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Love is a chemical reaction,

But it cannot be fully understood or defined by science.

- Suzy Kassem
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​CHAPTER 1

DEGRADED. MORTIFIED. EMBARRASSED. That was how I felt as I slammed the door of Rhodes, Holden and Maxwell and stepped out onto the busy street. All around me, life carried on as usual. Businessmen walked past on their way home, couples strolled towards nearby restaurants in search of dinner, and joggers dodged puddles in their quest for fitness. Normal activities on a normal day at the beginning of September.

For me, life would never be normal again. And now, to cap it all, I’d been utterly humiliated by Oliver Rhodes. I’d never felt so ashamed in my life, and considering I used to sleep with men for money, that was an achievement. The man was a massive cock.

In every way. 

I reached the bus stop and sank onto one of the cold metal seats with a low groan. Oliver Rhodes, the man who took the worst night of my life and turned it into the best. I still clenched my thighs together every time I thought about it.

Except now I clenched my fists. Oliver was an asshole. An arrogant, rude, condescending asshole, who wore made-to-measure suits and a Patek Philippe watch that cost more than my parents’ first home, and whose smooth hands I hadn’t just spent the past hour glancing at as he twirled a Montblanc fountain pen around his fingers.

Dammit, Stef! Don’t think about the hands. The trouble was, I knew what they were capable of. How they could make a woman come so hard she forgot her own name.

No. NO! I shook my head to clear my wayward thoughts. Oliver Rhodes was bad news from the ends of his dark-grey hair to the toes of his Italian leather wingtips.

And where was the damn bus?

Probably I should start at the beginning. What bizarre twist of fate led me to be sitting here at a shabby bus stop in downtown Richmond, wishing I had the courage to jump off a bridge or hurl myself under a passing semi? Well, it started with my ex-roommate, Christina; a faux-fur jacket; and a man old enough to be my grandfather…

[image: Image]

“It can’t be the fifth. The fifth is tomorrow.”

Chrissie rummaged through her purse, tossing aside lipstick, tissues, condoms, and mascara as she dug deeper and deeper.

“Are you looking for your phone?”

“Yes.”

“It’s here.” 

I picked it up off her nightstand and passed it over, then took another sip of my strawberry milkshake. I preferred chocolate, but it was important to stay healthy.

Chrissie scrolled through her calendar then flopped back on the bed with a huff. “Shit. It is the fifth. I could have sworn it was only the fourth.”

“Why does it matter?”

“Because my mom’s flying in for a layover on the fifth, and I have a date tonight.” She used her fingers to form air quotes around the word “date.”

“Oh. One of those dates?”

Chrissie was a girl who’d tried every job going. She got fired from her waitressing job because she kept dropping things. Mild dyslexia meant her two weeks as a filing assistant were a disaster, and she walked away from a stint as a receptionist after her boss propositioned her. Now she’d decided to give something new a go.

“Hey, don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.”

I suppressed a shudder. “Doesn’t it creep you out? Having to do…things with men like that?”

Her tinkling laugh exploded. “Stef, don’t be such a prude! It’s perfectly normal nowadays, and I don’t sleep with all of them. Some just want a nice girl on their arm to avoid unwanted attention. Last week, a client gave me an obscenely expensive dress and took me to a charity gala, and all I got at the end of the evening was a wad of cash and a kiss on the cheek…” She grinned as she glanced over at the turquoise box on her dressing table. “And that bought me a necklace from Tiffany’s.”

Expensive jewellery was something I only dreamed about. Right now, I couldn’t even afford the textbooks I needed. Or my half of this month’s rent. My credit card was maxed out, and every time I got a collection letter, I shed a tear and buried it in the pile with all the others. I tried to laugh. 

“At least Julio gives me as much coffee as I can drink.”

“You can’t wear coffee.”

Couldn’t you? Julio, my persnickety boss at The Daily Grind, the coffee place I worked at after class on Mondays, Tuesdays, and Fridays, would disagree. Most of the time we got on well, but some days, like today, I wanted to smack my head on the counter. Or better still, his head. He’d insisted I dress up as a giant coffee bean and hand out coupons on the street, and I’d nearly frozen to death. He could have at least warned me so I wore appropriate shoes.

“I need a new job.”

I also needed to stop chewing my hair. I pulled the ends out of my mouth and chided myself. It was a habit I wished I could break.

“Meanwhile, I need to work out what to do with Sanderson Everett.”

“Sanderson Everett? You mean the Sanderson Everett? The guy who franchised himself across America?” 

I’d done a case study on him last month for my business degree—he’d spot an opening in the market and set up chains ranging from phone stores to pet-grooming parlours to burger restaurants, making a fortune in the process. Every biography said he was married to his job.

“If that’s the same Sanderson Everett who likes me to strip down to my underwear and serve him dinner every couple of weeks, then yes. All the girls love him. Easy money.” She rubbed her thumb and fingers together. “He’s got a massive house, but I’m not sure the rest of him measures up.”

I nearly choked, and strawberry milk dribbled down my chin. “I can’t believe that. The man’s a genius, and he hires escorts from Rubies?”

Chrissie had started plying her trade through Rubies are a Man’s Best Friend a few months back. Clients booked via the website, and the owner forwarded the details on to her. She went out most nights now. Each girl got rated from one to five rubies, and as they gathered those gems, their pay grade went up accordingly. Chrissie had reached level three and had that fourth ruby firmly in her sight.

Now she carefully outlined her lips in a deep red. “Guess he can afford it. I mean, who needs a normal maid when you can have one with double D cups and a thong?”

“Well, you’re lucky to meet him. He doesn’t even give interviews anymore.”

She turned to me with a worrying look in her eyes—the wicked gleam she got when she had a great idea she knew I wouldn’t like. “If you want to meet him so much, why don’t you go tonight instead of me? Then I could see my mom.”

“Oh, no. No way.”

“Why not? You said you were short of money.”

“I am, but there’s no way I could sleep with a stranger. Or even Sanderson Everett.” 

Or, in fact, anyone. A quick fumble in the back of a car with the guy I dated in high school was as far as I’d got. Since I arrived in Richmond, I’d put all my efforts into work and college because I didn’t want to graduate with a millstone of debt around my neck.

Chrissie burst out laughing. “The guy’s a hundred years old. I bet he can’t even get it up anymore. He hires a girl nearly every night, and not one of us has ever had sex with him.”

“Really?”

“Really. And he pays three hundred dollars. Still cheaper than a wife, he told my boss.”

Three hundred dollars was an awful lot of cups of coffee. “And all you do is serve him dinner?”

“Serve him dinner then stand by the table while he eats. And afterwards, we bring dessert and coffee.” She gave me a full-on smile. “You’re good at coffee.”

“I can’t. I mean, not in my underwear.”

“Oh, come on. You’re miles prettier than me, and it’s no worse than wearing a bikini on the beach.”

I considered it. My last vacation had been three years ago when I was eighteen. Mom and Chester, my stepfather, treated me to a week in Florida, a final goodbye before I went off to college. I remembered walking around the marina, thinking how much fun those girls sunning themselves on the big yachts must have. No work, no studying, just days of relaxing in the warm weather. And most probably sleeping with the owners. I’d be kidding myself if I thought they were there with anything else in mind. But still…

“I don’t know… Isn’t he expecting you?”

“It won’t be a problem to sub in. He likes variety. Just tell him I’m not feeling well. Please? I’ll clean the whole apartment this weekend.”

Three hundred dollars, a clean apartment, and the chance to meet one of my business idols?

“And you’re absolutely sure he won’t want sex?” I whispered the last word. The very idea of it scared me.

“No, he definitely won’t. I promise.”

“You’ll need to tell me what to wear.”

“Easy. Oh, and you’ll need a name.”

“A name? I have a name.”

“Stefanie’s hardly worthy of a Ruby.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“Don’t look at me like that. It’s nothing personal. Hey, I call myself Crystal.”

“So what do you suggest?”

She gave me her lopsided little smile, the one that made every man within a ten-block radius go nuts over her, and then her gaze drifted past me to the faux-fur coat hanging on the back of her door.

“Sable. We’ll call you Sable.”

And that was how I ended up parading around a mansion in black lace panties, carrying a roast dinner on a plain white china plate. I lost a little bit of respect for myself that night, and a lot for Sanderson Everett. It was hard to admire a man when he ordered you to “sit” and “stay” like a dog. Thankfully he didn’t try “come,” because at that point I had no idea how to. No, it took Oliver fucking Rhodes to teach me that trick.

But three hundred dollars was three hundred dollars, and how much worse was it than the coffee outfit? At least I was making a fool out of myself in private, and I didn’t have to invite Sanderson Everett to “come and grind with me.”
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“So, how did it go?” Chrissie asked the next morning.

“I served up veal piccata. Everett read the business pages. Then he ate half a custard tart and asked me to close the drapes, tucked a hundred-dollar bill in the side of my panties, patted my bottom, pointed at the door, and said, ‘Go.’”

“Wow, he must have really liked you. He only gives me fifty.” She glanced at her watch and took another bite of toast. “Shit, I’m running late.”

“You don’t think that’s utterly crazy?”

“Yeah, it is, but it’s also normal. Last week, an octogenarian asked Maggie to dress up like a horse, and get this, the tail came on a butt plug.”

I spat my orange juice across the table. “Are you serious?”

She looked down at the sticky mess and made a face. “Yeuch. Yeah, totally. But you should consider signing up. I mean, where else can you earn that much cash in a night?”

“Are you insane? You just told me a story about a butt plug.”

She waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, don’t worry about that. Maggie’s got five rubies. She’ll do anything. A-ny-thing. If you start off at one ruby, that’s, like, holding hands. And sometimes you get taken out to really nice places.”

“It’s not for me.”

“Think about it.”

I did think about it. When I got up at six to catch the bus to The Daily Grind, I thought about Chrissie still asleep in bed. When a businessman snapped at me because I’d forgotten his shot of caramel syrup, I realised he was even ruder than Sanderson Everett. When I put on the damn coffee-bean costume once more, I recalled that although I’d been in my underwear at Everett’s house, his heating system had made it the perfect temperature. And when I counted my cash and found I was a hundred and thirty dollars short on the rent—again—I began to wonder if being a Ruby mightn’t be so bad after all.


























​CHAPTER 2

MY FIRST OFFICIAL date as a lowly one-ruby saw me accompany a businessman to a charity gala. You’ll notice I called it a date? Well, that’s because I didn’t want to admit the truth—that I’d become a man’s plaything and got paid three hundred dollars for the privilege.

Not much of that first paycheck went on the rent, though. When Chrissie saw what I’d put on to go out—a knee-length black number left over from a failed real date—she dragged me into her room and sat me on the bed.

Hands on hips, she stared down at me. “Stefanie Amor, I swear you’ve got more looks than sense.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Have you even glanced in the mirror?”

At least twice. “Of course I have.”

“Then why on earth are you dressed as if you’re going for a job interview? The Benford Association’s gala will be full of leggy models in slinky dresses. You can’t go like that.”

“I don’t have a slinky dress.”

She turned and threw open her closet doors. “It’s a good thing I’ve been at this longer than you, isn’t it?”

