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“If you don’t get that kid to shut the fuck up, I’ll shut her up, Charity. I swear to god she’s making my head hurt, and I don’t need that shit right now.”

Verity slapped her hands over her mouth. Tears flowed down her cheeks as sobs wracked her while she tried to keep quiet. She had no doubt the man her mama brought into their lives only a short time ago would do just as he said. He was a bad man who scared her more than the thought of living in their car again did.

“I’m sorry, Bruno. You know she’s just a little kid. This isn’t a normal situation for either of us,” Charity said.

Verity’s mama looked back at her with a warning in her eyes. At five years old, she had learned all her mama’s signs. When to shut up. When to act sad. When to pretend to be hungry. When to fall down and act hurt. All the things she needed to do in order to gain whatever they needed to get the things Verity or Charity wanted. That is until her mama met Bruno. Now her mama did what he wanted, when he wanted, while Verity was left at home alone more often than not. She was supposed to start school with the other kids her age last month. Her mama had even gotten her a backpack filled with school supplies. Verity was sure she’d do good since she knew her numbers and letters and could spell words that she’d been told most five year old’s couldn’t. Except when the time came for her to register, Bruno had told her mama it wasn’t a good idea. She hated him for stopping her from going to kindergarten. She hated him for taking her mama away for days and nights and leaving her all alone in his gross apartment where she didn’t have anything to eat except crackers and water from the faucet. But she hated him even more for the creepy way he looked at her.

The car swerved around more vehicles. She flinched at the sound of multiple horns blaring when the man her mama chose to trust with their lives drove like a madman, whipping in and out of traffic. Verity hated when she had to ride with them anywhere, since it usually was at night, and she ended up being left in the car for hours.

They were running from men who wanted to kill Bruno. And because they were with him, they’d kill her and her mama too.

She looked down at her legs, tracing a finger around the largest cut on the top of her right thigh. Pain shot down to her toes at her touch, making her bite her lip to keep from making a noise. She had half a dozen slices on each leg thanks to one of the men who’d broken into Bruno’s apartment earlier. When they’d found her alone, the men had called her mama and let her hear Verity scream while they cut her, warning both Charity and Bruno that their next step was killing the kid. Her, she was the kid. Verity was sure if it had been up to Bruno he’d have left Verity to die, but her mama had agreed to return if they swore not to hurt her babygirl. Verity touched each wound, shaking with renewed fear. They’d assumed Bruno would give himself up for her. They had no clue how much Bruno disliked her, or they’d have known they were wasting their breath. Luckily for her, they were unaware that Verity was only there because Bruno enjoyed Charity. Love wasn’t in Bruno’s vocabulary.

Another sob tried to break free, but she held it in as she remembered the things the men had said they planned to do to her. Although she was only five years old, she was given graphic details of their plans. Heck, she was fully aware that she would be dead by Bruno’s hand if she made another noise. Her mama’s boyfriend hated her and was looking for a reason to get rid of her. Bruno held a gun on his lap. If there had been any doubt that Bruno was a killer, he’d erased that when he’d calmly shot and killed a stranger standing next to his car when they’d exited the apartment building. That was after he’d calmly killed the men who’d been torturing her. She held no illusions that he’d done it, not for what they’d inflicted on her, but because they’d come looking for him.

“When we stop somewhere safe, I’ll put some medicine on those.” Her mama looked at the slashes on her thighs, wincing like she cared. Verity dropped her gaze, hating her mama for choosing a man over her.

The car jerked to the side just as a loud crash sounded. Glass shattered, raining into the back passenger window on the opposite side to her. The scream she’d been holding back escaped but the colliding vehicles masked her outburst.

“Oh god, they’re going to kill us all, Bruno.” Her mama’s tearful exclamation was met with a slap across the face.

“Leave my mama alone,” Verity screamed, forgetting the warning about staying quiet.

