
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Scars of the Heart

        

        
        
          Scarlett Vaughn

        

        
          Published by Scarlett Vaughn, 2025.

        

    


Copyright © 2025 by Scarlett Vaughn

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1
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Lucas

Seattle – Present Day

I LOOKED OUT THE AIRPLANE window, contemplating the Seattle-Tacoma International Airport, the famous Sea-Tac, and a single thought arose in my head: I was home.

The gray mist covering the runway, the mountains in the distance, everything brought me a sense of belonging.

I took a deep breath, feeling the weight of the last two months begin to dissipate.

London had been an incredible experience, of course. I'd been called to give a training session for the hematology team at Cavendish Hospital, a renowned network that was a reference point in both Europe and America. Liam and Max Cavendish, two great friends of mine, had recommended me to their father, who owned the hospital, and the trust they placed in me was a tremendous honor.

But, as much as I appreciated the opportunity, London wasn't Seattle. It wasn't home.

During those two months, I missed the smell of roasted coffee that always hung in the air in our kitchen, made by Thereza, our housekeeper; the loud laughter of my sisters; Sunday mornings by the pool; the dynamic that only a large family possesses.

And... well... I missed my brother too. Even if that was a little more complicated.

My reflections were interrupted by a soft voice beside me. I looked in that direction and saw a girl. She was praying in Spanish, and I couldn't help but smile.

When the plane landed, she sighed, made the sign of the cross, and finally noticed the weirdo beside her was watching. This made her startle, her huge brown eyes widening and her mouth forming a perfect 'O' in an expression of surprise.

"You survived," I said, trying to sound light, but with a touch of reluctance, because I didn't know how she'd react to a complete stranger trying to start a conversation.

She looked embarrassed and tucked a strand of brown hair behind her ear, visibly flustered at having caught me observing her. I smiled – not that I hadn't noticed before, but with the slight blush on her face, she became even prettier.

"It was my second time on a plane. My first time alone," she said, with a soft accent that sounded Latino.

"I suppose, then, that you're a brave girl," I commented.

She lets out a short, slightly awkward laugh, but with a glint of amusement in her eyes.

"If I were brave, God's ears wouldn't be burning from how much I prayed during the flight," she retorted, still a bit shy.

I chuckled lightly.

"If that's the criteria, then I must have set His ears on fire a few times myself," I said, trying to put her more at ease. "But seriously, it wasn't so bad, you know..."

She lifted her eyes to me, and I noticed they were a deep brown. She seemed to be analyzing me, perhaps deciding if I was a trustworthy stranger or not.

"It wasn't, really," she agreed, sighing. "We were lucky to have a very smooth flight. Still, I thought my heart was going to jump out of my mouth when the plane started to descend."

I tried to find something else to say, to prolong the contact a little, but I was interrupted by an anguished cry from the back of the plane. A woman's voice, desperate, echoed through the aisles: 

"Someone help, please! My husband... he's very sick!"

Simultaneously, the entire plane seemed to fall silent. The girl beside me and I exchanged a look, apprehensive, not knowing exactly what was happening. Two flight attendants rushed hurriedly to one of the last rows, trying to assess the situation.

"Sir? Sir, what are you feeling?" I heard one of them ask.

I couldn't see clearly because of the seats, but I could make out the silhouette of an older man, slumped over in his seat, his shoulders shaking irregularly. His wife continued to shout, her voice choked with despair.

"He has chest pain! He says he can't breathe!"

Immediately, I felt my heart accelerate. My medical training spoke louder than any hesitation. I looked at the girl – seeing the concern reflected in her eyes – and let out: 

"I'm a doctor."

I didn't wait for her reaction. Without a second thought, I grabbed my backpack and headed towards the commotion, asking pardon from the frightened passengers who were standing up to see what was happening.

As I approached, one of the flight attendants turned to me with a distressed expression: 

"Are you a doctor, sir?"

"Yes. What's the situation?" I asked, already giving the man a quick look. He seemed to be sweating cold, his skin was pale, and his hand was clutching his chest.

"He said he started feeling a sharp pain, and now he's short of breath," his wife explained, her voice frazzled with worry.

"I have a first aid kit with me, but I need an oxygen cylinder. Do you have one?"

The guy nodded and immediately went to fetch it.

I knelt beside the passenger, who was groaning softly, his expression marked by suffering. His wife grabbed my arm, her eyes filled with tears: 

"Please, help him... I don't know what to do!"

"Stay calm, ma'am," I requested, in a soft voice, trying to convey reassurance. "I'm going to examine him. Can you tell me his name?"

"John," she said, trembling. "His name is John."

"Okay, Mrs...?"

"Flora."

"Mrs. Flora, rest assured, we'll take care of John. I need you to give me a little space, alright?"

She nodded, although I could tell she was panicking. As she moved back, making space, the flight attendant arrived with the cylinder. I placed the oxygen mask on John's face, trying to position him so he could breathe better. He was still writhing in pain, clutching his chest tightly. I grabbed my first aid kit, but for a moment, I thought it would be good to have an extra pair of hands to help me organize everything.

The problem was, the flight attendant was busy with the man's wife, and the other guy was more nervous than was prudent.

"Sir, breathe in slowly... that's it, just like that," I instructed, as I controlled the oxygen flow, observing his expression for any sign of improvement.

At that moment, I felt a presence beside me. The brown-haired girl, who until then I'd only known as the passenger scared of flying, approached with determination: 

"What can I do to help?" she asked softly, but firmly, though she seemed a bit nervous herself.

I looked up, surprised and, at the same time, relieved to have someone there willing to assist.

"Hold this for me," I asked, handing her the stethoscope and the bag of saline solution from the kit. "I need my hands free to adjust the mask better and check his vitals."

She nodded immediately and held the items close to her chest. Meanwhile, I quickly checked John's heartbeat and respiratory rate, paying attention to the muffled sounds in his chest.

"His breathing is still very shallow," I observed, analyzing the situation. "I'm going to try to relieve the pressure from his shirt. Can you please help me take off his jacket?"

She placed the objects on the empty seat beside her and bent down to unbutton John's jacket, being very careful not to disturb the oxygen mask. The flight attendant, in turn, helped by holding the cylinder, while the other woman spoke words of comfort to the trembling wife.

Two other flight attendants were dealing with the rest of the passengers. Disembarkation had already been authorized, but many refused to leave, wanting to see how the scene unfolded. So, the rest of the crew was busy convincing people to get off the plane. The fewer people around, the more space we'd have to work.

"I've already called the airport ambulance," another person said, who from what I could see looked like the co-pilot, standing near us.

"Great," I murmured, watching the girl finish adjusting John's clothes so he wouldn't feel so suffocated.