Not only did she fasten me into a bright-red halterneck, but she also insisted on redoing my make-up vamp-style and pinning my hair into an elegant updo. By then, I’d missed the bus and needed to leap into a cab to meet my client outside his office at the appointed hour. That was twenty dollars gone.

The rest of that evening’s earnings went to lipstick, mascara, a handful of outfits, and a torture session, otherwise known as leg waxing. Chrissie came with me, and we had a small difference of opinion over some of my purchases.

“You’ve got no underwear,” she pointed out.

“I don’t need any new stuff.”

“Oh, please. Everything you own is white cotton. You look like a Catholic schoolgirl.”

“What does it matter? I’ll be the only one seeing it.”

“You’ll never earn the big bucks thinking that way.”

“Fine by me.”

Small bucks suited me just fine. I took a couple of bookings a week, and that allowed me to quit The Daily Grind and knuckle down to my studies. My grades crept up slowly but surely since I had more free time to dedicate to my assignments.

Every couple of weeks, I’d have a crisis of confidence, usually before a date with a new client or if I happened to glimpse someone I knew while I was out working—more than once I’d seen a fellow student waiting tables in one of the high-end establishments we visited. But the job itself wasn’t as bad as I feared it would be. Occasionally, I got a man who thought he could help himself to more than he’d paid for, but a few hints from Chrissie on how to say no plus the canister of pepper spray I’d taken to carrying in my purse gave me the confidence to deal with them.

Octavia, the owner of Rubies, wasn’t at all what I’d imagined. A dark-haired lady who dressed like a star from old movies, she acted as a bizarre cross between a pimp and a mom, checking up on us personally to ensure we were happy and also that we looked tidy. She took pride in her services. One weekend when she was in Richmond, we met up for coffee—her, me, and Chrissie.

Of all the things I’d expected to be doing that Saturday, it was safe to say having a conversation about breast implants and kink in the local branch of Starbucks didn’t make the list. At least we weren’t at The Daily Grind. My old boss would have had a field day eavesdropping on that one.

As we moved on to our second cups, it dawned on me this wasn’t so much a check-up as a sales visit, although Chrissie didn’t need much persuading. For weeks, she’d been talking about getting her fourth ruby, and when Octavia finished describing the extra services she’d have to offer, she nodded enthusiastically.

“Count me in. As long as they’re not allowed to leave a mark on me, I’ll do it.”

All the talk of spanking made me cringe. Hands, rulers, paddles. Who would want to do that?

Then Octavia turned to me. “So, Stefanie. Have you thought about moving up to two rubies?”

I swallowed a chunk of chocolate muffin, and it went down the wrong way. Chrissie thumped me on the back as I took a gulp of coffee to ease the tickle.

“That’s when the sex starts, isn’t it?” I whispered.

“Yes and no.” Octavia sounded so matter of fact, as if we were discussing a sandwich menu. “Straight sex or minor fetishes.”

I dreaded even thinking about it, but at the same time, I felt compelled to ask. “Minor fetishes?”

“Some men like the girls to dress up or speak to them in a certain way. There’s no sex involved, but due to the unusual nature of some of the requests, the money’s better.”

“Like what?”

Over a low-fat lemon slice, she described the proclivities of the men who could afford to indulge themselves. The banker who liked girls to walk all over him in high heels. The elderly gent who got his kicks from having a life-sized teddy bear watch TV with him every Saturday night. Apparently, he whacked off by himself, no contact necessary. Then there was the millionaire who enjoyed dressing girls up like Barbie and having them ride around his house in a tiny electric car.

“And they pay for this? Why?”

“Yes, they do. Because we offer complete confidentiality. Many of these men have wives and families who wouldn’t take too kindly to their extracurricular activities.”

“Go on, give it a try,” Chrissie said.

“We’re actually a bit short of two-ruby girls at the moment. They either move up to three or leave when they graduate.”

The teddy bear couldn’t be worse than the coffee bean, could it? “Okay, I’ll try it. No sex, though.”

So how did I go from feeding fruit to old men while wearing a bunny outfit to Oliver Rhodes? Desperation. And some really awful luck. They say disasters happen in threes. Well, Oliver was my fourth.


























​CHAPTER 3

IT WAS A Wednesday afternoon when my world fell out from under me. Quite literally. Disaster number one.

The rain fell faster than the stock market on Black Monday as I ran out of college, already late for my date with a man who liked me to wear an adult-sized onesie covered with teddy bears. And I’d forgotten my umbrella. Typical. I paused in the doorway before muttering to the heavens, “Anything else want to go wrong?”

Yes. Yes, it did.

I slipped on a candy wrapper and tumbled to the bottom of the steps. I knew I’d done major damage the instant I landed—the crack from my arm was a dead giveaway, as was the bolt of pain that burned all the way to my shoulder.

Do you know how much it costs to pin a broken arm? I didn’t then, but I do now. Thousands. Thousands I didn’t have, not least because I needed to take six weeks off from Rubies while it healed. Not many men had fetishes for being stroked with a cast. Believe me, when the rent came due, I checked with Octavia.

Then my little brother phoned. I called him little, and I called him my brother, but in reality, he was sixteen, my stepbrother, and at five feet nine, three inches taller than me. Mom married his father when I was ten, a year after my daddy died. At first, the speed with which she moved on upset me, and for a couple of years, our relationship stumbled as I came to terms with it. But now I saw what I couldn’t back then, and what she would never admit. She needed a man to complete her. Alone, she’d been a shell, a half-woman. The big wide world and Maxine Amor did not mix. And I swore I’d never become her.

Ten-year-old me forgave her perhaps faster than I would have, because with Chester, her new husband, came my new brother. All too often Mason used to steal my candy and borrow my dolls to become victims of his action men, but he was so damn cute while he did it I forgave him every time.

And now he had a problem. I’ll call it disaster one point five because, in the grand scheme of things, it didn’t warrant a whole number of its own, not when compared to the rest of my life.

“Stef, I had an accident.”

“What happened? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, but Pop’s new truck’s got a bit of a dent.”

“Bit of a dent?”

“It needs a new fender.”

I couldn’t keep my groan in. “What did you hit?”

“The gatepost at Reggie’s place.”

“Oh, Mason! What were you doing there? Reggie’s always getting into trouble, and he’ll take you with him.”

“Just hanging out. But Pop’s gonna kill me for the truck. He told me not to drive it.”

“You should have listened.”

“I know, I know. But you gotta help me. If I don’t get rid of this dent before him and Mom come back from vacation, I can kiss my trip with the band goodbye.”

Mason played the tuba, and he’d been invited over to England to play in a parade along with the other students in his school’s marching band. He’d talked about little else for months, and knowing Chester, who was big on discipline, Mason’s fear of being grounded was justified.

Shit. I cursed silently in my head because Mason and his potty mouth didn’t need any more encouragement. “They’re due back next Tuesday?”

“Yeah. Joey’s dad can fix it at the shop, but it’ll cost six hundred dollars. Can you lend it to me? I’ll pay you back, I swear.”

He wouldn’t. He never did. And six hundred dollars was my emergency fund. But Mason was Mason, and when I used to sneak out at night to see my boyfriend back in high school, he’d covered for me every time. I owed him one. 

“I’ll wire it over. Just promise me you won’t drive the truck again.”

“Cross my heart.”

The combined total of disasters one and one point five, plus the bill that landed for my tuition, led me to the most shameful night of my life, at least pre-Oliver Rhodes. The night Octavia, who may have been lovely but would always be a businesswoman first and foremost, auctioned off my virginity. It was the only thing I had left of any value.

As the bids rolled in, each one from a man with more money than morals, I thought time and time again about giving up and going home. Mom would have welcomed me back, but I knew if I did return to Hartscross, I’d be stuck there. Stuck with the I-told-you-sos and the whispers of “poor girl, she never was cut out for the city.”

Chrissie did her best to help by preparing me for what was to come. Luckily, she had no inhibitions when it came to talking about sex—in fact, it was her favourite topic of conversation.

“Will it hurt?” I whispered one night over a glass of wine.

“Maybe a little. A sharp pain, but it’ll be over quickly.”

I closed my eyes and took another slug of wine. I felt ill at the thought of it, but how else could I pay off the bills? So many times I nearly pulled out of the deal, quit college, and ran back home, but the prospect of my stepfather’s disappointment stopped me. He was the one who’d convinced Mom I could do this, and if I returned to Georgia with my tail between my legs, he’d lose face as well as me.

No, I needed to go through with it.

And, to be honest, it could have been worse. The auction winner, a wealthy businessman, prided himself on the number of V-cards he’d collected. If his brags over dinner were to be believed, he’d moved into triple figures. So I lay there, half-drunk, while he lubed me up and eased himself into me. Chrissie assured me sex could be pleasurable, but I just felt dirty, and not in a good way. I counted the seconds as he pounded away, trying not to wince at the scratch of his beard against my chin and, worse, the burning ache between my legs.

But he paid, and he paid well. Half of my medical bills were gone in just one night. And after him, the floodgates were opened. Only metaphorically, of course. Getting wet for a man wasn’t something I’d ever experienced. A month later, after some tuition from Chrissie involving a large black dildo that scared the crap out of me, I learned how to use my hands and mouth and moved up to the lofty position of three rubies.

I hated myself, but I survived. Mason sent me a calendar every Christmas, and I used it to count down the days until I could escape the lifestyle I’d fallen into, graduate, and get a job that didn’t involve spreading my legs for any man who cared to pay my hourly rate.

One hundred and sixty-nine days. That was how many I’d had left when disaster number two happened. And as disasters go, it would take some beating.


























​CHAPTER 4

LOUD HAMMERING ON the apartment door woke me up, and I groaned. My phone informed me it was almost lunchtime, but it was Saturday, and I’d been out working until three in the morning. I needed a sleep-in. Hell, after the night I’d had, I deserved a sleep-in.

My client, a British fashion model who had two loves in life—money and himself—had decided on a little food-play. He’d covered me in honey, which wouldn’t have been so bad in itself had he not then attempted to stick a banana into the back door. Judging by the whipped cream on the nightstand, I think he was trying to create some weird version of banoffee pie.

I’d practically stuck to the sheets as I attempted to roll off the bed.

“Get the hell away from there!”

“Oh, come on. Ease up on the attitude.”

“No way. I don’t do that stuff.”

“I’ll pay you extra.”

And that was them. The four words that made me feel worse than any others. Every so often, I’d go on a date with a client who made me feel worth something, one who took me for dinner, had an actual conversation, and, when he fucked me at the end of the evening, almost made me forget his pickup line consisted of a sixteen-digit credit card number. But those were few and far between. Most men made me feel like trash.

“It’s not about the money.”

“With your type of girl, it’s always about the money.”

He lay there laughing as I pulled on my dress—easier said than done, as it kept sticking to my skin. Then I’d had to ride the bus home smelling like a beehive, with freaks and weirdos buzzing around me like they thought they could get a freebie.

So, screw the door. They could come back later or hope Chrissie answered it. It was probably for her, anyway. In my whole time in Richmond, my only visitors had been debt collectors, and I’d kept them away for over a year now.

“Go away,” I mumbled into my pillow.

The knocking stopped, but ten minutes later, the visitor came back. “It’s the police. Open up, please. Your neighbour said you were home.”