Bruno growled curses at her mama, lifting the gun toward her then aimed at Verity. She clamped her lips closed praying things would go back to how they were before her daddy died.

“You two need to learn your place,” Bruno gritted out. His hand was steady while he drove with one hand and held the gun with the other. Verity had watched movies where the bad man drove around shooting and wrecking cars. Her mama had made her close her eyes during scenes, but she’d peeked through her closed lids. Now she understood the difference between make believe and real life. What she’d seen on the screen was nothing like what she was part of. This man was not afraid to kill anyone in his way, including a woman and her brat.

Verity didn’t miss the evil glare he cast her through the rearview mirror. If they made it to wherever they were going, Bruno would make sure she paid for her rebellion.

What felt like hours later, they stopped for gas. She hadn’t stopped shaking until they seemed to have left traffic behind. A large piece of glass slid across the seat, hitting her thigh. She kept praying the police would find them and save her and her mama, but like always, no one came to their rescue.

Verity looked up to see if Bruno or her mama were watching before she scooped the jagged piece into her hand. While she had no doubt the evil guy driving could easily kill her and her mama, she sighed at the feel of a weapon.

“Stay put and keep your heads down.” Bruno looked backward, his jaw bunching.

“Bruno, what’s going on? Those people were going to kill us. Kill my baby.” Charity stretched her hand toward Verity but didn’t look at her while she spoke.

“Don’t ask fucking questions. I said I’d handle shit, and I will. You’re mine until I decide I’m done with you. We’re going to go to LA where I’ve got friends who can help me. We’ll lay low there for a while until the heat cools down. It’s easy to get lost in a place as big as Los Angeles while I figure out who the fuck ratted me out to those fuckers.” Bruno exited the car then leaned back in. “You need to use the pisser?”

“Yeah. Come on Verity.” Charity unbuckled, shoving open her door.

Bruno gave a grunt, walking around the hood of the car before her mama was able to get Verity out. “Make it quick and grab some snacks for your brat. Don’t talk to anyone and don’t make eye contact. Kid, keep your trap shut.” Bruno pointed his finger at her through the window.

He made his fingers look like a gun, but they weren’t nearly as scary as the real one he had shoved into the waist of his jeans. Her mama eased in front of him, blocking Bruno from making anymore threats. He didn’t need to though because like her papa had said, Bruno was as mean as a rattlesnake and wouldn’t hesitate to strike Verity no matter if her mama was in the way or not.

“Come on, babygirl. You thirsty?” Charity held her arms out for Verity.

Verity nodded, undoing her seatbelt with shaking hands. She hated Bruno. Hated his stupid car that he loved so much. Hated the way he spent forever brushing his hair. He always did it until this stupid roll thing in the front was perfect. And she hated the way he wore his pants so that you saw his boxers. Actually, she hated everything about him.

When they walked around the vehicle, she noticed the other side was no longer perfect. Her lips twitched, but she didn’t let him see her grin. No way would she be stupid enough to smile and feel his wrath.

Inside the truck stop, her mama hurried them to the bathroom. She looked under each stall before placing the trash can under the door handle.

“Verity, I need you to listen to me. When we get to LA you need to be on your best behavior. I...I messed up, but now we’re in too deep. I’m gonna fix it though. I promise.”

“Mommy, those men were going to kill me. Look what they did.” Verity stared at her legs. The men didn’t know she didn’t feel pain like normal kids. She’d known that they’d wanted to see her cry, so that’s what she did. Her doctors had thought she had a disorder, but she’d proved differently after a whole bunch of tests. The disorder they’d thought she had would’ve meant she felt nothing and could’ve been fatal or something, but that wasn’t what she had. Instead, she had an extremely high threshold for pain like her daddy.

“Oh god, I’m so sorry, Vee. I’ll never let anyone hurt you ever again.” Her mama grabbed a handful of paper towels and began the process of washing the blood from Verity’s legs. At least now they wouldn’t get looks when they walked out of the bathroom.