Even so, his pain seemed to persist. He groaned and repeatedly brought his hand to his chest. I tried to check his blood pressure with the cuff from the first aid kit, but I noticed I needed more space and that his position, half-slumped in the seat, made everything difficult.

"We need to lay him back a bit more, or at least recline the seat," I said, looking around. "Flight attendant, can you help me clear this row and recline the seat?"

The flight attendant agreed and began asking the nearby passengers to move away, creating space, since they insisted on staying. The girl, still kneeling beside John, turned to me with anxious eyes.

"Do you want me to do anything?"

"Hold his hand and try to calm him," I instructed. "Talk to him, keep him conscious."

She took John's hand, even though she was trembling a little herself, and began speaking to him: 

"It's okay, sir," she said, her voice soft and comforting, though still a bit shaky. "You're in good hands. This doctor taking care of you is very competent, I guarantee it."

I raised my eyebrows, surprised. She was talking about me as if she knew me, but I hadn't even told her my name yet. Even so, I felt a sudden warmth in my chest, a mix of pride and gratitude for the unexpected support.

For a moment, my eyes met hers, and I noticed the blush on her cheeks as she realized I was watching her. Still, she maintained a firm posture, focused on John, who seemed to be calming down gradually.

His breathing became less ragged, and he half-opened his eyes, his gauze settling on her.

"You're going to be okay," she continued, squeezing his hand lightly. "Trust me, you'll pull through. Just breathe deeply and focus on getting better, alright?"

Oh my God, she was sweet. Adorable.

It was hard for a man not to be soothed by a beautiful girl like that whispering such gentle words and holding his hand so tenderly.

The contrast between the tense scene and the delicacy with which she spoke touched me in an unexpected way. I cleared my throat lightly, trying to refocus and remembering I still needed to assess John's heartbeat and monitor his oxygen saturation.

"That's it, John," I added, taking his pulse again. "Keep breathing slowly... You're responding well to the oxygen. An emergency team is on its way to help you."

John's wife approached, still apprehensive but visibly calmer upon noticing the situation seemed under control.

"He... he's going to be okay, isn't he?" she asked, looking at me and the girl who was comforting her husband.

"We're doing the best we can," I replied, in a firm tone to convey confidence. "So far, he's stable."

The girl, still holding John's hand, shot a quick glance at me and smiled slightly, as if wanting to reaffirm what she'd said. I thanked her silently, with an almost imperceptible nod, before turning my focus back to the vitals.

It was strange how, in just a few minutes, she had gone from a shy, scared passenger to someone essential in that emergency. And, although we knew almost nothing about each other – not even our names – there we were, side by side, ensuring John held on until the paramedics arrived.

With the plane almost entirely evacuated, the airport medical team came on board quickly and in an organized manner, carrying a stretcher and more complete first aid equipment. The aisle, once crowded with curious passengers, was now relatively empty, allowing the paramedics to reach us without major obstacles.

The flight attendant guided them to the row where John remained reclined, receiving oxygen. His wife stood up hastily upon seeing the doctors approach, making space for them to attend to him. I stepped back a little but kept my attention on the man's condition, ready to pass on any necessary information.

"What do we have here?" asked the first paramedic, opening his supply bag.

"Likely an acute cardiac event, sir," I explained, in a clear and objective tone, trying to sound as professional as possible. "Intense chest pain, cold sweats, shortness of breath. We've administered oxygen to alleviate the symptoms. His blood pressure was low when I checked, and he reported retrosternal pain."

The girl who had been comforting John kept her distance but still watched everything, concerned. She had her hands clasped together again in prayer, and I sent her faith.

They secured John to the stretcher and reinforced the oxygen. I helped them where I could, and before they took him away, Mrs. Flora came up to me, took my hands, and placed a rosary in them.

"God bless you, Doctor. What's your name?"

"Lucas Halliwell, ma'am."

"You will be in my prayers every day."

I took her hands and kissed them, smiling.

"He's going to be fine. He held on very strong. And you were essential too."

The woman, emotional, also thanked the young lady and left, following the paramedics and her husband.

I stood there, next to the girl, watching the stretcher disappear down the jet bridge. I sighed, allowing the remaining tension to dissipate. It was then that she turned to me: 

"You were incredible," she said, taking a deep breath, while a discreet blush appeared on her cheeks.

"Me?" I shook my head, smiling wryly. "I wouldn't have been able to do anything without your help. Seriously, thank you."

She seemed to grow even more embarrassed, but she returned the smile. With the plane now almost empty, the two of us went back to our seats to get our carry-on luggage. Without thinking, I went ahead and helped her take her backpack down from the overhead compartment.

"Thank you," she said, glancing at me sideways.

With our things in hand, we disembarked side by side down the aisle. The moment we stepped into the terminal, we heard scattered applause. Some airport staff, a few passengers who were still nearby, they were all clapping in our direction, apparently moved by the scene they had witnessed.

I felt my face grow warm. I've never been one to enjoy that kind of attention.

"Thank you, everyone," I said, with a shy wave, not quite knowing how to react. "But it was nothing, I just did my job."

The girl beside me looked at me and smiled understandingly, perceiving my embarrassment.

We walked through to the baggage claim area together, in silence. She got tangled up with her backpack and carry-on, so I took it from her back, putting it on my own.

"You don't have to..."

"I'm about to meet my mother, who's waiting for me. I think she'd make me catch hell, like a little boy, if she saw letting me a girl carry weight like this."

"A gentleman. A rare thing."

I just shrugged as we continued walking in a comfortable silence, while I thought that this was a very unusual kind of meeting, one whose meaning I didn't yet know, but I would undoubtedly be thinking about this girl for some time, even after we said goodbye.
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CHAPTER 2
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Julia

OH GOD! WHAT THE HELL was I doing? The last thing I needed was for Aunt Lupe to lay eyes on that doctor, desperate as she was for me to find an American suitor. And yet, there I was, about to run right into her.

She was obsessed with the idea of ​​seeing me married to an American as quickly as possible, especially after having bankrolled my trip and all the paperwork to get me into the country in record time, using her contacts—people I'd rather not know.

The truth was, without her, I wouldn't have even left Mexico, nor England right after. She covered practically everything—the ticket, documentation, those endless immigration fees. And even so, my stay had a time limit, because I could only be here as a tourist.

Deep down, North America needed to become the refuge England never was; but getting a green card wasn't that simple. And Aunt Lupe thought I should, finally, "find a little way" to get a husband as soon as possible.

"You get married, and bam, problem solved!" she kept repeating.

The thing is, I didn't want to get married just for a piece of paper, much less to some stranger who'd agree to a "convenient arrangement." But if she saw me next to a drop-dead gorgeous American—and a doctor, no less—it would take her all of two seconds to decide he was the perfect man to solve all my problems.