The police? Oh, hell. Octavia had warned us about the risk of arrest for what we did, but she always made the chances sound so slim. The maximum punishment for prostitution in the state of Virginia was a year in jail or a twenty-five-hundred-dollar fine, but for a first offence, she assured us we’d only get a slap on the wrist. Chrissie swore she could spot an undercover cop a mile away, and all my recent clients apart from the model had been repeats. We always tried so hard to be careful. Had we been caught?

I tied my bathrobe around myself and pushed my hair back out of my eyes. Time to face the music.

“Hello?”

“Is this the residence of Christina Walker?”

“Yes?” 

I willed myself to breathe slowly. So this wasn’t about me. Just keep calm.

“Detectives Briggs and McConnell. Can we come in?”

I took the chain off the door and swung it open. Both cops looked tired with dark circles under their eyes. The fatter of the two—I didn’t know whether it was Briggs or McConnell—had a rumpled look about him, as if he’d slept in his cheap suit.

“What’s your name, ma’am?”

He’d called me “ma’am.” That had to be a good sign, didn’t it? If he was here to arrest me, he’d just have brought out the handcuffs. 

“Stefanie Amor.”

“And you’re Ms. Walker’s roommate?”

“That’s right. Do you want to speak to her?”

They glanced at each other. What did that mean?

“She’s here?” the skinny one asked.

“Well, I guess she’s in her room.” 

I hadn’t seen her for a couple of days, but that wasn’t unusual. Our class schedules meant we often passed like ships in the dark. But she rarely stayed out, not unless someone paid her for the entire night, and most of our clients were too cheap for that.

“Could you check?”

“Sure.”

I knocked gently, then a bit harder when she didn’t answer. Still nothing. I cracked the door open and peered inside.

“Oh. She’s not here.”

“When did you last see her?”

I thought back. “Thursday evening. She was getting ready to go out.”

Another look passed between them. 

“Are you close?” the thin one asked.

“Reasonably. We’ve been roommates for almost two years.”

“Ma’am, I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but we have reason to believe Ms. Walker passed away.”

It took a few seconds for me to process his words. Chrissie, dead? No way. There had to be a mistake. She was twenty-two, the same age as me. She had her whole damn life to live.

“Ma’am? Would you like to sit down?”

He didn’t wait for my answer, just lowered me to the sofa as my legs gave way from under me.

Chrissie was dead.

My best friend was dead.

Disaster number two, and the path to my collision with Oliver Rhodes was set.


























​CHAPTER 5

IF I’D HAD half a brain, I would have left town after disaster number two, Chrissie’s death. But common sense had deserted me when I got my first ruby.

No, it took disaster number four—an encounter with Mr. Rhodes himself—to send me running. After that, I gave up on the idea of the city, of making something of myself, and slunk back to Georgia to lick my wounds. And grieve.

Not only for Chrissie but for the victim of disaster number three. Another friend, dead. I’d always dreamed of meeting a man who loved me for who I was, in spite of what I’d been, and number three did. Lyle knew my history, and he still cared. It showed in the manner he spoke to me, the way he walked me back to my room at night in the temporary accommodation we both shared. The nervous smile that flickered when he asked me out on a date. A date we’d never got to go on.

What happened? Well, that’s a whole other story.

Perhaps Lyle wasn’t everyone’s idea of a catch, but I’d have been proud to take him home to meet Mom and Chester. Even better, he wasn’t a Rubies client. He’d had a heart, and he’d had a career. A lawyer, no less. Not the greatest one in the world, even he admitted that, but he was improving. A tadpole. One day he’d have become a frog, and who knows, maybe even a prince?

Not like Oliver Rhodes. Oliver Rhodes was a great white fucking shark.

But now I was done. Done with murder investigations. Done with Oliver. Done with Richmond. Done with all the disasters. Done with the big city and college and the illusion I could make something of myself.

Welcome to Hartscross, Georgia. Population: 1,523.

“Pippi, breakfast’s ready.”

That damn nickname. From ages six through eight, I’d been obsessed with Pippi Longstocking, refusing to wear my hair in any style but pigtails or answer to anything but a fictional name. Every birthday, I’d begged my parents for a horse and a monkey, or even a ship. Money never ran to the horse or the ship, and the closest I got to the monkey was a stuffed toy. When I arrived back in Hartscross, it was still sitting on the shelf in my bedroom, exactly where it had been for the last thirteen years.

And the nickname stayed too, if only in my mother’s mind.

“Just coming,” I called out.

I rolled out of bed and trailed down the hallway. Back in Richmond, I’d had the luxury of an en suite, but now I faced the daily struggle of finding a bathroom slot. For a teenage boy, Mason sure spent a lot of time in there.

“Will you hurry up?” I banged on the door, desperate to pee.

“Almost done.”

Ten minutes later, I was crossing my legs as the door swung open.

“What do you do in there?” I asked. 

Mason’s hair was half an inch long, he didn’t shave his legs, and as far as I could work out, his tan was natural.

He shrugged and flashed his teeth. “Flossing’s important.”

I shoved past him and locked myself in before doing my business then attempting to wash my hair in the old claw-foot tub. It didn’t have a proper shower, only one of those handheld attachments, and my hair was so thick it took forever to get the shampoo out. When I finally walked into the kitchen, Mom’s pancakes were cold and so was her demeanour.

“Pippi, you need to start waking up earlier. Half of the day’s gone by the time you get downstairs.”

I’d always been a night owl while Mom got up with the larks, but it wasn’t worth the argument. “I’ll try.”

“And if you’re staying in town, you’ll need to look for a job.”

“I know.” 

Mainly because she’d said the exact same thing every morning for the last two weeks.

“I spoke to Mrs. Mackey at the store. She thinks Darly might have an opening for a shampoo girl at the salon while Patty has her baby. Think of that, Pippi—you’d get free haircuts.”

“Okay, I’ll think about it.”

Mom bustled around the kitchen, reheating my pancakes and fetching a jug of maple syrup. 

“Don’t leave it too long. Jobs are hard to come by in this town.”

Yeah, I knew that. Once a girl graduated from high school, she had two options in Hartscross—work a dead-end job for minimum wage or start popping out babies. Neither appealed, not to mention the slight logistical challenge of the second option for a single girl.

Of course, that didn’t deter my mom. 

“And you’ll need to keep your eyes open for a nice boy. How about Sheriff Bose’s son? His girlfriend ran off to the city the way you did, and Randy’s quite the catch.”

She managed to make leaving for the city sound like a disease, something to be cured before the symptoms could take full effect. And since I went to high school with Randy Bose, I knew he was a nasty piece of work. Not a day had passed without him pulling a prank that crossed the boundary from funny to cruel.

“He’s not my type.”

“But, Pippi, you’ve never dated, so how would you know? Randy’s got lovely manners.”

That was Mom all over. She meant well, but her execution made me want to thunk my head on the table. The easiest thing to do in these situations was to change the subject and hope she forgot.

“These pancakes are delicious. Is it a new recipe?”

“Funny you should say that. Marnie at the diner was watching one of those cooking shows, and…”

Mom was off. I blocked out her chatter as best I could and concentrated on forking in my food. Only one question plagued my mind: what should I do now?


























​CHAPTER 6

“DO YOU USUALLY shampoo your hair once or twice?”

I’d run out of excuses and willpower, and Mom had taken it upon herself to speak to Darly. Monday to Friday, ten until four, I was the new shampoo girl. Of course, I didn’t only shampoo. I got to sweep up hair clippings, take bookings, and make the coffee as well. And gossip. I’d forgotten how much small-town ladies liked to gossip.

“Just the once, honey. But did ya hear about Bobby down at the feed store? He got seen in Hartfield last week with a girl who didn’t have his ring on her finger.”

Oh, the scandal. Three years ago, I’d have been as interested as every other visitor to the shampoo chair, but I’d seen more of life now, the bad and the good. Mostly bad, being honest, and that meant Bobby cheating on his girl no longer held the fascination it once might have.

But for the folks of Hartscross, set in their ways and loyal to home, the next town over, Hartfield, was a world away.

“No, I didn’t hear.”

“He took her to a restaurant. No shame. None at all. And foolin’ around while poor Betsy sat at home with their baby. Some men have no appreciation of a good woman.”

Now that she’d got started, she happily rambled on about people I knew vaguely and cared about even less. What were they saying about me behind my back? Poor little Stefanie, she tried to make it in the big city and couldn’t cope? Around here, people were sweet to your face then sour behind your back.

When I returned to Hartscross, I’d told Mom I felt homesick, and since she’d never understood why I wanted to leave in the first place, she’d taken it at face value. Chester knew something was up, though. Two days after I got home, he’d called me into the parlour while Mom baked cakes. The room always did have an air of loneliness. Mom insisted on having a formal room for the visitors she rarely got, and the family lived and ate in the kitchen with its old pine table and benches and squashy sofas, the air kept warm and fragrant by her constant cooking.

“Couldn’t help noticing you came back here a bit sudden, Stef.” His rich southern drawl sounded relaxed, but there was no mistaking the seriousness of his words.

I’d tried damn hard to lose my own accent while I was away, but every so often it popped out. Even though Virginia wasn’t exactly northern, they still talked mighty different up there.

“I got homesick. Who wouldn’t miss Mom’s cooking?”

He shook his head and dropped onto the uncomfortable sofa. Blue-and-white flowers covered the fabric, clashing with the drapes, the carpet, and everything else in the room. 

“She might believe that, but a girl doesn’t turn her back on her home of three years then come crawling back to Hartscross because she misses her mom’s sweet potato pie.”

I couldn’t look at him. Instead, I headed for the window and stared out across the dusty yard. “I had a couple of problems.”

“What kind of problems? Man problems? Money problems? Trouble at school?”

Try all of the above. “Man problems.” Everything could be traced back to a man in one way or another.

“Do I need to do anything about him?”

Aw, Chester. I missed my real daddy, but in the years since he passed, Chester had made a reasonable replacement. 

“No, it’s over. I just want to forget what happened, heal up, and carry on.”

He stood, walked over, and squeezed my shoulder. “Well, if that changes, you let me know.”

“It’s over,” I repeated. “It’s over.”
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“Pippi!” Mom yelled up the stairs. I’d gotten used to hearing her every morning, only today she broke from the norm. “You’ve got mail.”

Great. That meant a credit card bill or a grumpy letter from the bank. They were the only two places I’d notified of my new address. And during my last few months in Richmond, I’d had to pay Chrissie’s share of the rent as well as my own, even for the weeks I wasn’t living there. My credit card hated me.

“Be down in a minute.”

“It looks important.”

Mom thought everything printed looked important. But today she was right. As soon as I flipped over the heavyweight cream envelope, I bit back a curse, because embossed on the back were the words “Rhodes, Holden and Maxwell.”

What the hell did he want?

Mom looked at me expectantly, her lacquered hair unmoving as she tilted her head to one side.

“It’s nothing. Just an old friend from Richmond. Probably catching me up on the news.” I stuffed the envelope into my pocket, nauseated at the thought of calling Oliver Rhodes a friend. “I’ll open it after breakfast. Did you make pancakes again?”

She took hold of my arm and led me to the kitchen. “Always do, Pippi. They’re your favourite.”