“Mama, can’t we just run and hide from Bruno? He’ll have to leave so those bad men don’t find him, and we can go back to papa’s house.” Verity put both hands together, blinking up at her mama with her sweetest look that usually her mama couldn’t deny.

This time though, her mama looked away as she tossed the soiled paper in the trash. “We need to go potty and hurry before Bruno comes looking for us and don’t mention anything about your grandfather in front of Bruno, Vee. You hear me?”

The desperation was unmistakable, reminding Verity of the people they stepped over on the streets who were passed out after drinking or doing drugs. Only her mama didn’t do either of those things. Bruno, on the other hand did all kinds of illegal things. Did he make her mama do them too? The thought made her whimper since she’d seen women around her mama’s age lying broken and worse near the apartment Bruno had.

“Mama, I’m scared. I wish daddy were here.”

Her mother slapped her. “Don’t you dare say that again.”

Verity whimpered. The hit didn’t hurt with a physical pain, but her soul cried out for the breaking of a vow her mother had made. Charity, mother, and once wife to Verity’s daddy had promised to never hurt Verity. She’d told her daddy she’d always protect and place Vee’s safety above her own. In the past few hours, she’d broken all those promises, but Verity had held onto the one thing she was sure her mama would never do. She’d hit her.

“Dammit, I’m sorry, baby. Come here, let me see—” Charity began.

She turned and ran, hurrying into the first stall, using the quick escape to hide the hurt. “I’m fine, Mama.”

Through the small opening between the door and the wall, she watched her mama drop her head, then she stood straight, and moved out of Verity’s sight. The door to the stall next to her shut with little noise. When Verity flushed and exited, her mama was close behind her. They both stood at the sinks washing their hands, but Verity felt more alone than ever.

“Come on, little bug. We need to hurry so Bruno doesn’t up and leave us.” Her mother ran a hand down the back of Verity’s head, rubbing a small circle on her back.

“Would it be so bad if he did? Leave us I mean?” Verity asked in a small voice, blinking up at her mama.

Charity squatted down so they were eye-to-eye. “Yeah, little bug, it would. Bruno...he’s not as bad as you think. He’s got money and connections. You’ll see. Once we get to LA, things will be better. We’ll get a big house with a backyard, and you can get a puppy like you want. We just got to get through this mess, and then it’s smooth sailing.” Her mother wiped her thumbs under Verity’s eyes. “Please don’t cry. I swear I’ll do everything within my power to make all your dreams come true.”

Verity held up her right hand, pinky extended. “Promise?”

Her mother smiled, locking her pinky with Verity’s. “I promise. Now let’s go grab some snacks for the road.”

They walked out of the bathroom after her mama set the trashcan back where it belonged. She skipped ahead, looking back once to make sure her mama was following as she made her way to the snack aisles. Taking her mama and Bruno’s advice, she grabbed a candy bar, a bag of her favorite chips, and a package of sour gummies. Her mama was near the register with a couple bottles of her favorite juice, and then they were heading back out to where Bruno was waiting. She let out a sigh of relief to see there were no other vehicles waiting for them. Here papa had always said she had an old soul that saw too much, heard too much, and that she was beyond her years. Verity didn’t know what he meant other than she didn’t make friends with children her own age. They always seemed weird to her. Thinking of her daddy’s dad made her wish for things she shouldn’t. Things that would surely get her in trouble with Bruno since they included him nowhere in the picture.

“It’s about time. I was fixing to leave the two of you here to fend for yourselves. Get in. Daylight is wasting. With the windows gone, the highways are going to be a bitch. I did get rid of the glass from the seats.” He looked at Verity then her mother.

“Sorry, babe. I think the whole rigmarole kind of upset Verity’s stomach. To be honest, I wasn’t faring well either.” Charity rested one hand on her flat stomach.

“Aw, babe, you feel better? You need me to get you anything?” Bruno asked, pulling her mama in for a hug.

