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CHAPTER 1
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Eaves dropping struck fear in Madelina’s heart as she heard her husband. “I’m bored with her. I’m ready to move on, and she needs to disappear.” Madelina gritted her teeth and clenched her fists, knowing her life was in danger from this moment on. Her heart pounded so loud she thought everyone could hear. The hair on the nape of her neck prickled and chill bumps flooded her body as she listened to the conversation.

Another voice spoke in a hushed tenor tone, “She’s been the best woman you’ve ever had, sir. After all this time, she has become totally devoted to you and loves you without question.” Lina, for short, thought, as if they only knew the truth.

“I know it. She does everything right. There’s just no more fight in her, no challenge left, I guess.” Her husband paused a moment. “No big hurry. Take a year or a little more if needed. I want this done right without any trace back to me. I’m tired of being investigated all the time.” 

“Yes, sir, I’ll start thinking about it. Maybe we can stop repairing the car and if something fails to work properly, so be it.” He paused, then Lina heard a rustling sound. “That’s just one thing if we’re lucky, and I’ll work on other ideas too.”

“Go on now and check the area. I think my rivals are getting restless, so stay on top of things. I’m going to check someone out I met the other day.” He smirked as he waved the man off, so Lina quickly ran into another room down the hall with her head spinning. She knew her time was now up; she’d be dead soon. A year at most and yet anything could happen before then. Stunned and panting, she looked around the vast room. One of many in the mansion she had become accustomed to. Now she hated the place more than ever before.

Regaining her composure with all of her strength, she turned around just as her husband came into the bedroom. “My little Lina, I have to leave for a couple of weeks. I want you to behave, you hear me?”

“Oh babe, I hate it when you leave me. I miss loving on you and your sweet kisses.” She almost pouted, trying to show her disappointment. He smiled at her loving words as he gently kissed her. She sighed in pleasure. “Ok, if you must, I’ll be here waiting for you as always. I may go shopping for you.” She wiggled in a tease for him as she pulled her brown hair up and twisted it, then let it flop down again.

He chuckled, knowing that meant lingerie and a few accessories. “Okay, my love; you know how to please me, so shop until you drop as you women say it.” She blushed for him by thinking of something else. His ego was stroked so he couldn’t refuse her advances anymore. She did her best to make sure he believed she loved him without question.

The next day he left her and immediately she began going out to buy things for his pleasure as she made other plans. She had to go home with things or else it would cause suspicions. When she bought things for her husband, she looked around to make sure they did not follow her. She then quickly bought a burner phone and made a call, praying the number was still good. A voice finally answered. She recognized it and said, “I need help.”

She heard a sudden deep breath. “Is it really you? Are you okay?” The man’s voice quivered, and she could hear it.

“I’m okay for now, but he’s going to kill me. I overheard the order. What I need are several ID’s, maybe five or six to bounce around with, so I can disappear completely.” She knew he could hear the desperation in her voice, but she didn’t hide it. “I’m going to immediately set up several bank accounts as you get me the ID’s.”

“No, I’ll set up the accounts for you under the fake names; all you’ll need to do is make deposits then transfer them around to launder the money. This way, you won’t have any papers or things that he might find.” He insisted on this for her protection. “Besides, I’ll be the only one knowing the names until you get the ID’s in hand.” She agreed after thinking about it.

Lina glanced around several times to make sure no one was watching her or recognized her. “That’s good, then all I’ll need is debit cards and the account numbers. I can hide those easy enough.” She gave the man a Post Office box number and address she just got before she called. “Tell no one, please. As you set up accounts, I’ll put money in them. Only use this number. It’s a burner.”

“I’ve missed you; we all have. Please be careful. I’ll do anything I can to help you.” He said as calmly as he could. “It’s been too many years; I’m surprised you made it this long.”

She looked around cautiously and spoke in a soft whisper, “It wasn’t easy. Is everyone safe? I had to make sure he never knew anything about my past to keep him from killing anyone.”

“Yes, it’s all good. We stay in contact with each other. We wanted to come after you, but when you broke all contact, we knew we better not make it worse on you.” He whispered now, “Hang on hon, I’ll work as fast as I can. It may take several months to keep from attracting attention. I’ll get the debit cards to you as soon as possible.”

“I better go. Thank you so much. I’ll be in touch when possible.” As soon as he said goodbye, she then hung up, hid the phone and went on home. 