The letter burned away in my pocket through every mouthful, but I forced half of my food down, even though I’d lost my appetite.

“Not feeling so good?” Mom asked, gesturing at my leftovers. “I don’t want you wasting away.”

“I just have a bit of a headache. Best I rest for a minute before work.”

I headed for the stairs, slowly at first, then took the steps two at a time once I got out of sight, tearing at the envelope as I went. How dare he write to me here? This was supposed to be my safe place.

I slammed the door of my room, then muttered a silent apology to no one in particular for the noise, spread the letter out on my desk, and began to read. The page was typewritten and informed me that the commonwealth attorney’s office requested my presence as a prosecution witness. They’d helpfully put a number at the bottom for me to call and arrange an appointment.

Witness to what? I’d only been on the periphery of the mess, the murder case involving the high-profile music producer whose bed Chrissie’s body was found in. The detectives investigating the case had promised an easy win. Electronic evidence, they said. A confession on tape.

And it got worse.

Before I left Richmond, I’d watched TV and read the papers. Both were full of news about superstar defence attorney Oliver Rhodes switching sides to prosecute Chrissie’s killer. He’d done interviews, smooth-talking in his smart suit with his fan club hovering in the background. Go figure. What kind of lawyer had a freaking fan club?

Therefore, going back to the letter, the request came from Oliver, and it was bullshit. Men like Oliver didn’t request. They ordered, and I’d been on the receiving end of that once already.

He could go screw himself.
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Days melded into one. I got up, I ate breakfast, I shampooed, I ate dinner, I slept. Life became a production line, devoid of any excitement or variety.

Until one day two weeks later when Darly scurried into the break room, eyes shining.

“Stef, there’s a man here to see you,” she hissed. “And he’s driving a fancy truck.”

My first thought was Oliver, but then I gave myself a mental kick. Oliver didn’t drive a truck. Oliver drove a big-ass Mercedes to go with his big-ass ego. So who the hell was it?

The stranger hovered near the door, eyeing up the half-coiffed ladies with some trepidation.

“My name’s Barrett.” 

He removed his cowboy hat and held out a hand for me to shake.

“Stefanie.”

“I know.”

Of course. Silly me. 

“So who are you?” I closed the door behind me so we were both outside. No need for half of Hartscross to hear about my business. “Why are you here?”

Barrett shuffled from foot to foot. “Uh, I need to give you a message.”

“What is it?”

“Well, this is a little awkward.”

“Would you tell me already?”

“See, I’m supposed to give you two choices.”

I got a bad feeling about this. His words and his accent were Virginia all the way. I peered closer at his jacket, and the shield embroidered on the breast with its keyhole and its halo told me exactly where he’d come from. Blackwood Security. 

“And what choices are they?”

“You can come back to Richmond with me, or you can wait for a subpoena via the sheriff’s office.”

“You mean I’m supposed to walk out of my job and get into your car, then travel across three states to a city where I no longer have a home, and all because your boss is an asshole?”

A glimmer of a smile flickered then disappeared. “That’s about it, yeah. Except there’s a plane waiting at the airport.”

Oh boy, they were really sure of this, weren’t they?

I snatched my phone from my pocket and thumbed through to the Os. Back in better times, Oliver had programmed his number into my contacts, and although I’d come close to deleting it a hundred times, I’d never quite brought myself to push the button. Now I hit dial.

One ring. Two.

“Oliver Rhodes.”

“You bastard.”

“Good morning to you too, Miss Amor.”

So formal. It was almost as if the night we spent together had never happened.

“How can you do this? All I wanted was a fresh start, and now you’re trying to drag me back again. What is this? Some sort of game?”

“As I wrote in the letter you decided to ignore, I need you as a witness.”

“Witness to what? So I nearly got run down by a car. I didn’t see who was driving it. And Carter confessed to Chrissie’s murder, anyway.”

A heavy sigh drifted along the line. “That’s not why I need you.”

“Then why?”

“Steffie, I’d rather do this in person.”

“Don’t you ‘Steffie’ me.”

“Fine. Miss Amor, I’d rather speak to you in person.”

“I don’t want to see you. And threatening to set the sheriff on me is a low blow.”

I closed my eyes as the words left my lips. I’d been the one getting the low blow last time, and it had nothing to do with a subpoena.

“So you insist on doing this the hard way?”

No, never again. “From my position, there’s no easy way.”

“In that case, I’ll be blunt. Carter killed other women as well as Christina. We’ve just found one body, and there will be more. The fun part is he’s going for an insanity defence. He claims that after having sex, he gets an uncontrollable urge to murder his partner, and as you’re the only living person I can find who’ll admit to sleeping with him, I need you on the stand to explain to the jury that he’s talking shit.”

I sat on the kerb, trying to process Oliver’s words. He wanted me to get up in front of a roomful of strangers and explain every painful detail of the night I spent with my best friend’s killer? The press was all over this case. What if the townsfolk in Hartscross found out? Or worse, my family? The phone slid from my grasp, and Barrett crouched down beside me.

“You okay?”

I glared at him. “Do I look okay?”

Oliver’s voice crackled out of the speaker. “Steffie?”

I snatched the phone up again. “I told you…”

“Miss Amor. I need you for the case. And whichever way we do this, you’ll be in Richmond on that stand, because Carter’s not getting away with what he did.”

“I hate you.”

Another sigh, this one longer. “I know, Steffie.”


























​CHAPTER 7

THE JOURNEY BACK to Richmond took the rest of the day. Darly was furious with me for leaving, and Mom ended up in tears, even though I promised to come back by the weekend. I wasn’t sure Mom totally believed my excuse about having to comfort a friend who’d just broken up with her boyfriend, either.

Chester stood with her on the front porch, looking unimpressed by my sudden announcement. Only Mason seemed ambivalent. He simply waved as he headed off up the street, no doubt going to visit Reggie and get into some sort of mischief.

Barrett did a reasonable job of playing my imaginary friend’s brother, then drove me to the airport, carried my hastily packed suitcase into the terminal, and waited until I got on the plane. Business class, no less. It was a whole world of difference to the bus ride I’d taken the last time I travelled from Hartscross to Richmond. On any other day, I’d have been impressed by the fancy seats, but today, as I lifted off into a life I longed to leave behind, anger clouded every thought.

And guilt.

Guilt because I’d referred my client to Chrissie and he’d ended up killing her.

And guilt because the night I realised, the night I should have been grieving for my friend, I ended up in bed with Oliver Rhodes instead.

I’d been fragile enough before I realised what I’d done with Carter. Two friends murdered would do that to any girl, and now that day, the day of disaster number four, was burned into my mind along with the worst of them.

My mind drifted back—what a way to find out I’d slept with a murderer.

I’d arrived at Riverley Hall, the luxury home belonging to one of Blackwood Security’s owners, during a discussion about the case. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. Okay, I did, but nobody seemed to mind. Dan di Grassi, the lead investigator, was full of news as I’d listened in, curious and hopeful, desperate for justice. They’d identified a prime suspect. Then I’d recognised the description of the killer, and when she saw me standing there and showed me his photo, that confirmed everything.

First, I did the grown-up thing and fainted, and after I came around, I vomited everywhere. I’d been numb when Oliver wrapped me up in his arms and walked me to my room.

Until that point, he’d been nothing but nice to me. After disaster number three—Lyle—Oliver had lent me a sympathetic ear and a shoulder to cry on, and I’d needed both.

I closed my eyes and burrowed into the plush airplane seat, first trying not to remember the way he’d touched me that night, then praying I’d never forget.

He’d been wearing a suit when I arrived at Riverley. In fact, I couldn’t remember seeing him in anything else. Except that night, he’d loosened the tie and his shirt had a few wrinkles.

“Elevator or stairs?” he’d asked, his voice low.

“Elevator.” My legs were shaking so much I’d never have made it up two flights of stairs alone.

I curled into him as the doors closed, relishing his warmth. My fingers had turned icy along with my heart. Pressed against Oliver’s chest, I felt his heartbeat, slow and steady, and it soothed me. As the elevator rose, he stroked my hair in the way my daddy used to when I was a little girl.

The room I’d been sleeping in came straight out of a fairy tale, complete with a four-poster canopy bed, only I was no princess. Oliver led me inside and lowered me onto the velvet couch in front of the window, then crouched next to me.

“What can I get you? Something to eat? Drink? I bet your mouth doesn’t taste good.”

I tried to speak but the words came out as a croak, so I swallowed and tried again. “A drink. Please.”

“Alcoholic?”

I nodded. If any night called for alcohol, that was the one. He came back five minutes later with a bottle of red, one of white, and a couple of glasses.

“I don’t know what you usually drink.”

“Not much at all. Either’s fine.”

“Let’s try the red, then. This one’s a good vintage.”

To me, a good vintage was the one in the bargain bin, but I nodded and accepted a glass. Either my taste buds weren’t working or Oliver got it wrong, because the wine didn’t taste of anything. I knocked back half a glass and hiccupped.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Oliver asked.

“Not really.”

He laid a hand against my cheek. “You’re freezing.”

My teeth started chattering, and he shrugged out of his jacket and tucked it around me. It smelled of his cologne and more. Him. It smelled of him. Oliver had his own scent, a dark musk, and it only grew stronger when he got aroused. Now, on the airplane, I inhaled deeply as if I could still detect it, but all I got was the rich leather of the seats and a faint whiff of something floral. Air freshener, maybe?

But that fateful night, it was pure Oliver, and when I didn’t stop shivering, he added his arms into the mix, wrapping them around me and holding me close. I surrendered to the feeling because, for the first time in ages, I felt safe. And I thought he cared. Why would a man do that if he didn’t care?

“I slept with him,” I whispered. “The man who killed Chrissie.”

Oliver twirled a lock of my hair around his finger. “I heard that part downstairs.”

“I sent him to her. It should have been me who died.”

“It shouldn’t have been either of you.”

“But if… If I’d done the things he asked, she’d still be alive. How the hell do you get over that kind of guilt?”

Oliver closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then swirled his own wine in the glass and sipped. “I distract myself.”

Many times since that night, I’d wondered what he meant. What guilt did he need to distract himself from? But in the depths of my own sorrow, I hadn’t picked up on what he was telling me.

Instead, I simply asked, “How?”

Another sip and his eyes met mine. “Do you really want to know?”

He’d moved closer by then, almost without me realising, and his lips were mere inches from mine as I nodded.

He drew back a little, and his mouth twitched as if he was undergoing an internal struggle.

“Tell me,” I pleaded. “Please.”

He leaned over, slowly, deliberately, and put his wine glass on the side table.

“I can’t tell you. I can only show you.”

Stupid, stupid me. I fell for it. “Then show me.”

His first kiss was barely there. Just a slight brush to the corner of my mouth. He drew back, waited.

“Yes or no, Steffie?”

Oliver was totally wrong for me. Older, more experienced, good looking in a way that would never age. And dangerous. Oh yes, he was lethal, because once I’d had a night with him, all other men seemed half-dead to me.

I nodded again, and this time, the kiss was deeper. A gentle nibble on my bottom lip before he licked along the seam and invited himself in. My mouth opened of its own accord, and suddenly I wasn’t cold anymore. Heat fizzed through my veins as he peeled his jacket away and tossed it onto the floor.