Verity looked away, wishing he cared about her like he did her mama. Which was stupid. Before she was told to get in again, she opened the back door and settled into the seat. The shard of glass poked out of her pocket. She looked up to make sure nobody saw before shoving it back down. Her bags of snacks went beside her for easy reaching. Seconds later, both her mother and Bruno got into the vehicle, both looking a lot happier after their little kissing session. Gross.

A while later, Verity was awakened by shouts coming from the front of the car. It was dark outside, the only lights she could see were the headlights from Bruno’s car in front of them, but then their vehicle lit up from something behind them. Her mother screamed from whatever she saw as she stared out the back window.

“Bruno they’re gaining on us. How’d they find us? Oh my god, here they come,” Charity screamed.

Verity wanted to get up and look out the back window and see what she saw. However, a second later, the car was struck from behind, making them jerk forward. Bruno yelled some curse words, and at the same time he began firing the gun out the driver’s window. Verity ducked down, fearing he was going to miss and shoot a bullet into the car. Her heart was beating so fast she was sure it was going to beat right out of her chest.

“Charity, grab the gun out of the glove box and help me.” Bruno’s face was a dark shade of red.

She prayed her mama wouldn’t grab anything Bruno told her to. The man had come into their lives, and nothing had been the same since.

“Mama,” she cried.

Her mother jerked, staring back at Verity for a long second before she turned back toward the front. The next thing she saw was her mother brandishing a weapon.

“You need to take the safety off. Fuck,” Bruno yelled. The car lurched again as they were slammed into again. Before her mama could use the gun, shots began ringing all around them. The seat in front of her was hit, bits of the headrest flew around her mother like a halo.

Verity tried to scoot down into the seat as far as she could with the seatbelt holding her in place, pulling her knees up to her chest. Her ears rang. The seatbelt tightened to the point she was sure it would leave marks even if she didn’t necessarily feel the pain.

“Fuck. Hold on.” Bruno’s voice broke through her jumbled thoughts, and then a blinding light came through the driver’s side windows. Verity heard Bruno shouting and her mother’s scream, but then their vehicle was hit, and she didn’t hear anything else.

The sound of beeps and swishing registered in Verity’s mind. She tried to open her eyes to look for her mama. Darkness surrounded her. She tried to yell. Only to choke as something was stuck in her throat. She tried to move. Yet her limbs felt as though weights were on them. Pain though, was welcome because she knew that meant she was alive.

“Calm down, sweetheart. You’re going to be okay. The doctor is on his way.”

Verity tried to look toward the voice, again, she was unable to move. She wanted her mama.

“This is good. We can begin by taking the tube out. You, young lady, are a miracle.”

Four weeks later...

Today she was going to get the bandages off of her eyes. Today they’d find out if she was blind or not. She was sure she wasn’t since she saw flashes of light through the thick gauze. In the weeks since the crash, she’d woken from a living nightmare. Her beloved mama and Bruno didn’t survive the accident. She had been found with the back half of the car that had been split in two from a pickup that had hit them in the side. At first, she’d remembered things, like her mama and her name, but then she lost even that until a short while ago. The pain that consumed her had nothing to do with physical and everything to do with the reality of all she’d lost.

“It’s been a month, and not a single person has come forward to claim her. The two people who’d been with her could’ve been her parents, or they could’ve kidnapped her for all we know.”

Verity jerked toward the male voice. She recognized him from the many times he’d been in to check on her. “My mama didn’t kidnap me. Her name was Charity Ames. I’m Verity, and my real daddy died when I was three. That man who was with us... he was Bruno. He was my mama’s boyfriend. I... I don’t know what happened except we crashed, or someone hit us. There was a bright light and terrible crash. I do remember that, kinda. I also know my mama didn’t deserve to die along with that... bad man.”

“When did you get your memory back?”

Verity crossed her arms, not willing to speak to the man until she could see him properly. “Can we take the bandages off?”