I took a deep breath and stole a discreet glance to the side, where the doctor was. Blond hair, green eyes, a focused expression—a real-life character straight out of one of those shows like Grey's Anatomy, acting with surgical precision to help the passenger who'd gotten sick on the plane.

It was almost impossible not to be impressed by him.

That is, of course, if I were a starry-eyed, delusional girl. I'd lost that kind of illusion some time ago.

I couldn't think about that. I really couldn't.

Aunt Lupe would have a field day if she found out I could even be attracted to him.

What was the fascination some women had with men in lab coats?

While I was lost in my thoughts, Lucas Halliwell—that was his name, right?—looked in my direction and said, in a kind but direct tone: 

"You still haven't told me your name."

"Julia. Julia Esperanza."

"Nice to meet you."

"The pleasure is mine, Doctor."

I just smiled, looking away immediately afterwards. It wasn't easy to hold the intensity of those light eyes—and I couldn't afford to think about anything romantic there, not after everything that had happened to me.

I needed to focus my thoughts on taking care of myself, my safety, and the new chapter of my life that would start from that day on.

We walked side by side in silence for a few minutes, leaving the gate area and heading towards the main terminal. Hurried people passed us, pushing suitcases and hailing taxis. I was aware that Lucas was still watching me out of the corner of his eye, but we didn't say anything more. Maybe it was better that way.

When we finally approached the arrival gate, I saw Aunt Lupe from far away, gesturing like a madwoman, as if I hadn't already noticed her presence. She was waving a handkerchief, calling my name loudly for all to hear.

I took a deep breath, ready to face the hurricane, but feeling a warmth in my heart, because I had missed that woman so much.

"Looks like someone's eagerly waiting for you," Lucas commented in a friendly tone, noticing my embarrassment.

"Yeah..." I said, awkwardly. "That's my aunt, Guadalupe."

Before I could offer any excuse or say goodbye, she ran towards me, arms wide open, enveloping me in a tight hug. I smelled the familiar lavender scent that always clung to her, and all my embarrassment melted away, turning into tenderness.

"Ay, mi niña!" she exclaimed in Spanish, her voice full of emotion. "What a fright you gave me, you poor thing! I thought you'd missed the flight or something worse. I'm so happy to have you here, after all you've been through. You don't know how worried I was!"

She caressed my face, running her thumb over my cheek as if I were still a child.

"Don't you worry, my dear niece. Everything will be fine. I'll take care of you," she continued in her native tongue, and I could only nod, given the speed of her speech.

She held my hand, all protective, and only then seemed to notice the man beside me.

"Who is this young man?" she asked, raising her eyebrows curiously.

Lucas took a step forward, flashing a charming smile: 

"Hi, I'm Lucas Halliwell. Sorry, but I don't speak Spanish..."

"Ah! You're American! How wonderful!" Aunt Lupe exclaimed, visibly excited, as if the gears in her head were suddenly spinning a mile a minute.

I felt my cheeks burn. I didn't want her jumping to conclusions, but her excitement was practically inevitable. I tried to give her a meaningful look to tone down her enthusiasm, but it was like trying to stop a freight train.

"So, Lucas," she said, switching to heavily accented English, perhaps to include him in the conversation. "Where are you from?"

"I'm from Seattle, actually," he replied, still smiling. "I was just returning from an international work trip."

"And what field do you work in?" Lupe asked, feigning nonchalance, but I could see the glint of expectation in her eyes.

"I'm a doctor."

"A doctor?!" Lupe's voice became almost shrill with enthusiasm. She turned to me, switching back to Spanish so it would be somewhat of a secret: "A doctor, my dear! This is a precious jewel."

"Auntie...please!" I pleaded, also in Spanish, but she immediately turned back to Lucas, ignoring me: 

How did you two meet?

Before Lucas could answer, I quickly interjected, trying to downplay it: 

"We just met, actually. He helped a man who got sick on the plane, and I just gave a little hand... it's nothing, Aunt."

I could see her face lighting up even more. By then, I was sure she was thinking of a thousand ways to get me to exchange phone numbers, addresses, rings—everything.

"Of course, of course... I imagine it was just a coincidence," she commented, but her look said otherwise.

"Well..." I scratched the back of my neck, uncomfortable. "Aunt, maybe we should go get my luggage, huh?"

"So soon, dear? We could invite the doctor for tea at our house. I'm sure that—"

"No, Aunt! Dr. Halliwell must have a thousand things to do," I hurried to reply, using his last name to sound more formal. Then I turned to Lucas, taking my backpack which was still on his shoulder: "Thank you so much for your help. It was a pleasure to meet you."

I left, pulling Aunt Lupe far away from Lucas, but I couldn't deny that I glanced back for one last look at him. The last one, for sure. Because fate wouldn't be kind enough to put me in the path of a guy who seemed so nice a second time, not after I'd nearly fallen into the hands of a monster.

Aunt Lupe kept huffing in disapproval, and as soon as we were at a distance, she started muttering, shooting me dagger-like looks: 

"But, girl, why the rush?" she complained, almost stepping on my heels as she hurried behind me. "Couldn't you have waited a little longer? He was so polite, so handsome... and a doctor! Did you at least get his number?"

"No, I didn't. And he probably has commitments," I retorted, not wanting to leave room for more questions. "And we need to get going too, right? Mr. Durval must be waiting." I used the name of my aunt's neighbor, who I knew was giving her a ride to pick me up from the airport. He was a taxi driver, but he'd do the trip for free for us.

She rolled her eyes but didn't have time to argue, because we could already see the driver signaling to us from the curb. He helped us put my suitcase in the trunk, and as soon as we got in the car, Aunt Lupe turned to me with that look of someone who still had a lot to say.

"You don't know how to take advantage of opportunities. A doctor, my dear!"

"How many more times are you going to repeat that, Aunt?" I asked in a playful tone, smiling affectionately at her. She could be a bit insistent, but I knew she did it out of love and to protect me.

But she didn't give up. As the taxi started moving, Aunt Lupe pulled her phone from her purse, her fingers flying nimbly across the screen.

"He said his name was Lucas... Lucas Halliwell, right?" she murmured almost to herself. "Well, let's see who this blessed doctor is..."

"Oh, Aunt, don't do that," I pleaded, but it was too late. She was already typing his name into a search engine with the greatest of ease.

The car followed the airport roads until it entered the main highway, and all I could hear was the sound of her phone keys popping as Aunt Lupe scrolled back and forth.

"'Doctor and heir to a hospital network,' look at that," she read, her eyes practically popping. "Girl, do you know what that means? A man like that must be filthy rich!"

"Aunt!" I stammered, staring at her in disbelief. "God forbid, are you trying to sell me off to this man now?"