I’d worn a simple checked shirt that day, perhaps unconsciously thinking of home, and Oliver untucked it from my jeans before snaking his hand underneath. I’d reverted to the white cotton underwear Chrissie disliked so much, and Oliver yanked my bra cups down before pinching my right nipple hard enough to make me gasp.

“Relax,” he whispered. “Don’t think, just feel.”

Thinking was the last thing I wanted to do, and I slithered down the couch as Oliver gave my left nipple the same treatment. This time I anticipated the pain, and rather than making me jump, it shot through every nerve ending to my…

“How did you do that?”

“Do what?” he asked, but his smug smile told me he knew exactly what I was talking about. Then he nibbled my earlobe, and another bolt of pleasure shot between my legs.

I surrendered to his touch as he undid my buttons, taking his time. As each one popped loose, he caressed the skin revealed underneath with soft fingertips, leaving a trail of fire wherever he touched.

Once my shirt fell open, he paused for a second and met my eyes. “Okay?”

I nodded.

“I need you to tell me.”

“I’m okay.”

His answering smile seemed to be almost for his own benefit rather than mine, and he dropped his mouth to my breasts.

Perhaps I should have stopped things at that point, and no matter what he did to me that night, what I let him do to me, I couldn’t accuse him of forcing me into it. Quite the opposite. While his tongue and fingers held me under their spell, I was a more than willing participant.

“You’re exquisite, Steffie. You know that?”

My eyes had been hovering at half-mast, but now they sprang open to find him focused on my face.

“Nobody’s ever made me feel that way,” I whispered.

“Then I’ll change that tonight.”

My shirt fell away as he picked me up bridal-style, his eyes never leaving mine. He laid me on the massive bed and knelt alongside, still fully clothed. I reached for his shirt, but he gently took my hands and raised them above my head.

“No, Steffie.”

Nobody else called me Steffie. I’d always been Stef, or Stefanie if I was in trouble. Steffie sounded sweet coming from his lips.

Before he let me go, he’d released the back clasp of my bra, expertly—too expertly—and now he pulled the straps down my arms, one at a time, using his teeth. He let them graze my skin as he did so, each touch sending a jolt through me until he discarded the garment on the floor.

Oliver’s fingers went to my belt, then to my top button, then to my zipper. With each movement, he teased my stomach with soft, fluttering kisses, and before he’d even got my pants off, my core began to throb in a way I’d never experienced before.

I wanted to scream at him to move faster, but I got the impression it wouldn’t make a difference. I may have theoretically been the professional in that room, but I wasn’t the one who knew what I was doing. Oliver, on the other hand… Every movement, every touch, was designed to stimulate parts of me I didn’t know existed.

I tried to keep my eyes open, to watch his chiselled jaw working its way across my body, but he’d sent me into a stupor. What the hell was wrong with me? I’d had sex plenty of times, but it never felt like this. I felt… I felt wanted.

And then he stopped. I lay there in my plain white panties, ruing my decision to go for comfort rather than style, when he got to his feet.

And he was still fully dressed. Even his tie remained knotted at his throat.

He strode to the side of the bed, leaned over, and kissed me hard on the mouth. “Don’t move, princess.”

I stared as he slipped out the door, leaving me wound up tighter than a banjo string. Where the heck had he gone?

I never did find out, but he came back a few minutes later, carrying a bundle of slinky material.

“What’s that?” I twisted to look.

“Shh. Lie back. Don’t think.”

“Just feel, right?”

That got me a genuine smile, followed by a sweet kiss on the tip of my nose. “Now you’ve got it.”

He carried on where he’d left off, making me squirm as his tongue trailed across a ticklish spot on my side. Then slowly, slowly, he slid my panties down my legs, taking all the time in the world.

As soon as the scrap of fabric had gone, his head moved between my legs. Now, I’d given enough blow jobs to hate them, so I grabbed at his arms to pull him up, but he shook his head.

“Lie still, Steffie. I want to taste you.”

“But it’s icky.”

He swiped his tongue along my slit before circling my nub, and I almost fell off the bed.

“Never describe yourself as icky, princess.” He crawled further up the bed. “I can see I’ll need to do something about your errant limbs.”

“Huh?”

You know that bundle he brought back with him? It was scarves. Silk scarves. And before I realised what he was up to, he’d looped one around my right wrist.

“What are you doing?”

I tried to snatch my hand away from him, but he laughed and kissed his way along my biceps.

“I promise you’ll enjoy this. If you don’t, just say the word and I’ll stop.”

“What word?” My voice rose. I’d read Fifty Shades of Grey, along with Chrissie and most of the rest of the female population. “Do I need a safe word?”

“If it makes you feel better, but I’m not planning to go that far with you tonight. Pick something.”

“Red and yellow,” I gasped out as he tied a scarf around my other wrist. Highly unoriginal, but my brain barely functioned at that point.

He chuckled, and I wondered if he’d read those books as well. “Fair enough. Red and yellow. And what does green mean, Steffie?”

“Get on with it.”

“And what’s your favourite colour?”

“Green. Please, green.”

He tied my hands to the bedposts, not tightly, but not loose enough for me to wriggle around, then repeated the process with my legs. Spread wide open to him, I’d never felt so naked in my life.

“This isn’t fair,” I told him.

“What isn’t?”

“You’re still dressed. I don’t want to look at your suit.”

“I told you, Steffie. Tonight’s about you. But since you’ve mentioned it…” He tugged at the end of his tie. “I’ll rectify the situation.”

Blindfolding me wasn’t quite what I’d expected.

Being unable to see heightened every other sense, and when he pressed his thumb over my nub and slowly circled, I arched up off the bed like a yoga pro, restrained only by the soft tug of silk.

I climbed higher, higher, and when he plunged a finger inside me, I gave in and clenched around it, moaning long and low in my first ever orgasm.

“Oh my…”

Oliver covered my mouth with his, and I tasted myself on his tongue. Another first. I wanted to be repulsed, but instead, my thighs clenched and I took a shaky step up the mountain again.

“Steffie, you look beautiful when you come,” he whispered. “Uninhibited.”

“It’s your turn.” 

This was my job, after all, and I knew how it worked. The whole point of sex with a guy was so he could get his rocks off.

But Oliver didn’t seem to understand that.

“Later. Lie still, Steffie, and stop pulling. You’ll hurt your wrists.”

Sweet sassy molassy, he’d gone there again. He licked, he sucked, and he stroked me from the inside out. My legs were sticky with my juices, which made me cringe a little, but when I attempted to writhe away, I only got a growl.

“Stay still or I’ll spank you.”

Was he serious? I couldn’t tell, but I didn’t want to find out. I tried my best to keep still, and he soon sent me over the summit for the second time.

By that point, my language skills had been reduced to gibberish, but as he pressed himself against me to kiss my lips again, I felt his hardness against me and knew I wanted it.

“Please.” I tried to rub against it. “Green. Fucking green.”

He laughed and moved away again, but this time I heard the snick of a zipper followed by the rip of foil. I expected his cock straight away, but instead, he reached above my head.

“Raise your hips,” he instructed, and I complied instantly.

He slid a pillow under my bottom, leaving me at a strange angle.

“Why did you do that?”

This time I felt him probing at my entrance, rubbing his cock through the moisture dripping out of me.

“Because then I’ll hit the right spot and you’ll come harder.”

Harder? Was that even possible?

He pushed inside me with one smooth thrust, and I gasped at the size of him. I think I did more gasping that night than I’d done in the entire rest of my life. That was what the man reduced me to.

I wanted to touch him, to run my hands over his chest and tangle them in his hair, but he’d trapped me. I was helpless to relieve the pressure building inside me as he pistoned in and out, and he was damn right about that pillow. When I came down from that euphoria, it was like the aftermath of a high I’d spend the rest of my life chasing. With one final grunt, he came too, a delicious warmth that I felt even through the condom.

I couldn’t move. Could. Not. Move. He untied my legs and then my arms, but I simply lay there like a beached starfish as he reached over and undid the blindfold, peppering my cheeks with tiny kisses.

His face was flushed pink, but apart from that, he looked little different. How did men do it? I was paralysed, yet if Oliver knotted his tie again, he could go straight into a business meeting. And he’d zipped himself back in, which wasn’t fair. I’d at least hoped for a quick glimpse.

He lifted me again so he could tuck me under the quilt, then arranged my hair over the pillow.

“You look tired, princess.”

“Mmmm.”

He leaned over and pressed a kiss to my forehead. “Sweet dreams.”

A modicum of my brain came back. “You’re leaving?”

He hesitated, halfway up from his seated position. A second passed. Two. Three. Four. “No, I’ll stay.”

Still fully clothed, he slid into the bed beside me and curled me into his chest. I fell asleep like that a minute or two later, listening to the sound of his heartbeat, his warmth seeping into my muscles and lending me strength.

For the first time since my daddy died, I felt content. Even after all the shit that had happened, I felt content.

Then I woke in the morning and Oliver had gone.


























​CHAPTER 8

BARRETT’S CLONE DROVE me to a nondescript apartment in central Richmond and pointed at an empty bedroom.

“Wait in there, please. I’ll be out in the lounge if you need anything.”

“What, all night?”

“All night. You’re due at Rhodes, Holden and Maxwell at nine.”

Thanks for telling me that, buddy. You just ensured I’ll get no sleep. Well, maybe a couple of hours. I drifted off as the moon began its descent, having relived that night with Oliver at least twice more. I could still feel his hands roaming over me, just a whisper, and each time I nearly fell asleep, I came so hard I woke up again. Who needed a vibrator? Or even a man? The mere memory of Oliver sent me crazy.

And now I was about to face him again.

I’d brought a suit to wear for the meeting. Power dressing, if you like, even though I held none of it. Barrett had given me another reminder of that yesterday.

“Ready?” his clone asked. My hour of doom had arrived. “You want breakfast?”

I shook my head. I couldn’t eat, not now.

It turned out the apartment was only ten minutes from Oliver’s law firm, and the car journey went far too quickly. Soon I was being shown into a medium-sized conference room, all light wood and glass. Not really what I expected, but then again, I’d never seen the inside of a real-life law firm before.

“Cup of coffee? Tea? Water?” the assistant who motioned me to my seat asked.

“Just water.”

No “please.” They didn’t deserve manners today. Not when I’d been forced to come here. Right now, I should have been shampooing hair and catching up on gossip, not becoming the subject of it. What were they saying behind my back?

Then the door opened again, the temperature dropped a couple of degrees, and the lights flickered. Okay, that last part might have been my imagination, but if they didn’t, they should have.

“Thank you for coming, Miss Amor.”

Oliver kept his tone light, professional. Exactly the way he had ever since disaster four. Exactly the way. When I’d stumbled down to breakfast the next morning, he’d greeted me in that cool, detached way of his, as if he hadn’t just spent hours exploring every naked inch of my body.

In the kitchen at Riverley, he’d glanced up from his laptop. “Good morning, Stefanie.”

The first thing I’d noticed was that we were back to Stefanie. Not Steffie. That alone should have given me an indication of how the conversation would go.

I’d stood awkwardly in front of him while he finished typing an email. Then he raised an eyebrow.