“How old are you, kid?”

“I’m going to be six in December,” she answered grudgingly.

“Alright, let’s get these bandages off. Oh, what did I miss?”

She recognized the man’s voice as the doctor who was in charge of her care. She had been in a medically induced coma for over a week while she recovered from surgery. The head wound had caused swelling that they’d had to drill a hole into her skull in order to release the pressure. Nobody thought she’d survive. When she did wake, she had no recollection of...anything. Not who she was or what had happened. For the past day, the agony of knowing her mama was gone was as bad as when she’d lost her daddy.

“Here we go. Don’t be too concerned if things aren’t in focus. I want you to keep your eyes closed until I tell you to open them. We’ve prepared the room so you won’t be hit with lights that will hurt your sensitive eyes. Are you ready?”

Verity nodded. She kept her hands in her lap. The bandages came off slower than she liked, but finally after long moments, she felt the last of the fabric pulled away. Although she was told to wait, she opened her eyes slightly. Like the doctor said, things were slightly blurry at first. She blinked a few times as things began to come into focus better.

The others in the room gasped. Verity looked up at the doctor who was closest to her. “What’s wrong?” She could see him and the others.

“Nothing. We’re amazed honestly. You’ve recovered remarkably.” He moved closer with some medical thing. “I’m going to take a look to see if you have the proper responses.”

“Do you have any family we can call?”

She thought of her Papa, but then she remembered the men who had come after Bruno and them. Were they still out there? Was she still in danger? Her Papa was old, and he didn’t have means to protect them from men with guns and murder. Verity shook her head.

“That’s okay. We’ll cross that bridge when you’re ready to leave here.”

Verity looked at the nurse, who’s sweet voice had been one of her favorite things to hear during the long days and nights she lay unable to move or see.

What she had come to learn was the bridge she’d be crossing was foster care, and the homes that were far from welcoming or good for a little girl like her. A young girl with no family to care whether she was taken care of or abused. She learned quickly and she learned the hard way how to take care of herself.

At fifteen, Verity left the last home she’d been sent to after one of the older boys tried to force himself on her. She would rather be homeless than allow some gross boy or man to find pleasure with her body against her will.

No sir, she wasn’t going to be anyone’s whore. She wasn’t going to continue being a punching bag, or scapegoat for others either. Her mama might’ve made some bad decisions when she’d been alive, but if there’s one thing Verity knew deep within her soul, it was that she and her daddy were both souls and they’d have ended up in heaven.
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“Pops, someone is trying to break in,” Verity whispered, clutching the phone in her hand while trying to listen to the men arguing outside by the backdoor. Her entire body shook with a tremor at the sound of glass breaking.

“Vee, listen to me. Get to my bedroom and lock the door, then head straight for my closet. Once you’re in there, the door is lockable from the inside, and the only people with access are me and the man who installed the safe room once it’s locked.” Pops calm voice was completely opposite to her own feelings.

“I think they’re in the house, Pops.” She moved toward her bedroom door, listening for movement before opening it and hurrying down the hall toward the master suite.

After she’d escaped the last foster home from hell, Verity almost chose to end her life. It wasn’t one of her best ideas, however sometimes in life, you have to let fate handle shit that you can’t. Pops had been her saving grace and her savior that day. She could still remember looking at this stranger who was so familiar. There was a feeling that something big was about to happen, and it wasn’t her going to meet her end. When he’d come out of his frozen state and whispered her mama’s name, she’d been the one who froze. Then things started to tumble into a weird sort of order as she and the stranger had sat on the beach together, side-by-side, and talked for hours. With her mismatched eyes, the same two colors as his, and his eerie resemblance to her daddy, she was sure she’d hit her head again. Her dad was dead. Her mama had told her he’d been killed in Iraq. But the man. The big man with kind eyes just like her own, just like dad had, was telling her he was her father. He hadn’t died all those years ago. She wasn’t all alone in the world. They both wondered why her mama lied. It’s a question neither of them would ever know the answer to. Verity was sure she’d always be angry at her mama for the lies she’d told, and the fact she’d left her in the cruel world alone when she had a father out there.

