so much.

We stayed like that until exhaustion pulled me under, sleep brought on by her gentle, sorrow-heavy touch.


 

CHAPTER THREE

 

“THE GUY JUST WANTS one dance, Sadie. Just one.”

“I said no, Tico.”

He’d been riding me all night, relentlessly pushing for me to agree to a dance with Mr. Mysterious in Black. Whatever this was, it was starting to itch.

“What’s with the sudden persistence?” An eyebrow arched. This was not like him.

“Because he won’t let up,” Tico said, dragging a hand down his face. “As annoying as I’m being to you, he’s being to me.”

My hands settled on my hips. “Then throw his ass out. Problem solved.”

Tico burst out laughing, his broad chest bouncing as the club lights splashed neon across his grin. “I can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

He stopped himself mid-sentence, frowned, then grabbed my shoulders. “Just one dance. I’ll pay you.”

Pay me?

A laugh slipped out before I could stop it. Tico stared, confused.

“Fine. One dance.” A finger wagged inches from his face. “One.”

His grin turned knowing. “That’s all it’ll take.”

 

~

 

DEEP BREATH IN. Deep breath out.

A silent prayer went up for the DJ to play the shortest damn song in existence. Reluctantly, I stepped into the booth where Mr. Mysterious in Black sat hunched over his phone, fingers flying. He didn’t look up.

Seemingly.

“You asked for a dance?”

No response. Whatever had his attention owned it completely.

Then, without lifting his head, he said, “Sit.”

The command cut clean through the music. I froze. “Excuse me, I don’t—”

“Sit, Sadie.”

A brief glance followed. Cool. Quelling. Final. He shook his head and went back to typing.

Shock rooted me in place. My name rolled off his tongue with unsettling ease. Familiar. Intimate. Like he’d said it a thousand times before.

How did he even know it?

Tico is so dead.

Still rattled, still distracted, I slid onto the red leather banquette beside him, keeping a careful distance. Something about him set my nerves on edge. He didn’t need to know that.

A quick, covert assessment confirmed what I already suspected. He was devastatingly attractive. Dark hair fell messily across his forehead, deliberate in its carelessness. A couple days of stubble shadowed his jaw, and damn if that didn’t do things to me. The jaw itself was sharp and sculpted, his lips too full, too pink for a man who looked like he could ruin lives.

Late twenties. Early thirties, maybe.

Leaning in slightly, I tried to catch the color of his eyes. The booth lighting was criminally unhelpful.

Then his gaze snapped up.

Caught.

A swallow stuck in my throat as heat rushed through me. The corner of his mouth lifted, subtle and dangerous, while he slipped his phone into his jacket pocket without breaking eye contact.

Why did it suddenly feel warm in here?

My attention darted to the bottle of Grey Goose on the table. Neutral ground.

“This song’s almost over,” I said, weak. “I agreed to one dance.”

“I don’t want a dance.” His voice lowered. “I want to talk.”

Courage scraped together, I met his eyes. “It’s Strawberry. Not Sadie. And I’m not interested in talking.”

He leaned forward, palms braced on his thighs, gaze locking onto mine with unsettling intensity. “It’s Sadie for me. Always.”

The way he said it made my pulse stutter.

Refusing to let him intimidate me, I tried holding his stare. Really tried. It lasted all of three seconds.

A dismissive wave followed. “Whatever, weirdo.”

Amusement flickered across his face. “‘Strawberry,’” he muttered mockingly, shaking his head like it entertained him far too much.

“Still not interested,” I said, straightening. “We’re done.”

His hand closed around my wrist before I could walk off. “Please. Sit.”

His insistence annoyed me, but his touch stopped me cold. Electricity shot up my arm, sharp and unmistakably familiar. My eyes dropped to where his fingers wrapped around my skin, then lifted back to his face, confusion blooming.

“Please,” he said again. His voice begged. His expression didn’t.

How did he manage that?

“Okay.” The word came out before logic could intervene.