Another member of the Blackwood team bustled around the coffee machine on the other side of the kitchen, so I kept my voice down.

“I thought you might like to eat breakfast with me?”

He waved at his coffee. “I already ate.”

“Oh. Uh… About last night.”

“Don’t overthink it, Stefanie. You wanted a distraction and I gave you one. Nothing more, nothing less.”

That was the moment my heart turned to ice, freezing tentacles spreading out through my veins. How could he not feel anything from…from that?

“So that’s it? You fucked me, and now you’ll forget me?”

“Forget’s the wrong word.”

“So what’s the right word?”

He sighed. Or huffed. One or the other, it was hard to tell. “Stefanie, take last night for what it was. An enjoyable distraction, no strings.” His phone rang. “You’ll need to excuse me.”

Just like that, I was dismissed. A distraction? A freaking distraction? I almost smacked him over the head with his coffee cup, but Dan walked in at that moment and helped herself to a glass of juice.

She looked at each of us in turn. “Everything all right?”

Oliver covered the mouthpiece of his phone. “Fine.”

She turned to me.

“Fine. I need to shower.”

And to pack. I couldn’t stay near Oliver a moment longer.

Since that morning, our conversations had consisted of the odd awkward greeting while I found a new place to move into. Until now. Now, he met my eyes as he settled onto a leather seat directly opposite me. The assistant who followed sat next to him and busied herself setting up a digital recorder while I took off my suit jacket. The temperature in there was stifling.

He allowed us a minute, then took out his Montblanc pen and straightened his legal pad.

“Shall we begin?”

“I wasn’t aware I had a choice?”

He sighed, a faint sound I interpreted as disappointment. “Let’s try to make this as easy as possible, shall we?”

“Yeah, best not overthink it, eh?”

That got me a small frown.

“So, as I mentioned on the phone, Carter’s decided to make our lives difficult, which means we need your testimony. I’d been hoping to avoid that.”

“At least we’ve got something in common.”

His gaze flicked to the girl sitting next to him, scratching away on her legal pad. Why was she there when the conversation was being recorded? So I wouldn’t ask any difficult questions of my own? Well played, Mr. Rhodes. Well played.

Those questions burned away inside me. He’d mentioned they’d found another girl. So the rumours were true and there were more victims? I wanted to ask for the full story, but I kept my mouth shut because I didn’t want this meeting to take a moment longer than it absolutely had to.

“Today, I’d like to go through the night you spent with Carter. He’s claiming he couldn’t help but act on his murderous impulses, so we need to understand whether he did anything during his time with you that signalled a darker purpose.”

“It was over a year ago. I don’t remember all the details.”

“Yes, I appreciate that. We’ll talk through what you do remember. Let’s start at the beginning. I understand you offer certain services to men?”

“Used to. And you know damn well I did.”

“I do. But the court doesn’t, and that’s what I’ll need to ask you in front of the jury.”

My heart began to hammer. Up until that point, I hadn’t truly appreciated what testifying would mean, but now it sank in. “You mean I’ll have to tell all this to a bunch of strangers?”

“The jury, the judge, the attorneys, the court staff, plus whoever happens to be in the public gallery. Maybe a few journalists.”

I shoved my chair back. “I can’t do this.”

“Sit down, Stefanie. You can, and you will.”

“I won’t. I’ll sit there and say nothing.”

“Then you’ll be held in contempt.”

“I hate you.”

“You already mentioned that yesterday. Now, answer the question. Please.”

“Fine. I used to fuck men for money. Is that what you wanted to hear?”

“Perhaps a little less bluntly. Could you elaborate on exactly which services you mean?”

“I’d escort men to events and cater to their needs.”

“Which needs, Stefanie?”

Why did he have to sound so damn condescending? He hadn’t worried about my job when he wanted his needs catered to. Although who was I kidding? He’d spent more time looking after mine. Needs I didn’t even know I had until that night. 

“I offered sex, blow jobs, hand jobs. Other messed-up fetishes they might have.”

“Thank you. And how did men book you?”

“Through a website.”

“Called…?”

“Rubies are a Man’s Best Friend.”

He briefly cracked a smile. “I always thought that was dogs. So, Carter emailed you?”

Did Oliver just call me a dog? I didn’t think it possible to hate him more than I did before, but he’d proved me wrong. 

“Not directly. Each girl had a calendar with her available slots marked on it. Men booked the time they wanted, and then the website’s owner emailed us.”

He glanced at his notes. “Octavia Jackson?”

“Yes.”

“And that was the only way of arranging a date with you?”

“I only worked through the one website, but sometimes Octavia would book us for other jobs directly. She said they came through associates of hers who didn’t have what the client was looking for. But she promised they were all vetted.”

“Okay, and what about Carter?”

“He came through the website.”

“How do you know?”

“Those bookings appeared in a different colour on my calendar. I only had three or four regulars referred the other way.”

“And Carter—did he request you specifically? Or did he just book any girl?”

“I don’t know. You’d need to ask Octavia. As far as I remember, I just got the booking and went—that was it.”

“Did the men use credit cards?”

“Yes, but not always. Rubies was one of the first escort sites to take Bitcoin—it was one of Octavia’s selling points.”

“Did any of the men pay cash?”

“About a third of them, roughly. Credit cards were the most popular. Octavia made the transactions show up as car repairs or something.”

“Clever. Do you recall how Carter paid?”

“No.”

Another murmur of disappointment. “And how would a man go about selecting which girl he wanted?”

Oliver made it sound so sordid, like picking out a side of meat at the supermarket. But no matter how much I tried to deny it, that was the truth. 

“Once a man paid the membership fee for the website, he could access our photos and…well, Octavia called it a résumé, but it was all in code. So if a girl was resourceful, it meant she brought her own toys, and if it said she was hard-working, she’d do two men at once.”

A résumé. A fucking résumé, quite literally.

“I can get the details from her. How far in advance did Carter book?”

Great. So now Oliver would know I’d do role-play, dress up in an outfit of the client’s choice, and go down on a man for an extra two hundred dollars. Or in Octavia-speak, I was personable, well-presented, and had two years’ experience in handling food. 

I cringed with embarrassment as I answered Oliver’s question. “I’m not sure.”

He made a few notes, then looked up at me again. “Where did you meet him?”

“In a hotel. The Stanfield, I think.”

“Do you remember which room?”

I shook my head. Most likely, I’d barely even remembered on the day. I stumbled into those places, did what I needed to do, then got out.

“For the tape, please.”

“No.”

“Was he there when you arrived?”

“I think so. A man rarely wasn’t, but I don’t remember specifically.”

“Then what happened?”

“We had sex.”

“That was it? No warm-up? No preamble?”

“When men pay by the hour, they rarely want to bother with that.”

“Did you come?”

Did those words really just leave his lips? Even the girl beside him dropped her mouth open.

“What the hell kind of question is that?”

He leaned back in his seat and steepled his hands. “The kind the defence attorney will ask to rattle you. Answer the question, Miss Amor.”

I looked him straight in the eye. “No, I did not come.”

“And how do you remember that when the other details are a little hazy?”

Oh, shit. I’d walked right into that one. If only I could turn the clock back to yesterday morning. I’d have gathered my belongings, caught a bus to the airport, and got right on a plane. Any plane. No matter which country I might have ended up in, it couldn’t have been worse than this room with its fancy lights and asshole of an occupant.

“Because only one man has ever made me come, okay? And it sure as hell wasn’t Carter.”

I thought I detected a faint twitch at the corner of Oliver’s lips, but beyond that, his expression didn’t change. The girl next to him turned the colour of a ripe tomato.

“Fair enough, Miss Amor. So you had sex, and there was nothing memorable about it, apart from the fact you did not come.” He shook his head slightly, as if such things never happened in his world. Probably they didn’t. “Yet I understand you passed the client on to Miss Walker?”

I nodded, and he looked pointedly at the recorder, its green light flashing as it recorded the most embarrassing moments of my life.

“Yes.”

“Why was that?”

That was the only bit I did remember. “Because he wanted to carry on, and his request was one I didn’t entertain.”

“And what was that request?”

“He wanted to tie me up.” I almost whispered it, the words sticking in my throat. 

The idea of being incapacitated by a stranger, gagged so nobody could hear me scream, left me paralysed with fear. Only I hadn’t felt like that with Oliver. Why not? I’d never taken the time to analyse it, and I didn’t want to start now.

“I see. And Miss Walker did that sort of thing?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because it scared me.”

His mask slipped a fraction, then he swallowed and it slammed back into place. “Why did it scare you?”

“Is the defence going to ask that as well?”

The assistant’s head swivelled back and forth between us as if she were watching a tennis match. She’d long since given up pretending to write.

Oliver dropped his own pen and glanced at his watch. “I would hope not. Do you know if Miss Walker saw Carter?”

“I believe so. More than that, I think she liked him.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Chrissie thanked me for the referral. And over the next few months, she mentioned a guy several times—not his name, but she got this look in her eyes. Like hope. I think she hoped he’d be her ticket away from the game.” A tear ran down my cheek. “And he was, wasn’t he?”

Oliver offered me his handkerchief, but I ignored it and used my sleeve instead. Of all the times to get emotional, why did I have to do it in front of him? Again?

The assistant spoke up. “Uh, should I get some water?”

“No thank you, Nancy. We’re done here for today.” He turned back to me. “Take a few minutes, and I’ll show you out.”

“I can find my own way.”

“I’ll show you out,” he repeated.

I tried, and failed, to hold back the sniffles as I shoved my arms into my jacket. Would this nightmare ever end? I just wanted to get back home and find out if I still had a job shampooing hair.

“Don’t leave town, Stefanie.”

Except it seemed that wouldn’t be happening anytime soon. “Why not?”

“Because I have to go to the grand jury next Wednesday to get an indictment, and I might need you then. Let me know where you’re staying.”

“I don’t know. It’s not like I live here anymore. I didn’t even bring enough clothes for a week.”

“I’ll arrange an apartment for you.”

I put my hands on my hips. No way was I taking his charity. “Don’t bother. Besides, I have a family dinner this weekend. I’m going home.”

“Then I’ll have my assistant book you a flight.”

“I’ll book it myself.”

“As you wish.” 

He held the door open and motioned me through it, over to the elevator. I tried to head for the stairs instead, but a contractor with a fancy toolbox had them cordoned off with plastic tape. Did Oliver plan this?

I trailed behind him, making sure to keep my eyes above waist level. I wasn’t about to give in to my impulses and admire his ass, even if it was a damn fine one. He called the elevator, and it arrived seconds later.

“After you.”

Why did he have to act like such a gentleman when we both knew he was anything but? To save face with his staff, I bet. The doors whooshed shut, and I kept my gaze firmly fixed on them as the elevator descended. Please, let this one be the express.

We’d barely gone one floor when Oliver spoke.

“I’m sorry.” It came out as a whisper, and he didn’t look at me.

“Sorry?”

“I didn’t mean to scare you.”

Scare me? Oh, I got it. He meant with the scarves. “You didn’t. I… You just didn’t, okay?”

“All the same.”

The elevator stopped, and a man joined us. He rode down two floors before he exited, whistling like he didn’t have a care in the world.