"Don't play dumb, Julia. You know very well you need a way to stay here." She tilted the phone toward me so I could see the headline of an article about the Halliwell family. "And if he's a doctor and an heir, he has everything a woman could want. Not to mention he's handsome enough to hurt your eyes. It wouldn't be bad at all to have a man like that as a husband."

I ran my hand over my face, tired and already imagining what the next few days would be like with Aunt Lupe's insistence about Lucas—a man I would never see again.

I closed my eyes for a second, trying to ignore her voice as she read a thousand pieces of information about Lucas on her phone. He was handsome, yes. He had been incredibly kind, too. But fate would hardly be generous enough to cross our paths again—and maybe that was for the best.
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CHAPTER 3
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Lucas

LIFE WAS FUNNY. SOMETIMES even a little ironic.

I've always been a bit of a believer when it came to fate, because I was raised to believe that mine, for example, was to follow in my father's footsteps in medicine.

It couldn't be a coincidence that my calling had never betrayed me and led me down other paths—like it did with my brother, Brennan, no matter how much he denied it.

Since I was little, I'd always dreamed of being a doctor. Choosing a specialty took a while, and to be frank, I only really started deciding during my residency. But that didn't matter so much, because I wanted to save lives. I wanted my existence to have some meaning.

If it wasn't fate, what else could it be?

As I walked towards the airport's VIP area to meet my family, my thoughts drifted to those people who suddenly appeared in our lives, affecting us in inexplicable ways, only to disappear afterwards.

And, inevitably, the beautiful Julia Esperanza was one of them.

She sparked a certain curiosity in me. Perhaps because we'd shared such an intense moment, a complicity amidst the adrenaline, and then faced the prospect of never seeing her again. We didn't even exchange numbers, and Seattle was far too big for a chance reunion.

I didn't believe in coincidences.

I just didn't understand why, then, I had the feeling I would see her again, even if it was just a hunch.

Fate...

Coincidences...

Intuition...

For a man who needed to rely on science, I was starting to let myself be swayed far too easily by the supernatural.

Lost in these reflections, I continued on my way and soon spotted my sisters a few meters away.

Danielle had her back to me, focused on her phone, displaying her impeccable posture and her movie-star beauty straight out of the 1950s, with her wavy, heavy blonde hair falling down her back.

Beside her, looking a bit more impatient, was Lindsay—the youngest of the Halliwells, with her long, straight brown hair, that dimple that screamed innocence, and her spontaneous nature that always provoked our mother's disapproval. She was the first to see me. Without hesitation, she shouted my nickname across the airport: 

"Luke!"

Before I knew it, she ran towards me and launched herself into my arms, jumping and wrapping her legs around my waist.

The sound of her light, contagious laugh contrasted with Danielle's delicate calm, who had put her phone aside and was approaching slowly, with an ethereal smile and soft steps.

"My God, I missed you so much, you jerk! Why were you gone so long?" Lindsay grumbled, with all her intensity.

She'd always been a hurricane since she was little; she always showed very intense feelings, it was always all or nothing. There was never any falseness with Lindsay, and she usually said what was on her mind, not caring who she might hurt. She also did what she wanted, even if it displeased our mother, who was extremely controlling.

"So long? It was only two months..." I said, setting her down.

"Felt like an eternity to me."

As soon as I fully released Lindsay, I turned to Danielle, who was the complete opposite of the youngest.

If Lindsay was a pure storm, Dani was pure calm. So much so that when she approached, she hugged me almost in silence, just whispering in my ear: 

"Lindsay's right. We missed you a lot."

I took both of Danielle's hands and kissed them affectionately. She had been my best friend for as long as I could remember, since we were very small. The age difference was notable—I was thirty-five, and she was twelve years younger—but that never stopped us from having a very strong bond.

It just created more rivalry between me and Brennan, who used to envy our closeness.

As we grew up, all my friends fell in love with Danielle, but she hardly ever paid them any attention. Always focused on her studies, she had an admirable determination. And now, with her medical school graduation approaching, she would soon start her residency at the family hospitals, following the path Brennan and I had tread one day.

I put an arm around each of their shoulders as the family employee who was with them took my luggage to the car.

"And Mother?" I asked, looking around.

"She got held up in some hospital bureaucracy," Danielle explained. "I was just talking to her. She's a bit stressed."

"Which is no news," Lindsay added, with zero patience.

Danielle added, almost in a whisper: 

"She's anxious for your return."

As I listened to them, I couldn't help but reflect on the weight of my return. I knew very well why my mother was so anxious for me to arrive. It was agreed that the moment I set foot in Seattle, I would begin taking control of the Halliwell hospital network, our family's legacy.

A legacy that carried as much prestige as it did deep scars, born from our father's actions.

After all, my father had abandoned everything—including our mother—selling his share of the business to her and setting off on a trip around the world with a girlfriend who, surprisingly, was the same age as Danielle. This betrayal left its mark, but it also fueled my determination to restore the honor and ethics we should have always maintained.

My father manipulated contracts, diverted funds, and ignored safety protocols, prioritizing financial gains over patient health. The trust, which should be the foundation of any medical institution, was constantly betrayed by his thoughtless decisions. These actions never quite stained the hospital's reputation because he managed to cover them up from the media, but several doctors left, severe ties with the network.

Good doctors, whom we lost due to negligence and whom I hoped to rehire.

This painful, unjust reality only strengthened my resolve to reverse the course and reestablish the values ​​I had always held sacred in medicine.

"Lucas, you know how much we all trust in you, don't you?" said Danielle, with a look that mixed affection and expectation, probably after noticing I'd fallen abnormally quiet with tense shoulders.

She was always very sensitive and empathetic, and maybe that's why everyone loved her so much.

I nodded, feeling the weight of that responsibility.

"I know," I replied. "And I won't let you down."

"You never could," Lindsay stated with complete confidence, resting her head on my shoulder with a sweetness she rarely lets show. Except to her siblings.

As we walked on, I began thinking again about fate, in all its irony, trying to understand its choices in creating such a complicated situation for my family, so that in the end we would discover all the wrongdoings that had been happening beneath the surface. And at what point I had been chosen to change our story in ways I was still struggling to understand.

For now, the focus was on family, duty, and the promise of a new beginning in Seattle.

Later, after first stopping home to drop off my things and take a shower, I got in my car and headed to Halliwell Manor for dinner.

My family's imposing residence was in the prestigious Broadmoor neighborhood, where mansions mingled with lush gardens and tree-lined streets. The neighbors were influential figures, businesspeople and magnates who, like us, had managed to turn success into tradition.

After parking, I got out and walked through the well-lit surroundings of the main entrance, ready to climb the stairs, but it didn't take long for the housekeeper, Thereza, to spot me.