It took months to remember all the numbers Lina once had committed to memory. Her husband now came and went more frequently as time passed, making it easier for her to plan things out. She kept up her appearances and played his games as time went. His butcher mostly left her alone now, since they had beaten her into complete submission. When she went out, she knew when they were following her, so she just did little things. When they didn’t bother to follow her, she bought clothes with cash and mailed them to a secret friend. He knew to keep the things without questions, especially once he would read the letter taped on the first box. 

Breathing deeply one day while out shopping, she thought for a moment, then finally remembered a phone number and called it. She shivered, waiting for the answer. “Hello.” Her heart leaped at the deep voice.

She paused, wondering if she had the right person, so she spoke as everyone knew her to. “Hey, how are you?”

Listening carefully, she heard him take a deep breath. “Is it really you?”

“Yes, hon it is, I got to get out before it’s too late, a little less than six months left, or so if I’m lucky.” Her voice quivered as she explained things.

“We erased everything we could as you asked.” He paused with a heavy sigh. “What do you need? I’ll get things moving for you.”

She took a deep breath. “A body as close to me as possible. I’ll get my dental records to you to prove the body is me.” He gulped, making her pause for a moment, wondering if she dared to ask this. “He gave me the idea; I’m going to have my own accident. I’ll kill myself before he kills me. If you can by chance be the coroner, it would help.” She spoke with the man for a while, planning her steps and where to have the accident. The man said he would move closer to the area. He knew how to fix things, so he’d be the coroner. She asked questions, he thought and answered, realizing her mind wasn’t the same any longer. She finally asked without thinking. “How am I going to change my looks? With him, I don’t think dying and cutting my hair will work.”

The deep voice was quick to answer. “Give me a few weeks. I have an idea and you are going to need a vehicle. We can transfer the vehicle around so there’s no trace. I’ll make sure of it. Next time you call, I’ll tell you where it will be.”

“Thank you so much for all your help. I’ll call back in three or four weeks when he leaves again. Goodbye hon.” She quickly hung up and began writing about everything she had done. Time passed too slowly but yet quickly for Madelina as she made all the plans and set them in motion. It took a good part of a year putting things together, so nothing was suspicious or traceable. She soon had over a million dollars scattered in several bank accounts. They even made it look like one of her husband’s men did it. She smiled at that one, a little payback if they found the money missing.

In the next outing, she was gone for most of the day, so she bought an extremely elegant and expensive dress with the credit card her husband had given her. Arriving home, the jerk (his butcher) asked her where she was being hateful. “I had to have this dress for the party and the store had to take it up for a custom fit.” She smiled as she pulled it out for him to see it against her body. 

“Ah, yes ma’am, that will certainly get the attention at the party.” He looked at her, smiling back at him. “You know I had to check.” The man settled down finally.

“If you didn’t, I’d tell on you, so just keep doing what you’re supposed to, and I’ll feel safer.” He half grinned; he knew she absolutely would get him in trouble after beating her so much. But she told the truth in both instances, so he had no reason to be alarmed. She went on and put the dress up in the closet. Then she relaxed the rest of the day and went swimming for a while, like usual, before dinner. The servants were polite as usual, and she chatted with them in light conversation. She had always tried to be nice, knowing they would be beaten at any moment on a whim as well. There was no need for them to fear her, she thought. Unless one made her suspicious of their intent towards her own self. 

Her mind thought more clearly as she thought of her freedom. That drove her to be strong and gave her the courage to fight this through to the end. The weeks passed slowly for Madelina; it became harder to be near her husband or let him touch her sexually. She knew he was sleeping with someone else now and her time was getting shorter and shorter by the day. She tried extra hard to behave, but one day she let her tongue slip, getting her a beating. The beating was with a whip this time that ripped her back open. Once the man exhausted himself, he cut her down and left her bleeding as she fell on the cold damp floor, leaning on one hand. She had black eyes from his fists and her looks would make it harder to appease her husband.

They left her alone, sitting in the basement. The air was musky, her back was bleeding, and her body shook in pain. She knew he would not be near her now until the black eyes and bruising went away. Possibly, not at all, since the whip marks would be visible also in any low-cut clothing. However, that thought was pleasant. Slowly rising off the cold stone floor, she almost slipped in her own blood. Steadying herself and slowly standing up, she walked around just to get the aches out of her legs and arms. 