“If you want to be sorry about something, be sorry about the morning after. You were a complete dick.”

We reached the first floor, and the doors opened. Three people stood aside to let me off before they got on.

Oliver didn’t move.

“I don’t know how to be anything but,” he murmured, right before the elevator removed him from my life for the second time.


























​CHAPTER 9

OH, WHY DID I pick that moment to hop up on my high horse? I’d barely got fifty yards when I began to regret throwing Oliver’s offer of a flight back in his face, but I’d eat snails before I set foot in that office again. No, I’d rather walk to Georgia than grovel, and my shoes already pinched.

“Damn asshole,” I muttered as I dragged my case towards the bus station, mentally counting the dollars left in my purse. 

Just a single bus ticket would be a stretch. A fine drizzle misted the air, and I tugged my overcoat around myself, grateful for its warmth, even if it had prevented me from flouncing out of Oliver’s building in style. Having to wait for the receptionist to find my belongings and give them back had spoiled the effect somewhat.

My phone rang as I debated spending a couple of bucks on lunch. Unknown number. If this was Oliver…

“Hello?”

“Sable?”

I stiffened. “Who is this?”

“Octavia. You remember me?”

For a moment, I’d been worried about the press. They’d been sniffing around the case, seeing as it involved a celebrity, and I’d done my best to keep out of the papers. No doubt Octavia had been affected just as much.

“Of course I remember you.”

“Good, good. I figured you’d be in town for this court thing next week, and I wondered if you wanted to get a coffee?”

I felt torn. Half of me wanted to run from Richmond and never look back, but the other half? There were few people I could talk to about the Carter mess, and Octavia was one of them. Daddy always told me a problem shared was a problem halved, so maybe it would be good to have a chat?

“Sure, I’m in town, but only for a few hours, and then I’m heading back home. Where do you want to meet?”
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The coffee shop was tucked into a side street close by, a world away from the bustling atmosphere of The Daily Grind. While my old place of employment had attracted the student crowd with its daily offers and all-you-can-drink specials, Java catered to a different audience. A retro chalkboard displayed a hundred types of coffee, and the prices made my eyes water.

A bubbly blonde waitress sashayed up to the table, pad in hand. “What can I get ya?”

Yup, table service. In a coffee shop.

Octavia perused the board. “Flat white, Colombian roast, and one of those little cakes with the strawberries.”

“Coming right up.” She turned her pearly teeth in my direction. “And for you?” 

I looked at the menu too, but not the descriptions, only the prices. “Espresso, please.”

“Which blend?”

The cheapest one. “Uh, Kenyan.”

“Anything to eat?”

“I’m on a diet.” 

The can’t-afford-food diet. Worked a treat. I’d dropped a dress size before I went home, and only Mom’s cooking had saved me from needing to wear a belt with everything.

“My treat,” Octavia said.

She knew, didn’t she? But I couldn’t go back on my fib now. “That’s kind of you, but I really am trying to lose a few pounds.”

She shook her head as the waitress headed back to the counter. “You don’t want to drop weight, honey. Men go for the curves every time.”

“So? It doesn’t matter anymore, does it?”

“That’s what I want to talk to you about.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m starting up the business again, and I can always use good girls. The men loved you.”

“I thought you got arrested?”

She shrugged. “Occupational hazard. I’ve been in this trade long enough to know how to avoid the pitfalls.” She ticked off the points on her fingers. “Always have a long-term plan. Never put anything in writing—all the men understood what the résumés meant, but I never listed it in black and white. Oh, and get a good lawyer.”

“He’s not called Oliver Rhodes, is he?”

She threw her head back and laughed, a rasp you only got from smoking forty a day. “That man eats women like you and me for breakfast.”

Well, it was more of a midnight snack in my case. “Did he ask you questions too?”

“Not many. He got one of his minions to take over, but I couldn’t help much. Crystal took whatever relationship she had with Carter off the books. Shame, because that man deserves to burn.”

The blonde came back with our coffees and set them on the table. “Enjoy.”

The first sip of espresso scalded my tongue. Anything else want to go wrong today?

“So, how about it?” Octavia asked.

“How about what?”

“Do you want to be a sexy Sapphire?” She leaned back and sized me up. “Actually, no. You’re more of a sweet Sapphire.”

I should have known, shouldn’t I? It was another sales visit. “I’m out of that game for good.”

She didn’t argue, merely nodded. “I suspected that might be the answer, but I had to ask. What are you doing instead?”

“I moved back home.”

The laugh came again, and a man at the next table glanced over at her, then his eyes lingered. Not surprising. Octavia had to be at least fifty, but she’d looked after herself and still turned heads.

“What, to Hicksville?”

“It’s not that bad. I got a job at the salon.”

“Hairdressing?” 

She eyed up my own locks, and I cringed. The rain had made them go all frizzy, and the ends I’d chewed hung ratty around my face. A salon poster girl I was not.

“Shampooing.”

“I give you six months. You’re not a country girl at heart, Sable.”

“I’m not Sable either.”

“Maybe not, but there is middle ground. Don’t waste your life in a dead-end job. Didn’t you do a business degree?”

“I didn’t finish. I had six months to go when…everything happened.”

“Then go back to school. Get your certificate.”

“It costs money, and I don’t have any.”

“Then get another job. Don’t give up.” She waved the waitress over. “Honey, you got any jobs going here?”

The blonde bobbed her head, and perfect curls bounced around her chin. “Only part-time, Monday through Thursday mornings.”

Octavia pointed in my direction. “See, there are jobs.”

The girl turned to me. “Are you interested?”

“No. I mean, I don’t know.” Was I? “Maybe. I’ll have to consider it.”

The blonde giggled, the sweet sound that escaped her lips a contrast to Octavia’s throaty cackle. “Suit yourself, hun.”

As she walked off, Octavia lowered her voice. “She used to be you.”

“What do you mean?”

“A Ruby. Now she’s gone straight.”

I took another look at the girl, my gaze lingering longer this time. A customer came in, and her face lit up as she smiled at him. I bet she got good tips.

“I’m not sure I could do it. Move back here and start again.”

Life with Mom and Chester was easy. Secure. Sure, it got a little dull, but I didn’t have to worry about going hungry, or worse, lawyers out for blood.

Octavia reached over and patted my hand. I noticed she’d replaced her ruby ring with sapphires. They sparkled and twinkled as they caught the light, the treasure at the end of the rainbow.

“Honey, you can do anything you put your mind to.”
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The bus ride home took almost ten hours, and the thought of doing the reverse next Tuesday made my stomach sink. At least I had Mason’s birthday lunch to look forward to on the weekend, even if he didn’t. At seventeen, the last thing he wanted was to be fussed over by the entire female contingent of the Amor/Carlton family, but he loved Mom almost as much as I did, so he’d put up with it just like always. Plus she’d promised to make lemon meringue pie, and he’d never miss that.

Darly forgave me, grudgingly, so Friday found me back at the shampoo station, elbow-deep in suds as an elderly customer told me all about “that young girl who ran off to the city, then came back with her tail between her legs.” I didn’t know what was worse—having to listen to her tell me what a mess I’d made of my life, or the thought that she’d most probably discussed it with everyone in town.

But I got paid. Cash.

On Saturday, I spent a few dollars on Mason’s gift. If I’d been rich, I’d have bought him the car he’d always wanted, but he’d have to make do with a Corvette key ring and an IOU. And the pie. I helped Mom, and we went all out with his favourite lemon meringue, plus a coconut cream and a pecan to round things out.

“How many people did you invite?” I asked her. We could have fed the whole town with the spread on the table.

“Oh, just the usual. Your grandparents, Mason’s grandparents, Auntie Beth, your cousins, some of Mason’s friends, the Boses.”

“The Boses? But they’re not family.”

“I think you and Randy would make a lovely couple.”

“He’s not my type. And he cheated on his last girlfriend.” 

I’d heard all about it at the salon. The story changed depending on who told it, but the key facts were always the same: Randy got caught with a high school senior in the bathroom at Marnie’s Diner. She’d been on her knees, which was bad enough in itself, but in a public restroom? Thinking of the sticky state of that floor made me shudder.

“Give him a chance, Pippi. Everybody knows Mary Kate was a difficult girl.”

A bit highly strung, perhaps, but she still didn’t deserve to be humiliated like that. And did Mom really think that little of me that she’d set me up with a man who’d been voted “top horndog” in high school two years running?

To his credit, Randy made the effort to put on a tie, but he’d tied it too short and it hung halfway down his little pot belly like a clock pendulum. I watched it swing backwards and forwards every time he reached across the table for more food.

“So, how was your time in Virginia?” he asked in between shovelling fried chicken and grits into his mouth. And he chewed with his mouth open. I tried not to look, but the sound alone put me off my own dinner.

“It was an interesting experience.”

“You didn’t complete college, huh?”

Thanks for reminding me. “No, I still have half a year to go.”

“Why’d you quit?”

“I missed home.”

“I bet. What’s not to like about Hartscross? Bet you don’t get peach pie as good as your momma’s in Richmond.”

“Not unless I make it myself.”

“Don’t get why people want to go to college, anyway. I’ve done just fine without it.”

Randy managed the local sports bar, or rather, he hung out there while his dickwad friends got drunk every time football was on. Or baseball. Or boxing. So most of the time, really. And everybody knew Randy’s daddy bought him his truck.

“I wanted to learn.”

“As long as a woman knows how to cook, that’s plenty.” His daddy nodded in agreement. Then Randy leaned in and lowered his voice. “And fuck. A woman’s gotta know how to fuck.”

He nearly ended up wearing his damn pie. I gritted my teeth so hard I thought they’d end up as dust, then lurched backwards over the wooden bench.

“If you’ll excuse me, I’m feeling a little sick.”

Mom’s brows knitted together. “You need to lie down?”

“I think that’s for the best.” 

Because I couldn’t kick Randy in the testicles if I was in my bedroom, could I? How dare he? I stormed up the stairs and slammed the door behind me. What a pig! And worse, half of the men in Hartscross belonged in the sty. Randy wasn’t the only one to think a woman’s place was in the home, either at the stove or on the bed with her legs spread. I’d rather become a lesbian than date any of them.

Stretched out on the bed, I fumed quietly as the sounds of the party drifted up from downstairs. I didn’t even get a slice of coconut cream pie, and I bet by the time Randy left, the boys would have put away the lot.

Light footsteps sounded on the stairs, breaking me out of my funk, followed by a soft knock on the door. Tell me Mom had brought pie?

“Come in.”

The door cracked, and Randy slipped inside, grinning.

“What are you doing here?”

“Thought I’d see how you were feeling.”

“Like I’m gonna puke.” 

I wasn’t lying. He had a glob of cream stuck to the side of his mouth, and I couldn’t take my eyes off it.

“Looks as if my offer might have to wait.”

“What offer?”

“I know cash is hard to come by in this town, especially for a girl like you. So I thought I’d become a client.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

He dropped down on the edge of my bed, and I shuffled to the far side. The way he looked at me didn’t escape my notice, his slow appraisal as he scanned my body from neck to toe.

“I know what you do in Richmond. Overheard Pop whispering on the phone. Something about a lawyer wanting to subpoena you for your part in that murder case.” He palmed himself through his pants. “So, what do you say? Why not earn a few bucks while you’re back here?”