She was a woman who had been part of my life since I was just a little boy—always with her affectionate gaze and her gentle words, which made me feel at home no matter where I was. Without hesitation, she approached and hugged me tightly.

"Lucas, my boy, it's always good to have you back!"

It had been a few years since I'd lived in my family's house, but I was always there for dinners and events, so we saw each other frequently. It felt good to receive that affection from so many sides, from my sisters to an employee.

"Missed you too, dear." Still hugging her, I walked into the house. "Is everyone aboard?" I joked.

"Well... young Brennan is running a little late..."

As if that were news...

I even checked my watch—how much longer would he take?

I'd expected as much. Brennan and I had our differences. I loved him, and I knew he loved me too; so much so that we always defended each other in school, as boys, even if we fought like cats and dogs at home.

Although I didn't expect a warm welcome or a heartfelt hug, I wanted my brother nearby, even if I had to put up with his cynical remarks and his somewhat sleazy demeanor. And even more so, his insinuations because he wanted to be in my place.

Be that as it may, I hoped that would be the only disappointment of the evening, because I was tired and yearning for peace after months away from my family.

Peace with the Halliwells...?

What a joke.
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CHAPTER 4
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Lucas

"WELL, IF IT ISN'T MY favorite son..."

Eleanor Halliwell, in all her grace and elegance, set her glass down on the side table next to the sofa and rose. She was wearing a peach-colored pantsuit, even indoors, adorned with jewelry, her blonde hair impeccably styled in a bun. She came to me with open arms and a wide smile.

As much as I loved her and as much as she commanded all attention, my eyes immediately went to Danielle, who was also sipping a glass of wine, but whose smile vanished upon hearing the phrase "favorite son."

It was sad that my mother had no qualms about showing her preference for me: the firstborn son, heir to everything, while Danielle desperately strove for her approval.

She hugged me, but not with the same warmth as my sisters or even Mrs. Page had. She just gave me a few pats on the back, like I was a buddy, not the woman who gave me life.

Placing a hand on my shoulder, she guided me to where she had been sitting. I kissed the top of Danielle's head, and my mother poured me a glass of wine.

"So... how did things go with the Cavendishes?" she asked, handing me the glass and taking her seat.

I settled next to Danielle on the sofa opposite.

I took a deep breath and shrugged.

"It was interesting. I think some people there have a real future. Others, not so much." I paused and took a sip of wine. "I saw some things there that caught my eye, too. An integration of technology and humanized care. They have an electronic management system that streamlines the entire patient flow, from registration to post-care. Plus, their real-time monitoring devices allow them to anticipate complications before they even occur."

My mother tilted her head, showing interest, while Danielle nodded with a serene smile.

"The idea is that we can incorporate these innovations into the Halliwell Hospitals," I continued, with contained enthusiasm. "I imagine a more modern management system wouldn't just optimize our internal processes, but also attract new talent and improve our patients' experience. And we really need that after everything that's happened."

I hated bringing up our family situation because I knew it hurt my mother. It was rare for anything to shake her, but at that moment, after my mention, she lowered her head and took a deep breath.

"It'll be amazing, Luke," Danielle commented in her conciliatory way, trying to lighten the moment.

"Of course it will." Our mother flashed an elegant smile and raised her glass. "Let's make a toast: to our Lucas's return and to the promise of the success he will restore to our family."

I was still clinking my glass with the two women when I heard hurried footsteps, and Lindsay's voice interrupted us: 

"Hey, wait for me! I want to toast too!"

Our mother shot her a sharp look but maintained her controlled tone, as always. Eleanor never lost her composure.

"Wine, for you, only after twenty-one. You're still nineteen."

Lindsay huffed loudly and flopped onto the sofa without any ceremony, crossing her legs in a slouch. Our mother pressed her lips together and didn't hesitate to reprimand her.

"Lindsay, your posture! And frankly, that outfit..."

Lindsay rolled her eyes.

"What's wrong with my outfit? Jeans and a t-shirt."

"This is a welcome dinner for your brother. Couldn't you be more presentable?"

Lindsay threw her arms up, exasperated.

"A dinner in my own house! Can't I be comfortable?" she mocked our mother's tone.

My mother sighed, murmuring something under her breath before taking a sip of wine. Danielle, beside me, just smiled, already used to these clashes, and commented: 

"Some things around here never change."

I leaned toward her to whisper in her ear: 

"And Brennan? Any words from him?" If there was anyone who might know our brother's whereabouts, it was Danielle. Just like me, he also saw her as his best friend and tried very hard to make the feeling mutual.

"No. I texted him earlier asking if he was coming, and he said yes, but that was hours ago, and he hasn't replied since," Dani explained quietly.

We waited a while longer, making small talk, but Brennan didn't show. My mother then decided to end the wait.

"Let's go into the dining room. Brennan knows where to find us if he decides to show up," she said, rising with her usual impeccable posture.

We proceeded to the table, and as soon as we were seated, she monopolized the conversation, wanting to know every detail of my stay in London, but especially about the Cavendish family.

"They are the epitome of excellence in medicine, just like us. When they came to the States, your father was very concerned, but I believe there's room for everyone." She paused, taking a delicate bite of the roast. "Of course, the ideal would be for our families to unite. I would be very pleased if Danielle married one of their boys. Max or Liam."

"Mother!" Danielle started, her hand flying to her chest. "I barely know them."

"Ah, I don't either, but I know they're gorgeous," said Lindsay, laughing at her sister's reaction. "But they're both taken, Mother. Both are married and even have kids now."

"Taken... what a vulgar word," my mother reprimanded again. "Danielle doesn't speak like that, Lindsay!"

"And yet, nothing she does is ever enough for you," the girl muttered, but was ignored by our mother.

"It's a pity, they were good matches, but I imagine they're happy." She paused. "But what about you, Lucas? Did you meet Brielle?" Eleanor asked, shifting the focus to me.

I nodded, setting my glass aside.

"Yes, Mother. We met a few times while I was there."

Her eyes lit up, analyzing my expression as if trying to extract more information. I knew what was coming next, so I just smiled, bracing myself.

"You can drop the enthusiasm. Brielle is also already promised to a man here in the States. I imagine she'll be married soon."

"Ah, what bad luck! It would have been great if—"

Before she could finish the sentence, a loud crash echoed through the house. The front door was thrown open with force, slamming against the wall, and the conversation at the table died instantly.

And then, almost like a triumphal entrance, Brennan appeared.

His dark hair was disheveled, probably from the motorcycle helmet, and his leather jacket carried that air of calculated sloppiness he always insisted on displaying. As soon as he entered the dining room, he began casually removing the jacket, tossing it over the nearest chair without a care.

His tattooed arms were now on full display, and from the slight smile he gave our mother, it was clear he was doing it to provoke her.