A slight glimpse of a dusty book caught her eye, and she went to look at it to get the pain off her mind. Opening the book, she wondered what it was, with a lot of scribbling. A diary? It took some time staring at the book to realize it was pages of megahertz frequencies. Thinking hard on it, soon she realized there was a chip in her shoulder. She knew then they did it on all his women and his workers. Searching for something to write with for several minutes, she found an old pencil. She wrote all the numbers that had women’s names, then wondered where to keep them so she could retrieve them. Realizing her hair was still half up, she folded the paper down small and hid it in her hair as she put it back up. She slid the book back into its hiding place and walked around the room, thinking more about it.

Her mind thought through her plans and all the details again. The plans had to be precise for her to avoid being caught and killed. She now knew she had to remove her own chip and leave it behind. A major detail of her escape and survival. No one ever lived if they tried to get away from him and she now knew it was because of the chip. One day he’d get caught if she had anything to do with it, and the frequencies might just do the trick. He was always being investigated by the police. And if they found the bodies to put him in prison with her help, then so be it. She really wanted revenge on him for messing up her life.

Madelina left the book and sat in a chair with her head down, rocking back and forth, working on her plan. Juan soon came after her. He felt bad for her; she had done so well as a wife for years. He respected her for managing to please his boss for as long as she had. Now, he hated the order to plan her demise, so he put it off as best as he could. But now he was under suspicion for it. Juan watched her swaying back and forth on the chair as a beaten, mindless pup.

She knew he was there, but played it for her advantage now. He took her by the arm; she played weak as she lifted with no fight or a word. Juan led her back upstairs and handed her over to servants to tend her wounds and keep her out of sight. She just swayed back and forth as if she no longer had much thought. Therefore, everyone talked around her freely as they undressed her. Then they cleaned the blood off and put ointment on the open wounds. After a couple of hours, she was left alone. Madelina kept her head down, but listened to everything. Even the servants seemed to know her time was drawing to an end, and they felt sorry for her. 

Juan came back in with her husband. He looked at her and he was harsh. “She’s useless and pathetic. Look at her, get it done within the next several months.”

“I have a good plan figured out; there won’t be any loose ends,” Juan stated. “In two months at the most, it’ll be done clean.”

“All right then, if it’s not done in two months, you know what will happen to you. I’ll call the General.” He sneered at Juan. Juan dipped his head in acknowledgement. Lina acted like she didn’t hear a thing and was left in the same room until she was mostly healed up. During that time, she had more planned out on her moves. She gradually acted normal, the doting perfect wife, pleasing her husband in his kinky ways, mostly. She had bought things for him, and he was willing to play, which pleased him more than herself now.

One day, he came in and said he was leaving again. She sighed, then pleased him until he had enough. He was already packed up, and when he was satisfied, he left her without a goodbye. She smiled at his quick departure. Then went shopping at the grocery store, this time knowing she’d be followed. She watched Juan as he thought he was discreet in following her, but she had learned to spot when she was being tracked. Therefore, she hit her brakes many times on purpose when coming up on stoplights. When she got home, she went and told him she needed her brakes looked at. That they weren’t stopping right. She had to pump them several times. He told her he’d have them looked at when he had a chance.

A few days later, as she was leaving, Juan asked her where she was going. “I have an anniversary coming up and I know just what I’m going to buy him. Want to come and give me your opinion?” She smiled invitingly. He said no and let her go on without being followed this time. Once out of sight and hitting the highway, she made her last phone call. She got all the information she needed to finish her plans. Then she went on and bought the anniversary gift before returning home. Her mind reeled, thinking of each step to pull it off. After arriving home and while deep in thought, it startled her as Ricco enters the room. “Hey beautiful.” Then he kisses her shoulders as he caresses her.

Madelina turns to kiss him, whispering, “Hello my love. Do you want to make love? I want you so bad right now.” He agrees and slowly undresses her as she undresses him while kissing him passionately. “I missed you so much. I love you, Ricco.” They lie on the bed then make love.

Ricco smiles at her. “I believe you missed me, baby. However, I have to go somewhere again for a week. Keep it warm for me, baby.” He pats her butt gently. She frowns as he rises and goes into the shower. In her gut, she knew time was up. She had seen all the signs of infidelity, and his words were not right. He snuck up on her early this time and was leaving again. This soon was out of the norm.