Truth was, leaving suddenly felt impossible. That single touch had stirred something buried deep. Something long dormant and very much awake now. Who was he?

“So,” I said, forcing casual, “what do you want to talk about?”

“You.”

A blink. “Me?”

“For starters, I hate seeing you on that stage,” he said quietly. “It…pisses me off.”

Why? “Oh, spare me,” I scoffed. “Then why are you here, Mr. Moral Crusader? Isn’t this place built for watching half-naked women climb poles?”

Disgust twisted his face. “I don’t do strip clubs. I’m here because of you.”

That made zero sense. “Do I know you from somewhere?”

He ran a hand through his hair as he considered his response. The movement alone nearly unraveled me. Dodging the question, he said, “Tico tells me tonight’s your last night?”

“It is.”

“And after that?”

“That’s my problem.”

Bills. Responsibility. Reality. None of it wanted space in my head right now. Reaching for the vodka felt instinctive.

His hand covered mine.

Again, that jolt.

“No alcohol.”

Brows knit. “You don’t know me, you don’t own me, and you definitely don’t get to tell me what to do.”

A smirk curved his mouth. “I’ve seen what happens when you drink.”

Oh. That.

My eyes rolled as my arms crossed, sulking like a teenager. Completely out of character. Entirely his fault.

“What do you do for fun?” he asked.

The way he looked at me felt like he was asking something else entirely.

“Design. Reading. Pink.”

His posture relaxed, one leg folding onto the banquette as he leaned back, chin resting in his palm. “Do you have a portfolio?”

A shrug followed. “No. Gave up on it as a career. This city’s oversaturated. Now it’s just…on demand.”

“And career-wise?” He gestured vaguely toward the stage. One eyebrow lifted, perfectly arched.

Focus, Sadie.

“There’s nothing I want more than designing,” I said, steady despite the heat crawling up my neck. “I got my bachelor’s two years ago. Thought about a master’s. But when nothing came through…” Another shrug. “Hard work doesn’t always mean results.”

He didn’t interrupt. Didn’t lecture.

Instead, he said, “I know a designer. He owes me. Big house. I’ll get you an interview. You put together a portfolio.”

Suspicion flared. “Why?”

Leaning forward slightly, I met his gaze head-on. “People don’t do things like that for nothing. So let’s save time by being upfront. You want something from me. What is it?”

That eyebrow lifted again.

Damn him.

Trying not to squirm, I continued, “You either want a fuck buddy, a relationship, a submissive, or someone to tie you up and spank you red to satisfy some twisted proclivity.”

He didn’t laugh. Didn’t flinch. Guarded eyes locked onto mine, and instinct told me he was carefully reining in irritation.

That stare drilled straight through me, stealing breath and balance. Fear wasn’t something I was prone to. My personality leaned reckless, stubborn, sometimes foolish if I was being honest.

But this man…

His eyes closed. A slow breath in, then out. “Just one thing,” he said quietly. “Friendship. Only that.”

The answer landed wrong. Unexpected. And somehow disappointing.

“Is that too much to give, Sadie?” His head tipped slightly. “Is my answer efficient enough for you?”

My gaze dropped to the untouched drink on the table. Maybe he really was trying to be decent. Maybe. “No. That’s fine. Friends is fine.”

Was that even possible with a man who looked like temptation wrapped in restraint?

“Good. Then you’ll let me get you the interview.”

“Yes.”

“Good,” he repeated, clearly satisfied. “I’m glad you came to your senses and decided to leave this place. I was starting to think I’d have to drag you out myself.” The last part sounded more like a private thought than a warning.

Questions rose, but he felt like a human Rubik’s Cube. If friendship was the goal, figuring him out would have to happen quietly. Asking outright didn’t feel wise.

“It was just a means to an end.”

“No explanation needed. Judgment belongs to Jesus, not me. Less than a week here and you’re already done. That tells me enough.”