“Vee, are you doing what I told you?”

She kept a firm grasp on the phone with her right hand while trying to listen for the intruders. Once inside her father’s bedroom, she locked the door behind her and then rushed to the closet. The door was thick, and for the first time, Verity realized the closet was more than a place for clothes.

“Verity, are you in the closet? Did you lock the door and set the alarm?” her father asked.

She nodded, realizing he couldn’t see her. Fear kept her from speaking out loud. Not being able to see or hear was almost as bad as seeing and hearing the intruders.

“Vee, talk to me,” her father demanded.

“Yes, I’m in your closet. Who is out there, and what do they want?” Stupid question. They had to be after money and things they could sell for more money.

Her heart was pounding like she’d run a marathon. Even louder was her breaths that were coming out in gasps. She had to calm down, or she’d pass out inside the enclosed space. There was one other time she’d had men chasing her, and that hadn’t ended well. She’d lost her mama and almost died. If she didn’t calm herself, she would end up passing out, and then who knew what would happen. Her father was hours away on business, and she was all alone with some assholes who wanted god only knew what.

“Pops, I’m scared. This feels like déjà vu, and I... I don’t want to die.” Never in a million years had Verity thought she’d be breaking down like a wussy in her father’s closet. She’d survived gunshots filling the vehicle she was in, and a car crash that nobody thought she would, and then foster care that was more than horrid.

“Are you listening to me, Vee? I asked if the alarm was set?” Her father who never sounded angry, at least never with her, nearly growled.

“It was. I know I set it after I got home like I always do. I even double checked to make sure the light went from green to red. Pops, how did they get in without it going off?” Verity moved farther into the closet until she hit the backwall, knocking several items off of the hangers as she slid down, until she was sitting on the floor.

“It’s okay. I’ve set it remotely and alerted the alarm company. They’ll begin following protocols, which means the police should be on their way.”

Verity didn’t have much faith in the cops getting there soon, not in Santa Barbara, California on an alarm call. Heck, they’d have to claim a mugging or murder to become a priority. “Pops, can you see anything?”

With the security company cameras set up throughout the house, he should be able to monitor their movements.

Silence filled the air. She looked down at the phone to make sure it was still connected. “Pops?”

“Vee, listen to me very carefully. On the top shelf on the side of the closet, under a stack of sweatshirts, there’s a black box. You’re going to need to use the stepstool to reach it. Get it now.” Victor Ames went from calm and cool into a demanding father in the space of a minute, which frightened her more than if he’d screamed curse words at her.

“Why, what’s going on?” She was panicking, unable to move.

“Verity Kathleen, I need you to do as I say right now. You can freak out after you’re safe. Get a move on it.”

Placing the phone on one of the shelves, Verity hurried to get to the box he mentioned. Her hands shook so much she nearly dropped it. The thing was heavier than she’d anticipated, making her descent slower than the going up. Once she was back on solid ground, she settled back against the wall with the box between her legs and the phone to her ear.

“Okay, I got it. I don’t have your thumbprint or a key.” Why her Pops had a sophisticated safe and hadn’t shown her before, would be something she asked later. She shook the damn box, frustration eating at her.

“Baby, if you push the lock button followed by the pound sign, the panel will slide to the side. I’ll give you the access code.” Her father walked her through the steps to open the case, but what was more shocking was what she found inside. Stacks of cash and a gun with a magazine next to it.

“Pops, are you a drug dealer?” she asked, touching the top of one stack of bills. Her mother had been with a man who had been into illegal things. Those things had gotten them both killed, and Verity barely escaped the crash that killed them with her life, followed by foster care for years.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BOL S0y 4

g
oyt

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

ELLE «BOON





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