Her plans were finally set and in place now. She had all the money she wanted set back in different accounts in different names. Only the people she needed to help were ready for immediate action. All she had to do was signal them.

The plans of the escape finally became a reality for Madelina Ramera. A day for shopping again, but instead she followed each step of the plan with no trail to be followed. It took a year of secrets and setting things in order to pull it off, but so far, success was hers. Would she succeed? The planning was long and tedious once she heard her husband planned to have her killed. She almost panicked, but they forced her into marrying Ricco Ramera as it was. She did, however, learn to be a doting wife at his beck and call and being rich. After all, you don’t tell a cartel boss no and live. So she played the part in hopes he’d get bored with her. Until she once learned, when he wanted someone younger and prettier, the wife or woman mysteriously disappeared. 

The day after Ricco left, Madelina was driving down a winding road at excessive speed when suddenly her car slid over the cliff, leaving tire marks. Luckily, she jumps out, rolls to a stop, then slowly pulls herself to her feet. She quickly cuts the tracking device out of her shoulder. The car rolls and explodes into flames. She gets as close to the burning car as possible and flicks the device into the window. She then quickly runs for the car waiting for her, looking back only once to see the car still in a blaze. Blood had spurted. She wiped her arm off and ran. It took a moment to get over the freaky feeling of a dead woman in the car with her. Wiping the blood off her shoulder again, she then sped off, heading out for the west coast. Driving fast in a panic, Lina wouldn’t stop anywhere for over a day. 

Sleep deprived, a stop was inevitable, so she searched until she found a hidden place off the road in a set of trees. Sleep took her quickly for almost twelve hours before she woke and drove on.
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CHAPTER 2
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Now, five days later, she sat in the plastic surgeon’s office waiting to be called in for her appointment. It was time to change her life and look for good and for keeping her safe, hopefully. 

“LaTessa!” Her heart jumped as her name was called. She slightly jerked in her seat, then she slowly stood up. The nurse opened the door, smiling at her as she walked towards the nurse. She kept the sunglasses on with the hat and held her head down. “Good morning, LaTessa. Are you ready?” She nodded yes. The nurse led the way to the room for surgery prep. “You need to undress and put this gown on. The doctors will be in to see you in a few minutes. You know they’re the best in the business. You made an excellent choice coming here.”

“That’s good to know, thank you,” Tess answered as she took a deep breath. She quickly took her clothes off and put the gown on, then folded her clothes and put them in a bag. Nervously sitting on the bed, she ran everything through her mind. Change of names, new identities, where to go from here and stay away from anyone her husband knows. Her car was blown up with a female body in it, so he’d think it was her hopefully. Now all he needed to know was that his men had taken care of her demise and he was free to keep his new mistress.

Tess jumped, startled, as the doctors came into the room. “Well hello! Are you ready for your big day and new makeover?” Tess smiled, so happy to begin. The doctors looked at the file and Dr. Genet says, “So we are going to do the face and neck, eye shaping and fix your nose.”

“Yes, sir. I want to remind you also this is to be kept totally secret for everyone’s safety.”

Dr. Genet gently patted her hand. “Yes dear, we can see how badly you’ve been treated, so we will make you look like a whole new woman, I promise. Our mutual friend fully explained everything.” She sighed in relief. “We are also going to work on a breast lift with a reduction, a little liposuction adding the fat to the buttocks.” She nodded again. “That’s a lot to do for someone as young as you. Anyway, we have also got a nurse to stay the night with you for a couple of days.” Tess’s eyes got big in concern.

Dr. Nadel added, “Don’t worry, she has never seen you, and you will not be recognizable all bandaged up.” He leaned over and whispered, “The nurse doesn’t work here. And we will get rid of any records once we see you are doing well and able to travel on your own.”

“Is she trustworthy? I don’t want her to even see a name, even though it’s a fake name on the records. I’m too well known as it is. Coming in, I kept my head down, so the others wouldn’t recognize me either.”

“She’ll never know who you are or be able to recognize you. We also have cameras to see what she does as an extra precaution. We don’t want your husband to send his men after us,” said Dr. Genet, reassuring her. “Knowing who he is, we are more than willing to help you disappear completely.” Tess took a huge, deep breath, putting her life in their hands. However, she nodded okay. The doctors had her stand, then began marking all over her body with a marker.

In came the anesthesiologist and gave her details of what he does, and he’d be monitoring her closely in surgery. Then the doctors took her into surgery and began their work on her body, working carefully. 