Uncurling his leg from the banquette, he leaned forward and took a drink, attention drifting toward the dance floor. The opportunity wasn’t wasted. I studied him freely now, appreciating every unfairly attractive detail.

Then his hands came up to his face, thumbs pressing into his temples. Something was wrong. Had he forgotten I was sitting there?

“I heard about the accident,” he said suddenly. “Your car was totaled. Do you have a ride home?”

Tico really needed to learn when to shut up. “Yeah. My friend Kash always takes me.”

A nod followed. After a moment, his gaze returned, the earlier indifference replaced by something softer. Concern, maybe. “You’re okay otherwise?”

A nod.

“In every way?”

Another nod.

“Are you sure?”

Enough. The confusion, the pull, the way he scrambled my thoughts. Standing, I reached for distance. “I should go.”

His mouth opened, then closed. Acceptance settled in. “Yeah. Okay.”

From his wallet came seven crisp hundred-dollar bills, placed in my hand.

“No. That’s too much.”

“It isn’t,” he said calmly. “You were good company. Besides, seven happens to be my favorite number right now.”

“What? I didn’t even dance. We just talked.”

“Take the damn money,” he snapped.

The sharpness stunned me into silence.

A hand dragged through his hair. His expression softened immediately. “I’m sorry. This is what I want to pay. It’s not too much. If anything, it’s not enough.”

“And if I don’t take it?”

“Then I’ll get it to you another way. Either now, or later through someone else. And by then, it’ll be doubled.”

Someone like Tico, no doubt.

Confusion won. I accepted the money, shaking my head. Strange man. Dangerous face.

Halfway out of the booth, something else occurred to me. “You don’t have my number.”

Those lashes lifted, and for the first time all night, he smiled fully. A devastating, promise-laced smile that made heat coil low in my body.

Disappointment followed fast. It had been ages since attraction hit this hard. But friendship was all he wanted. Friendship, fear, and mental chaos.

“I’ll give you mine.” He reached for a card, paused, then frowned. “Actually, just type it in.”

Another head shake, another bewildered choice. The phone came out, numbers entered. When prompted for a name, realization struck. “I never got your name.”

The second smile was worse. Slower. Intentional. He leaned forward, palms on his thighs, eyes holding mine. “Natalio.”

The way he said it wrapped around me. Soft. Hopeful. Loaded.

For reasons I didn’t understand, looking away felt impossible. Shaking my head, I broke the moment, saved the contact, and heard his heavy sigh as he leaned back.

Without trusting myself to say another word, I exited the booth and moved through the flashing lights and pounding music, resisting the urge to look back at the man in black who wanted nothing more than to be my friend.


 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

I WAS DRESSED IN white. All white. A crown of lilies rested on my head as I stood on a riverbank, watching a waterfall spill endlessly into the water below. The sound was pure and soothing, almost holy. Above me, the sky stretched wide and flawless, the blue impossibly vivid. Clouds drifted overhead, white as fresh snow. The air was mild, perfect.

The river lapped at the bank, beckoning. Trust me.

Stepping forward, I entered the water. Cool. Clear. Peaceful. My gaze dropped to my feet beneath the surface, toes visible through the glassy current. They wiggled, and the water whispered back, coaxing, promising. Deeper I waded, until my arms lifted and I let myself fall backward.

The river caught me.

Cradled me.

Assured me of its purity as it carried me away, floating, weightless, dressed in white, arms spread wide.

My eyes fluttered open.

Wow. That had to be the most peaceful dream I’d ever had.

A lingering smile followed me out of bed as my feet hit the floor. A glance at the clock revealed it was almost noon. So much for a productive morning.

The doorbell rang. No guessing required. Kelsy.

With a groan, I padded down the hall, barely managing to twist the knob before she pushed inside.

“Hey, grumpy,” she sang, snapping her gum.

“Sup, nuisance?” A yawn cracked my jaw as I rubbed my eyes. “Where’s Tev?”

She dropped onto the couch and flipped on the TV. “Working.”
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