I suppose you could count that as disaster number five. The one place I felt safe, the one place I thought I could escape from my past, and Randy had just stolen that from me.

“I-I-I don’t do that anymore.”

“Maybe not as a job, but how about as a sideline?”

“Get out.”

He sighed. “Why do women play so hard to get? Look, let’s make a deal. You play with me, and I’ll keep your little secret.”

“You’re blackmailing me? You… You…”

He leaned over and trailed a finger down my breast, and I shoved his hand away. Filthy swine.

But he only grinned. “Tell you what; I’ll give you a couple of days to consider it. I know you’ll see sense. After all, I’m sure your mom wouldn’t want to hear about her precious Pippi’s sordid past.”

“I’ll kill you, you bastard,” I hissed.

“Not when my daddy’s the sheriff, you won’t.” He lurched to his feet. “You and me, we’re gonna enjoy getting to know each other.”


























​CHAPTER 10

“WHY D’YA HAVE to go back to Richmond, Pippi? You only just came home.”

Mom stood in my doorway, watching me pack. Every so often, she dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief, all dainty like in the movies. A stickler for detail—the parlour excepted—she’d even coordinated it with the blue of the flowers on her dress.

“I got offered a job. And I want to finish college.”

Of course, Randy could still spill my secret if I wasn’t in Hartscross, but I didn’t think he would. There was no fun for him if he couldn’t witness the full effect of his cruelty.

“But you have a job here.”

“Shampooing hair. I don’t want to spend the rest of my life shampooing hair.”

“But Darly’s such a sweetie.”

“I know, Mom.” My case was full, and I flipped the lid shut. I had no idea whether I’d be away for a week or a month, so I needed to take enough clothes for an extended trip. “But I always wanted to run my own business, and I can’t do that in Hartscross.”

“Sure you can. Jaycee Colbertson set up a nail salon last year, and she’s done real well.”

Dammit, why did Mom have to make things so difficult? This was the side of her I vowed never to allow in myself—the neediness that would make my happiness dependent on another person. I wanted to find my own way in life, even if I hadn’t done such a great job of it so far.

Meanwhile, all I could do was give my mom a hug. “I’ll visit more often than before. I promise.”

“But it’s your birthday coming up in February. I had a big party planned.”

“We can still have the party. I’m looking forward to it.” 

Only I hoped to have a little more control over the guest list.

She brightened a touch and gave me a quick half smile. “I thought we’d go with jewels as the theme. Marnie based her daughter’s celebration on flowers, but I don’t want to copy. We can have decorative centrepieces, and glasses to match, and…”

Jewels? Great. Rubies and sapphires.

Mom chattered away as I took one last look around my room. I’d once thought it was cute, the way she left it exactly as it had always been, but now I realised she lived in the past. She hated change, and in her head, I’d forever be a child.

Chester drove me to the bus station, his face serious. He’d made his feelings about me leaving yet again quite clear.

“You can’t keep doing this to your mom,” was his parting shot as he heaved my suitcase out of the trunk.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, but I was talking to empty air. He’d already driven off.

Ten hours seemed like twenty as the bus rumbled north overnight. All was in darkness as we meandered up through Georgia and the two Carolinas, and I’d lost the will to live by the time the bus pulled into Main Street Station.

The first time I made this trip, I’d been full of hope for the future. Apart from one week in Florida, I’d never spent more than a day away from Hartscross, and the bright lights beckoned. Now I knew their glare hid the dark side of society that most people didn’t want to talk about, even the ones who secretly roamed there at night.

And now I’d exhausted my college fund and my dreams. I had six hundred dollars in my checking account, no home, and no job. And only one long shot of an idea.
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The businessman sipping from a sleek black cup at the table next to the door looked down his nose at me as I wheeled my suitcase into Java. I knew what he was thinking: “that girl’s lost.”

And I was, just not in the way he thought.

The same blonde girl from last week stood behind the counter, watching curiously as I shuffled towards her.

“You want coffee?”

“Actually, I was hoping for a job,” I blurted.

“You were with Octavia last week, weren’t you?”

I nodded, holding my breath, both apprehensive about her response and hopeful because she’d been in my position and come out on the other side. Maybe she’d understand?

“You’d better come through. You can wait in the break room while I serve this lot.” She jerked her head towards a gaggle of suits who’d just walked in. “Then we can have a chat.”

She lifted the counter for me to go past, and I scurried through the doorway she indicated. The break room was little more than a cupboard with a couple of battered chairs wedged into the corners, shabby and mismatched. I perched on the edge of one, terrified of the situation I’d got myself into but at a loss over how to find a way out of it. Perhaps I should have stood up to Randy, but he’d always had a habit of spreading gossip in high school, and worse, he liked to see his victims squirm.

So, here I was, back in Hell, Virginia. Population: two hundred thousand perfectly nice citizens and one arrogant ass of a lawyer.

“I thought you could use a coffee. Espresso, right?”

The blonde squeezed past my suitcase and settled into the chair opposite, our knees just inches apart.

“Thanks.” 

I hadn’t drunk anything since North Carolina, or eaten for that matter.

“Still on a diet?”

I shook my head no.

“Would you like a muffin? On the house?”

“Yes, please.” My voice cracked a little. I wasn’t used to that sort of kindness.

She wriggled out again and came back with a double chocolate, wrapped in a napkin.

“You look as if you need this.”

I balanced it in my lap, careful not to take a layer of skin off my tongue this time as I sipped my drink.

“I’m Imogen,” the girl offered. “Also known as Ginger.”

“Ginger?”

“I used to dye my hair.”

“Stefanie.” I felt my cheeks heat. “Also known as Sable.”

“You had the guy with the bunny fetish, right?”

“Yes.”

“Octavia mentioned that. Like a Playboy bunny?”

“That’s what I thought when I first got the booking, but it was more like the Easter bunny. I had to wear the outfit then feed him fruit out of a basket. Grapes, mainly, but he also liked pineapple. Crazy, huh?”

“Every Friday night, I had dinner with a man who enjoyed dressing in a rubber suit and having me lead him around like a dog. I say ‘had dinner with,’ but he didn’t used to eat on account of the suit didn’t have a mouth hole. Or eyeholes.”

I couldn’t help the giggle that escaped. “For real?”

“Yeah. And he was loaded. He had a Ferrari and a Bentley parked in the driveway.”

“I also got the man who liked me to go to charity fundraisers with him. It all looked perfectly normal from the outside, but he insisted we wore each other’s underwear.”

“Didn’t you get VPL?”

“I had to be real careful which dress I wore. Those parties were full of singers and movie stars.”

“Ohmigosh. Proper A-list?”

“More like Z-list.”

“I spent an evening with a movie star once. B-list but, like, ten years ago. He spent dinner referring to himself in the third person and then he couldn’t get it up.”

In my whole life, I’d never come across someone I clicked with as easily as Imogen. Even Chrissie. I mean, we used to discuss work, but not all the details, not like this. Imogen was a hoot. We chatted about the ridiculousness of Rubies for ten minutes until we both had tears streaming.

“Hang on,” she said. “I just need to let Lance know I won’t be long. Technically we only get fifteen minutes for breaks, but he’s flexible.”

She poked her head out the door then sat down again. “So, you’ve turned up with a suitcase. That looks serious.”

Before I could stop myself, I told her about the court case, home, and Randy Bose. Not Oliver, though. Somehow, what happened with him made me feel more stupid than all the rest put together.

“I heard about the court case. I’d quit by then, but us girls still talked.”

“Why did you leave?”

“My old roommate had this boyfriend, and they used to curl up on the sofa every Sunday night and watch movies. She always looked so content. And I realised I’d never have that, not if I carried on being a Ruby.”

“So you’ve met someone?”

“Not yet, but at least now I go on dates with relatively normal people.”

“I struggled with money. Before Rubies, I used to work in a coffee place, but I got behind on all the bills.”

“I won’t kid you—it’s tough going straight. I work here four mornings a week, plus vacation cover like today, and I waitress a couple of evenings at a restaurant too. And do manicures in my spare time.”

“Is it worth it?”

She stared at the wall behind me for a few seconds. “Yes, I’d say it is.”

I coughed nervously. “When I came in last week with Octavia, you mentioned there was a job opening. Is it still available?”

Her smile lit up her face again. How many rubies did she have? That grin alone was worth five. “Sure is. Mornings have been a nightmare since the last girl left, and the boss put hiring a replacement on my plate as well as everything else. He hates getting his hands dirty.”

“Can I apply?”

“Better than that, you can start tomorrow. Octavia says you’re reliable, and if you’ve served coffee before, this’ll be a breeze.”

I sagged back in the chair. “Oh, thank goodness.” Then I remembered. “But I have court next Wednesday.”

“You poor thing.” Imogen was one of those touchy-feely people, and she reached out to squeeze my hand. “I can get Lance to cover for you that day. He doesn’t mind doing the occasional extra shift.”

“You’re the kindest person I’ve ever met.”

“Oh, I’ve got my own interests at heart. I need the help.” Imogen clapped her hands then glanced over at the suitcase. “Do you have somewhere to live?”

“Not yet. I’ll pick up a cheap hotel room tonight, then look for a place tomorrow.” I stifled a yawn. “Sorry. I’m so tired.”

“I only mention it because I’m looking for a roommate. The last one left on real short notice and left everything in a mess. I haven’t finished clearing, and the only applicant I’ve had wanted to know if I’d have a problem with threesomes.”

A bit of my coffee went down the wrong way, and I spluttered into my hand. “She wanted to hold threesomes in your apartment?”

“He. And he wanted me to join in.”

“Oh my…” I had no words.

“So if you’re interested and you’ll help with the tidying, I could offer you half rent for the first month.”

Never before had I felt the urge to kiss another girl, but today I wanted to fall at Imogen’s feet and lick them. In some ways, she reminded me of Chrissie. 

“That sounds perfect.”

“Awesome! Let me finish my shift, and then I’ll show you the apartment. You want another drink?”

“I’d love one. And I don’t usually drink espresso.”

She winked at me. “I know, sweetie.”
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Imogen lived a ten-minute walk from Java in a cute little fourth-floor apartment. Nothing flashy—just a tiny lounge with two bedrooms leading off it, a shared bathroom, and a kitchen with two stools at the counter. It may have been small, but she’d decorated it to be cosy, just the way I liked it.

And the room wasn’t even that much of a mess. It would only take me a day to fix up, and I didn’t need much more than what it contained: a bed and nightstand, a tiny closet, and a desk and chair. If I ever got back to college, that would be perfect for studying.

“I’ve got spare sheets you can borrow, and towels.” Imogen poked her head around the doorjamb. “And we get as much free coffee as we can drink.”

“At the moment, I think I need it.”

“Take the day to rest. Tomorrow’s Monday. A fresh week, a fresh start.”

“What time do we need to be at work?”

She grimaced. “Six. That’s the worst part of the job, especially as I don’t wake up until six thirty.”

“I’ll cope with the mornings.” 

Mom had always been an early bird. All through my childhood, the smell of breakfast drifted up the stairs at five thirty, and Mason and I would race each other to the kitchen. It was only as I got older that I’d claimed the night as my own.
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