Slowly waking up from surgery, the doctors stood over her and Dr. Nadel said, “You came through everything just fine for all the work we did. You will be a brand-new woman now.” He patted her shoulder gently. “Just rest, we’ll wake you later for some soft food to eat.” Tess moaned with half a grin. They left her side as she dozed back off.

The news came on with the report of her accident, death and that it appeared to be a brake failure. They did not find the car and body for five days. Because it had gone over a cliff and was well hidden by the brush and boulders. The reporter gave her name with a photo, then said a hiker found the car by the smell of burned flesh. The doctor instantly changed the station so none of the staff would see it, or clients that may be in the waiting room. 

***
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Ricco heard the news, smiled, then called his man to have him go to the coroner's and check out the details while he flew back to the states. Juan did as told, and as he was talking to the coroner, he noticed some things and asked about them. “Are these her belongings?”

“Yes sir, those were on the body, wedding rings, and a necklace. We had to confirm the identity by the dental records to find out it was Madelina Ramera.” He paused, then picked up the plastic bag. “Would Mr. Ramera like to have her belongings? There are also some burned things in what’s left of her purse.” He then handed a half-burned purse to the man. Juan almost cried as he looked at the belongings. It was all her things for sure. He then left the room and set plans to have the burned body and bones to be picked up by the funeral home. Then he called Ricco. “Boss, it is Madelina. The necklace you gave her she never wanted to take off was on, huh, the bones and her wedding rings. They had to identify her by the dental records since she was burned so badly.” He sighed. “There was also a gift for you she had bought for your anniversary.”

Ricco sighed in relief. “Well done, thank you. I will have a funeral for her tomorrow, after I see her remains. I want her things as well, to be sure.”

“Yes sir, I have them and they will pick her up tomorrow. That way, you can do whatever you please. I’ll see you in a few hours.” They both hung up. Ricco sat back smiling; this would save him a bunch of trouble. He was out of the states at the same time. Juan did good as asked.

***
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Evening came, with the staff leaving for the weekend. The two doctors waited to close the office and fed Tess before the new private nurse came in to watch over her. The doctors gave the nurse instructions to watch her vitals since they had fed her and she had a catheter. Only liquids and her meds would be needed if she woke up. As the doctors left, Dr. Nadel turned on the cameras and made sure he could see everything on his cellphone. After saying goodnight, the place became silent. The nurse sat at a desk, played games on the computer, and made her hourly checks as required.

Saturday came and Dr. Genet sat with Tess for the day until the private nurse came in again. Then, on Sunday, Dr. Nadel sat with Tess, making sure Tess could get up and move around. Sunday evening, he took her to a hotel to stay for two weeks while getting her strength up. He got the room first, then took her in the back way. Walking slowly and bent over, she looked like an old lady. So no one paid attention to them that came near them. 

Each doctor took turns checking on her and helping her move around. Until the day she left for good, never to be seen again. In keeping their word, the two doctors destroyed all records. Double checking the office as well, making sure there was no record of the surgery either on the computer.

In the early hours of the morning, Tess, now known as Brandy Knowles, leaves in a pickup her friend had put at a parking garage. It was full of new clothes and nothing of her old life; she smiled seeing everything was untouched. Slowly sliding in behind the steering wheel, she headed for the mountains. She had all the instructions the doctor gave her to take care of her scars and when to change or remove the bandages. Brandy took her time in driving, stopping to look at the country and any sites she felt like. It was relaxing and freeing to be a new woman with a new name. And now a change of life with the freedom to possibly love again. All she had to do was find work, eventually. Which was going to be hard after being so rich and spoiled with servants for so many years. Although she had hidden a couple million dollars back, she still needed to be frugal.

The day eventually came to where it was okay to remove the bandage from her head but not her nose splint. She still had black eyes, but that wasn’t anything to her. They were slowly fading. Her ribs hurt the worst, with the bottom ribs being removed to give her a smaller waistline. That support had to stay on for a long time and her medical support bra, but she didn’t care. 

Enjoying the day for too long, she pulled over on the side of the road. She was so tired from traveling without stopping; she had to have a nap. It only took a few minutes before Brandy fell into a deep sleep, surrounded by the majestic mountains and fresh air.