She hated tattoos.

"Ah, you started without me... why am I not surprised?" he said, his voice laden with irony as he pulled out a chair and dropped into it without ceremony.

Mom pressed her lips together, taking a deep breath as if gathering patience.

"You're late."

"Ah, Mother, you know how it is... traffic, priorities," Brennan replied, grabbing the wine bottle and pouring himself a glass as if he had all the time in the world.

He'd clearly been drinking already. And he didn't even try to hide that his brother's return wasn't his priority.

His own chosen word.

Danielle shot me a quick look, as if to say here we go again. Lindsay watched everything with an amused little smile on her lips.

I just leaned back in my chair, waiting to see how the night would unfold. Brennan always knew how to turn any family dinner into a spectacle.

And, from the look of him, this was only the beginning.

He reached out and kissed the top of each of our sisters' heads. Then, finally, he turned his attention to me.

He stood beside me, waiting.

I didn't move.

Brennan spread his arms with a provocative smile.

"Not going to give your little brother a hug, Doctor?"

I stood up slowly, never taking my eyes off him. Brennan never did anything without a purpose.

We were the same height: six feet two. Our builds were similar, but he was a bit more muscular—the result of hours in the gym and, possibly, some competitive instinct he never wanted to admit.

But the similarities ended there.

I was the spitting image of our mother. Brennan, on the other hand, was an exact copy of our father.

I accepted the hug, not just because I didn't want to make a scene, but because, deep down, I wanted that show of affection to be sincere.

For a second, the contact was firm, almost natural. And then, I felt his low, drawing voice near my ear: 

"I hate to admit it, but I actually missed you."

I freeze for a moment. I didn't know if he was sincere or not... But... fuck, how I wanted him to be.

Brennan pulled away with that same ironic smile of his and, without wasting time, dropped into the chair next to Danielle. He took her hand and kissed it, as he'd always done when I was around—as if our sister's affection was also a competition he needed to win.

Danielle sighed, accustomed to the scene.

"Where have you been?" our mother's cutting voice interrupted the moment, making everyone turn to Brennan.

He didn't even flinch. He picked up his wine glass as if he had all the time in the world, took a sip, and answered casually: 

"I had a date after my shift."

Our mother narrowed her eyes, already sensing she wouldn't like the answer.

"With whom?"

He then smiled; that lazy, secret-filled smile.

"There's only one woman in my life right now, Mother."

Silence fell over the table, and I saw Eleanor's expression transform in an instant.

"Brennan, I warned you..." she began, her voice growing sharper.

"Ah, Mother, don't start." He laughed, leaning back in his chair, clearly enjoying her reaction.

"You're messing with something dangerous! Wasn't it enough that your father got involved with those people, now you want to follow the same path?!"

Brennan's eyes sparkled with amusement, as if she'd just said the most interesting thing all night.

"With the mob?" he revealed, laughing, then took another sip of wine, savoring every second before letting out, in an almost careless tone: "Mother, every powerful businessman has ties to the Cosa Nostra. Our father tried, but he failed. Because of you."

He leaned forward slightly, staring at her challengingly.

"Maybe I'll succeed where he failed."

Our mother dropped her cutlery onto the table with a sharp clatter. Danielle tensed beside me.

Lindsay just whispered a "holy shit" and grabbed another piece of bread, as if watching the year's best drama.

And me?

I could only stare at Brennan and try to figure out just how serious he was.
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CHAPTER 5
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Lucas

THE GENTLE NIGHT AIR enveloped me the moment I stepped into the garden. The silence outside contrasted with the intensity of the dinner conversations. I took a deep breath, letting the breeze ease the tension built up in my shoulders.

With a glass of whiskey in my hand, I sat on a wooden bench near one of my mother's rose bushes, looking out past the well-kept trees of the garden. I was gathering the courage to get my car and go home. It was late, and fatigue weighed on me more than I wanted to admit.

I loved my family. More than anything. I would do anything for them.

As I had already done for Brennan before.

I swallowed a sip of the whiskey, feeling the warm liquid slide down my throat, trying to ignore the memories that insisted on returning. I had already gotten involved in things I didn't agree with to satisfy him. So that, perhaps, we could be on good terms.

In the end, all I managed to do was make what was already complicated between us even worse.

I let out a sigh, running a hand over my face.

The problem was that sometimes, my family's conflicts demanded as much from me as my profession.

Being a doctor already meant carrying lives in my hands, facing decisions that could change destinies in seconds. But being inside the Halliwell family? That required a different kind of endurance. A different kind of sacrifice. And that night, I wasn't sure I had the energy to keep holding it all up.

I took another sip of the whiskey, feeling the liquid burn slightly. I needed to leave. I needed a little distance to breathe.

I just didn't know to what extent distance was something my family would truly allow me to have.

I let out a bitter laugh as I noticed someone approaching. Of course, it could only be the one person I was most trying to avoid: Brennan.

"That's all I needed," I murmured to myself.

He walked over with his hands in the pockets of his dark jeans, his usual careless air, as if he had all the time in the world. Without asking permission, he dropped onto the same bench as me, just at the other end, as if he knew that, by this point, he didn't need an invitation to occupy space in my life.

Without ceremony, he took the glass from my hand and took a sip of my whiskey, hissing slightly as the drink burned his throat.

"Missed home, Doctor?"

Doctor. He always called me that.

Even though he was a doctor too, Brennan made a point of throwing that word in my face, like a nickname, a provocation, a reminder of something I never fully understood.

Maybe it was envy.

Maybe it was just Brennan being Brennan.

But somehow, it always sounded like there was something left unsaid behind it.

And that bothered me.

Because, despite the leather jacket, the tattoos, the motorcycle, and the cynical smile, Brennan was a genius in neurology. He could be the most brilliant Halliwell among us if he wanted to. But instead, he seemed to prefer the role of antagonist, as if he never wanted to be part of anything that seemed too correct.

"You know you can pour your own glass, right?" I murmured, without looking at him.

"I know. But yours always tastes better," he replied, swirling the glass in his hand before taking another sip.

I shook my head, too exhausted to argue. With Brennan, any conversation could turn into a minefield, and that night, I didn't have the energy to dodge the explosions.

But of course, he wouldn't let the subject die so easily.

"You didn't answer, Doctor," he insisted, leaning forward a little, elbows on his knees, handing me back the glass. "Did you miss the family, or did you feel like staying over there? I don't know, marrying some little English girl, having three kids, working with the Cavendishes, living a quiet little life in London, like in a margarine commercial? I confess, it suits you."

I let out a sigh, staring at the amber liquid at the bottom of the glass.

"I missed it."

That was all I said.

Brennan lets out a low laugh, shaking his head.