Evening was about to set when Brandy was startled by a knock on the window. She jumped, making her grab for her ribs. Outside her truck stood a cowgirl who was looking at her with concern. She slowly rolled down the window, and the cowgirl asked, “Ma’am, are you all right?”

She held her ribs, which the woman noticed she was not in good shape. “I’ll be okay, thanks. I just needed a nap.” 

The cowgirl watched her try to sit up better. “Excuse me, ma’am, but I know when someone is lying.” Brandy gave a fearful look, then glanced around in fear. “We have a ranch close to here. You look like you need a place to rest for a few weeks.” She pulled out her cellphone, then she heard her ask someone. “Is there an empty bedroom in the main house for a few weeks?” She held silent for a few minutes. “Ok, send Kevin over to the south hundred, right away.” 

Brandy didn’t like this lady being so pushy. “I need to go; I appreciate your concern, but really, I’m okay.”

The cowgirl just smiled. “My name is Sue, and you need rest. Anyone can see that. Kevin will be here in a minute; he can drive you to the ranch. There’s a room for you and we can have meals brought up to you until you get back on your feet.” Brandy went to speak but she raised her hand. “Don’t argue, it’s no use. I can tell you have been beaten by someone and you need a safe place, so hush. You’ll be safe with us, I promise.”

Giving in, reluctantly, she said, “My name is Brandy. Nice to meet you.” She sighed, thinking she could use a hideout to winter out the season and this would be better than planned. “I appreciate it Sue, I just don’t want to be a burden, and I actually need a job.” Brandy pushed her sunglasses up on her nose and sat back.

Sue looks up in hearing hoofs. “Kevin is here. Don’t you worry about anything right now. Once you are healed up, then we’ll see if we can get you to working on something. I might be able to use you at the ranch.” Kevin jumped off his horse and approached Sue. “Drive Brandy back to the ranch, Kevin, please.”

Kevin stared at Brandy carefully, then gave Sue a glaring look. “What the heck, Sue?”

Sue slapped his arm and fussed at him. “Don’t jump to conclusions. She’s injured and needs healing. Now get her to the ranch, please.”

Brandy tried to slide out of the truck, stopped, then said, “I’ll have to drive. Just show me where to go, please.” Kevin went to help her out, but she yanked away in fear of being touched. Brandy slid back into position to drive and started the pickup. Kevin glared at Sue again, then handed Sue the reins to his horse and got in the truck on the passenger side.

Sue got on her horse and led Kevin’s horse back to the ranch across the meadow. Sue watched Brandy drive slowly back to the ranch. The bouncing around from the long dirt road was painful. Pulling into the ranch, Brandy parked in front of the house-breathing heavy in pain. Kevin jumped out and went to help her get out of the truck, but Brandy didn’t want to be touched again. Kevin backed up and waited to see if he needed to catch Brandy, in case she fell out of the truck.

Brandy moved very slowly, then slightly touched her toes on the ground and almost fell. Kevin went to help, but she grabbed his hand so he wouldn’t touch her otherwise. He steadied her, took her elbow gently and spoke softly, “Easy there, take your time.” Brandy stood wobbly, took a deep breath, then let him lead her into the house one step at a time. 

Sue had gotten back before they even got into the house. She watched and felt so sorry for Brandy, bent over in pain. Sue knew what it was like being beaten by some jerk, but not that bad. Sue rushed to help get Brandy on the bed so she could rest. “Lay still and I’ll go get you something to eat and drink. I’ll have Kevin bring your stuff in for you.”

“Just the one large suitcase for now will be enough,” Brandy said. “Thank you so much for your help. Just don’t go out of your way for me. I’ll be all right.”

Sue patted her hand. “Don’t worry, you’re safe here, just rest a bit.” Sue left and asked Kevin to get the large suitcase and her purse. Kevin grumbled as he went out the door to get the things, while Sue went to the kitchen for food. Kevin returned with the suitcase and purse and quietly sat it in Brandy’s room. He left quickly, then went back to work outside, brooding on Brandy being there. It smelled like trouble to him. He always had the instinct when trouble was near.

Sue returned with a fruit plate and iced tea, thinking Brandy might be asleep and the food would wait until she woke up. However, the creaking of the door made Brandy jerk, looking at who was coming in. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. Here’s a fruit plate. It will be cool and refreshing for you. I thought you’d like some tea too; I’ll leave it here for when you’re ready to eat.” Sue pointed to the opposite wall. “You have your own bath in there. If you don’t come downstairs, then I’ll bring your meals to you.” Brandy smiled and thanked her again. “We eat early at six, lunch at noon, and dinner at five, just so you know.”