"Liar."

I said nothing.

Because deep down, maybe he was right. Not that I wanted a perfect life, made of coffee on charming streets and cloudy mornings in London, but there were moments when the idea of ​​distancing myself from everything was tempting. A life where I didn't have to be everyone's support, where I didn't always have to be in the middle of the Halliwell family conflicts.

Brennan kept his gauze fixed in the darkness of the garden.

"If I could, I'd take Dani and Lindsay and get them far away from here. And my girl, of course."

I sighed and faced the night, feeling a familiar weight settle on my shoulders.

He was talking about his mistress. Or girlfriend. Whatever she was.

Brennan never shared much information about her, especially since my brother had always been an enigma to me. I had the impression that this relationship meant trouble, but Brennan never worried about limits.

He played at walking on the edge of the cliff, testing how deep he could get involved without getting completely lost. And the problem is, at some point, he did get lost.

"So you two are still together?" I murmured, not looking at him.

Brennan laughed, low and rough.

"Trying to investigate me, Doctor?"

I drank the rest of my whiskey and looked at him.

"Someone has to try."

"She's the woman of my life. One day, one will come for you too. She'll mess with that little leading-man heart of yours and leave you ready to destroy the whole world for her. Even if, for that, you have to trample over your own convictions."

I found it very hard to believe that would happen. I fully intended to keep my feet on the ground. The idea of ​​falling in love didn't displease me, but I wanted a quiet relationship, with a good woman, who would give me a home, a family.

Family...

No matter how complicated my experiences had been, it was what I wanted most. To build my own. Not to repeat the mistakes my parents made.

"Look, Luke... speaking seriously now. I wanted to talk to you about something important."

I raised an eyebrow. It was rare to see Brennan "speak seriously" about anything, especially with me. Precisely for that reason, I went on alert and gave him my full attention.

"What is it?"

He hesitated for a second before letting out: 

"I've been a bit worried about Danielle."

My spine stiffened instantly.

"What about her?" I asked, my voice sharper than I intended.

Of course, it had to be about Danielle. She and Lindsay were the subjects Brennan and I had most in common. He might have all the flaws, but when it came to our sisters, he was as protective as I was.

Brennan let out a sigh and ran a hand through his messy hair.

"Ever since our parents separated, she's been very submissive to our mother. Like... too much. And you know how Eleanor is. She's using that to manipulate her."

My jaw tightened.

"How do you manipulate her?"

"Convincing her that the only path for a woman is to marry someone influential. Don't you see how she pressures her? How she talks about it all the time? She's pushing this idea into Dani's head."

I let out a disbelieving, irritated laugh.

"That's ridiculous. Danielle is a doctor! She can have any future she wants."

"Of course it is. The problem is, our mother was one too, and she still married our father. We know their marriage was never about love," Brennan stated, his tone laden with frustration. "She thinks Dani is an easy path to an alliance with some other powerful family. And Danielle has always been the one who tried the hardest to please our mother. Now, without Dad around to play that role, she's latched onto this as if it's the only way to be good enough."

I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to contain the wave of irritation that washed over me.

"That needs to stop."

Brennan let out an ironic laugh.

"Good luck convincing our mother of that. I've been trying, but I thought it was worth talking to you, since you're the favorite son."

I grumbled at the comment which, unfortunately, was propagated by our mother as if it were no big deal.

"I'll talk to her. But I want to talk to Dani first. She's not a pawn in a game."

Brennan shifted on the bench, breaking into a cheerful smile.

"Knew I could count on you, Doctor."

Before I knew it, we were sitting in silence, watching the night, as if we were, in fact, friends who didn't share feelings of rivalry or past grievances.

It was almost... good.
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CHAPTER 6
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Julia

THREE DAYS AFTER MY arrival in the United States, I was already working.

It was my first day as a waitress in a diner, and as I tied my apron around my waist, I smelled the strong odor of grease permeating the kitchen air. The sound of oil bubbling in the fryers and the hurried conversations of the employees, already accustomed to the routine, enveloped me in an almost comforting way, even though it wasn't a luxurious or sophisticated environment.

It wasn't a glamorous job, but it was a job.

And that meant everything to me.

From the moment I set foot in that country, one of my biggest fears was living off the kindness of others for too long. I knew my Aunt Lupe didn't mind, but I did. Being supported by someone else, depending on them financially, bothered me. I needed to support myself, even if only a little at first.

If I could at least help with some bills, pay for some of the groceries, I would already feel better. It would be a first step. Besides, even though my aunt repeatedly said she didn't want the money back, I planned to reimburse every penny she spent to bring me to the United States.

She did more for me than anyone else ever has.

And I couldn't let that favor go unreturned.

A soft voice pulled me from my thoughts.

Let me help you with that.

I turned around and saw a beautiful black girl with thick brown hair and a friendly smile. Without waiting for a reply, she was already adjusting the knot of my apron behind my back.

"There," she said, giving the ribbon a light tap. "Now it won't come undone in the middle of the workday."

She smiled, grateful for the gesture.

— Thanks.

"You're welcome!" She leaned against the counter, studying me curiously. "You're not from around here, are you? Where are you from?"

"From Mexico," I replied, adjusting the sleeves of my uniform. "Guadalajara, actually."

Her eyes sparkled, and her smile widened.

— Oh, that's great! Welcome, then. If you need anything, anything at all, you can count on me, okay? My name is Marybeth.

"I'm Julia. Thank you so much," she said, feeling a small sense of relief at realizing that at least one person there seemed friendly.

She hesitated for a moment, lowering her voice slightly before continuing: 

— Just... a warning. Stay away from Mr. Hutcher, the restaurant owner.

She frowned, intrigued.

— Why?

Before she could answer, a harsh voice cut off our conversation.

— You two are chatting too much!

The manager appeared beside us, his gaze impatient.

— First day and already chatting, newbie? This isn't the place to make friends. Come on, there are already people in the dining room wanting to eat!

Marybeth quickly straightened her posture and forced a professional smile.

— Of course, sir. We're on our way.

She gave me an apologetic look before turning away, grabbing a notepad and heading towards the living room.

I stayed behind, with that warning echoing in my mind.

Stay away from the owner.

Why?

Something told me I would find out soon.

The day, however, was more tiring than I had imagined.

There wasn't a single fixed task for me, which meant I had to juggle all areas. I spent most of my time serving tables, balancing heavy trays, and trying not to make mistakes when taking orders. When Marybeth went out for lunch, I was put on the cash register, where I had to deal with impatient customers and machines that seemed to work only when they wanted to. Later, when business finally slowed down, I was called to the kitchen, where I had to wash piles of greasy dishes while the smell of oil filled the air.

It was exhausting.

Most of the customers weren't exactly friendly. Some just waved without looking me in the eye, others were curt and impatient, as if simply waiting a few minutes was an outrage. But, between orders, there were those who left tips. Nothing extraordinary, but enough to cheer me up a little.

Even though I was exhausted, I felt a small sense of satisfaction growing inside me. The money was still not much, but it already meant something.

It was a start.

After everything I've been through? I knew that any beginning was already a victory.

By the end of the day, my legs were aching, and my arms even worse. I've always been athletic and in good physical shape, but at that moment, my muscles were screaming with exhaustion. And the hardest part was knowing that the next day it would all start again.

But still, it was good to be working.

The restaurant had already closed, and most of the staff had left. But I was still there. The manager had asked me to help organize the materials before leaving, and, since it was still my first day, I didn't want to refuse.

Now, alone in the small room used as a changing room, I packed my bag, ready to leave.

That's when I heard knocking on the door.

My breath caught for a moment, and instinctively, I turned around slowly.

Upon opening the door, I was met by a man who looked me up and down, a mischievous smile forming on his lips.

The kind of look I knew well.

A shiver ran down my spine, and every instinct within me screamed for me to stay alert.

"Are you Julia?" he asked, running his tongue over his lower lip in the most disgusting gesture I had ever seen.

Yes. Are you...?

"Hutcher. The owner of this place." He opened his arms wide, full of pride, as if he were talking about a five-star restaurant in Paris.

Not that having a small diner was anything to be ashamed of, but he seemed slightly arrogant.

"Nice to meet you, sir," I replied, a little hesitantly, as the memory of Marybeth's warning came flooding back to me.

— I heard you started today. I came here just to meet you.

The way he said that made my skin crawl again, and everything inside me told me I needed to get out of there as fast as possible.

"Thank you, but it's getting late," she said, trying to sound polite. "And, to be honest, I'm very tired."

I tried to walk past him, but I felt his hand grab my arm.

My breath caught for a second.

"How tired are you?" he asked, tilting his head, his eyes scanning me in a way that made me want to shrink back.

I had left Mexico, fleeing a man who also believed he could possess me. A man who almost touched me, and only because my aunt managed to get me to go to London and then to Seattle.

A man I knew might still be stalking me.

Damn, I escaped one mess only to fall into another?

I swallowed hard and kept my voice steady.

— Absolutely. I've worked all day and I just want to go home.

He let out a low laugh, squeezing my arm a little tighter before finally letting go.

"You know, I need a manager for another restaurant I own," he said, shifting his tone to something more... persuasive. "You seem like a smart girl. And I know you need the money."

My muscles became rigid.

Well, if it's an opportunity, of course, I appreciate it, but...

"We can talk about this more freely," he interrupted me. "How about we get in my car and go to my place? We can discuss the details there. Who knows, maybe I'll decide to give you that position?"

Bile rose in my throat.

I knew exactly what he was doing.

I swallowed hard, but refused to show any sign of weakness.

I raised my head proudly and maintained my firm posture.

"No, thank you," she said, her voice firm, even though her heart was racing. "I appreciate the offer, but I'm not interested."

The mischievous smile on his face vanished in an instant.

His eyes hardened, and the friendly, condescending expression gave way to something much darker.

— Ah... I understand. — The tone of voice changed, becoming colder. — Do you think you can afford to refuse?

My whole body went on alert when he took a step forward.

And another.

I automatically stepped back.

He loomed larger before me, and I kept backing away until I felt my back hit the cold wall.

Damn.

His gaze captivated me, and his mouth twisted into a cynical smile.

"Girls like you will never amount to anything because they don't know how to seize an opportunity when it arises," he said, his voice thick with contempt and something more... angry.

My breathing was rapid, but I wouldn't allow myself to falter.

"That's not the kind of opportunity I want," I retorted, without looking away.

He tilted his head to the side, as if assessing whether it was worth persisting, his fingers clenched into claws at his sides.

She opened her mouth to say something, but before she could utter a word, a voice echoed in the small room.

— Oh, Julia, are you still here?

I turned my head quickly and saw Marybeth standing in the doorway.

She forced a smile and raised her hand, waving something.

I forgot my cell phone.

Marybeth walked past us both without hesitation, crossing the small room to get her cell phone. My body was still tense, my muscles locked, as I felt Hutcher slowly pulling away, but without taking his eyes off me.

My breathing was rapid, my heart pounding against my ribs. I tried to keep my composure, but my hands were trembling.

Marybeth returned quickly, putting her cell phone in her pocket and looking at me with concern.

Want a ride?

My response came almost in desperation: 

— Yes.

She nodded and gestured for me to follow her.

I walked past Hutcher as quickly as possible, feeling his gaze burning into my back. He didn't say anything, but I could feel the irritation radiating from him, as if he were just waiting for the right moment to make it clear that he hadn't liked being rejected.

As soon as we left and got into Marybeth's car, my mouth felt dry.

She started the engine, but before driving off, she turned to me.

— Are you well?

I tried to lie. I tried to say yes.

But the truth was stuck in my throat, choking me.

I let out a trembling sigh and, unable to contain myself, tears began to stream down my face.

"If it weren't for you..." my voice came out choked, almost a whisper.

Marybeth frowned, worried, and squeezed my hand lightly.

Hey, everything's okay now. You're safe.

— You warned me, but I couldn't help it. I swear I didn't provoke him or anything. I was just there, finishing my work, and he came up to me making obscene proposals.

"Stop it, girl. You're never to blame. It's his fault, that disgusting man who can't see a pretty skirt without trying to impress her. Do you think he didn't do this to me and other girls who came through here? I only stay because I have a lot to lose. I need to support my son."

It was the first time someone had told me that, that I wasn't to blame for harassment.

I almost lost my breath as I felt the weight of a painful memory pulling me back, dragging me into a past I was trying to forget.

The first time I managed to get the terrible attention of the man who became my nightmare, many judged me. They said I must have done something to get his attention. That maybe I should have smiled too much. Or worn a dress that was a little more revealing, or tighter pants.

Because, of course... he was just a man, poor thing! How could he resist the temptation of a pretty girl?

The blame was placed upon me like a burden, and I carried it.

I charged it for too long.

And I would have loaded it again if it hadn't been for Marybeth's words.

I swallowed hard, trying to compose myself.

"Thank you..." I murmured, my voice still trembling. "Truly."

Marybeth smiled slightly and sighed before setting the car in motion.

— You don't need to thank me, Julia. Just... take care, okay?

I nodded, looking out the window as the city lights blurred past on the road.

I just wanted to get home. Take a hot shower. Pretend that day never happened.

But deep down, I knew I wouldn't forget so easily.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
SCARLETT

|
A

I

P

VAUGHN

EROUS'LIE. A 38

75





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