“I probably won’t try the stairs for a while. That was a hard trip up.” Brandy said, then pointed at the door. “Sewing machine oil will stop the doors from creaking too, if you would please have it oiled.”

“Okay, I’ll just bring your meals then; I wouldn’t want you to try the stairs either until you get steadier on your feet. We’ll also get your door fixed. I’m glad you told me about the oil. We’ll try it.” Sue left Brandy to herself until breakfast the next day.

Brandy sat in a chair staring out the window while she ate the fruit, watching the people outside. She quickly realized she was at a Dude Ranch or something to that matter. But she didn’t like a bunch of people being around. However, as long as they didn’t bother her, she’d be happy. She watched as a few women were learning to rope a set of horns on a wooden thing. Kids were on horses going in circles with a big man in the center talking to them. Brandy looked around the countryside. It was in the mountains, and the ranch was nestled between them. One side had a forest, while on the other side were more rolling meadows than the mountains. She smiled to herself; it was well hidden, and she liked that fact. The view was breathtaking and fresh.

Night had fallen now, and everyone was either cleaning the horses or sitting around a fire and laughing. She wondered what it was like to live like this. A gentle knock on the door startled her again. When she said to come in, Kevin opened the door and asked, “Is there anything you need before you go to bed?” He looked at the end table and it had several bottles of pills all over it, making him frown.

Brandy held her hand up to cover her face. “Yes, if you would, ask your wife if I could stay the winter out? I can change rooms or whatever suits you best and I would need a price to pay you up front.” She kept facing the window so he couldn’t see her face.

“I’ll ask and Sue can get with you later.” He stared at her, frowning, but gently closed the door again and left. Brandy heard his boots going back down the stairs. 

Sue came out of the kitchen with it all cleaned up and looked at Kevin’s face, waiting for him to say what was on his mind. “Sue, she wants to winter it out here. I don’t want her here; I have a bad feeling about this.” He pulled out a chair and sat down. “She has all kinds of pills; I hope she’s not into drugs. Much less has a drug dealer on her tail, hence the beating.”

Sue also sat with him for the conversation. “Look, someone has beaten her badly and I’m sure she’s running. I doubt it’s from what you think, though. We have the perfect place for her to heal and hide out.” Kevin glared at her. “Kevin, she has a broken nose and probably broken ribs, that’s obvious to see. She can’t even stand up straight; I will not kick her out.” 

Kevin leaned to the side, took his hat off and sat it down. “I agree. She’s even afraid to be touched by a man.” He sipped his coffee for a moment. “I think you have more in mind than just helping her. You got me?” He gave her the look. “She also said she’d pay up front and change rooms or whatever we need.”

Sue smiled at Kevin. “I don’t know what you mean this time. She just needs help right now and one day maybe when we need help, they may return the kindness. It’s the Christian thing to do.” Kevin rolled his eyes at her, then the front door opened with Mike walking in.

Mike was quick to ask, “What’s going on with the city slicker? That kind of person probably doesn’t know what the country is.”

Sue knew he saw the woman coming in. “We have a guest for the winter, it seems. She doesn’t want to be bothered, and she’s injured pretty bad.” Mike’s eyes narrowed at her. “I found her passed out on the side of the road. She didn’t even know where she was and wanted to drive on.”

“What do you mean, injured, in what way?” Kevin shook his head and left the table for them to talk.

“I think someone has almost beaten her to death. She’s got a broken nose and busted ribs. She can’t even stand up straight.” Sue answered quietly. “You don’t have to worry about her; I’ll take care of her needs. Just please try to be polite. She’s just running, so don’t get all defensive.” Mike looked at her with his tongue in his bottom lip. “I may put her in one of the cabins in a week or so since she’s so skittish with noises and people. She does not want a man touching her either, so don’t frighten her or reach for her.”

Mike had to ask, “Is she being hunted? If so, she can go up to my cabin and be out of sight. Once she’s able to move, that is.” Sue’s eyes lit up a moment. Mike held his hand up. “No, that’s not what I meant, and you know it. I don’t want any trouble here to destroy the business or our reputation. We finally got this place paying off nicely.” Then he tilted his head at Sue.

“Ah yes, she said she is going to pay up front for the whole winter. So don’t look at me like that. As to your previous comment, most everyone that comes here is a city slicker.” Kevin came back in to get another cup of coffee and to listen in. Mike dropped his head and bobbed it around, knowing most were city people.

“Well, that’s good. It will help with winter being the slowest time of year. At least she’s not a total lost,” Mike said as he looked at Kevin. “I’ll try to be nicer, I guess.” 

Kevin had to laugh at him. “You mean until she flirts with you?” He snickered again, and Mike glared at him. “Hey, it’s not our fault you’re so handsome and all the women try to catch you.”

Mike retorted back, “Yeah, looks who’s talking.” Sue giggled at the two; they were both handsome men, and the women liked to chase them both.

“But she thinks Sue is my wife, and I said nothing different. She doesn’t need to know different either.” Kevin dug it in as he got up. “I better go scare the little kids some more with a story or two.” He smiled as he left the two at the table.

Sue smiled as she watched Kevin go out the door. “We still have another month of summer, then fall, and the whole winter. I hope she can afford seven or eight months, but I’ll go easy on her too. I don’t think she’ll want any lessons or anything extra.” Mike ran a hand across his forehead as in whew. She slapped his arm. “You haven’t even seen her yet; she might be old as the hills or way too young for you, anyway.” She stopped a moment in remembering something. “We need to put some sewing machine oil on all the door hinges, so things stop creaking. Will you do that for me?”

Mike tilted his head. “I always use WD 40.”

“Yep, you do, and it all starts creaking again, so try the oil, please.” Mike shrugged, then he agreed to do as asked. After his cup of coffee, he went looking for the sewing machine oil in the other room. Sue finally had to show him where it was. “Well, we know you don’t sew.” She teased as she handed it to him. “Try the cabinets in the kitchen first to see how it works.”

Mike dripped a little oil on the hinges, opened and closed the cabinet doors, then the squeaking stopped. “Hey, it works good. Now let’s see if it works longer than WD 40. I’ll go do the other doors in the house, but leave hers alone until tomorrow.” Sue agreed, then Mike went upstairs and started at the farthest doors, working his way back towards the stairs.

Brandy heard all the doors squeaking, so she had to see if there were that many people inside. Her curiosity made her open her door to peek out, and it squeaked the loudest, making Mike turn around. She jumped back so he couldn’t see her bruised up face. “I can quickly fix that squeak for you if you’d like.” Mike waited just outside the cracked door for an answer.

Brandy put her sunglasses on quickly, then turned away as she said, “Might as well, since you’re doing the others.” She opened the door and went to the other side of the room with her back turned to Mike. She listened as the door kept squeaking until it finally stopped.

“There you go; no one should wake you up early now.” Mike said politely. “Have a good night.”

“Thank you.” She waited until she heard the door close, then she checked it. Then she heard his boots on the floor going down the stairs. She sighed in relief and went back to looking out the window.
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CHAPTER 3


[image: ]




The days passed slowly for Brandy as she watched her black eyes disappear and all her medication was now gone. The scars were still bad, but that was to be expected. There was still pain, especially the rib pain, that would probably last several months. She moved slowly to not stretch the scars, hoping they would be tiny. Slowly Brandy tried to straighten up, gradually stretching the muscles little by little as her papers instructed. Sue was pleasant and timely with bringing her meals into her room. 

It finally became time to live. One day, Brandy knew it was time to go outside, get a little vitamin D the right way, and take little walks to get used to the mountain air. She now stood up better and needed to work out the rest of the soreness.

Mike was coming down the hall and while Brandy was undressed and taking the waist support off, the door opened slightly under his weight on the floor. He noticed the door cracked open; he went to close it but froze as he saw Brandy. She was in a bra and panties, taking off the support from around her midsection. As she pulled it off, looking into the mirror, her whole waistline was still black and blue. She pulled her long reddish hair to the side and turned to look at her back. Mike couldn’t help but look at her, noticing the whip marks across her back and the bruising. He quickly left the door so she wouldn’t notice him there and freak out. Brandy finally noticed the door and quickly closed it back and locked it before going to the shower.

Mike had already gone down and told Sue. “I didn’t mean to peek, but the door slightly opened, and she has whip marks across her back.” Sue’s eyes widened as her hand covered her mouth. “Her entire midsection is still black and blue after all of this time.” He paused, shaking his head. “She’s been through hell, Sue.”
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