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CHAPTER ONE
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A steady beep, beep, beep sound slowly penetrated my consciousness, pulling me from the depths of a dreamless slumber. Panic surged through me as I jolted awake, my eyes snapping open to unfamiliar surroundings. Bare white walls, a flimsy gray curtain, and a circular wall clock—what was this?

Where was I? 

The grip of unease tightened in my chest, and I drew in a sharp, shallow breath. Disoriented and confused, I tried to move, but a searing pain radiated from my abdomen, tearing through my senses.

My stomach...the pain...what was happening?

I winced, sinking back onto the unfamiliar pillow, my mind a whirlwind of fragmented thoughts. Something elusive danced at the edge of my consciousness—a memory I desperately wanted to grasp but couldn’t.

All I knew was that I shouldn’t be here. This wasn’t my house. I attempted to sit up again, but the stabbing pain returned, even more excruciating this time. Crying out in pain, I clutched my belly. 

“Hey.”

Startled by the soft male voice, I turned to the left. And saw a face that confused me even more.

“Don’t try to move,” Devon said gently, reaching out to take my hand in his. 

I blinked, my confusion deepening. Was I dreaming?

I must have appeared utterly perplexed because he said, “You’re in the hospital. Do you remember what happened?”

I tried to speak, but my mouth was parched. “Why…?” was all I managed to croak out.

Before he could respond, hurried footsteps sounded from the doorway, and a woman burst into the room. Recognition slowly dawned as I saw her face. 

Vivica.

“Bella! Oh my God!” she exclaimed, rushing to my side and dropping a fast-food bag at the foot of my bed. “You’re awake.”

I stared at her, still not comprehending the situation.

“Why?” I whispered. “Why am I here?”

“You don’t remember what happened?” she asked, her eyes filled with concern.

My mind was a haze. The memory was there, on the periphery. But I couldn’t grasp it.

“No,” I replied weakly.

Vivica shot a quick glance at Devon, then met my eyes again. The uneasy look on her face made my stomach tighten…which only caused another spasm of pain.

“You were attacked,” she explained, her voice trembling slightly. She squeezed my hand. “But you’re okay now. That’s what matters most.”

“Where’s Andre?” I asked, my voice growing stronger as my concern intensified.

Her gaze darkened ever so slightly, and she hesitated before answering, “He’s not here.”

Something was terribly wrong. I could feel it in my bones. “Doesn’t he know?”

Hearing a sound of derision, I looked in Devon’s direction. There was a flicker of anger in his eyes. 

Wasn’t he supposed to be back in Los Angeles already? “Why is Devon here?” I asked Vivica. “Where’s Andre?”

Vivica exchanged another glance with Devon, her expression troubled.

“What’s going on?” I asked, my heart pounding.

“Maybe right now isn’t the time—” Vivica began.

“It is the time,” I insisted. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Vivica let out a weary sigh. I met her hesitant gaze with a firm one. She finally spoke, her words sending shockwaves through my body. “Andre attacked you, sweetie. He left you for dead.”

“What?” I gasped, my mind unable to process the enormity of what she’d just said. “No…”

Vivica put a hand on my shoulder as I tried to sit up. “Lie still,” she told me. “Devon, go get a nurse.”

“I won’t lie down,” I objected, forcing myself to a sitting position. The pain made my eyes tear up, but I had to get out of this bed even if it killed me.

“Please, Bella,” Vivica pleaded. “My God, I can see how much pain you’re in. You’re going to over-stress yourself, or worse, aggravate your stab wound.”

“You just said the craziest thing I’ve ever heard—that Andre stabbed me. I—I have to get out of here.”

Vivica put a comforting hand on my shoulder, trying to get me to lie back. “Bella, you’ve been through a huge ordeal. I get that this is overwhelming. Honest to God, I never would have believed that Andre would stab—”

“No!” I yelled. “Andre didn’t stab me. Why are you saying this? What’s wrong with you?”

“You talked to Devon,” Vivica said. “Don’t you remember?”

I strained to remember, the memory hovering just beyond my reach. Why couldn’t I grasp it?

“Sweetie, please lie back.”

“I need to see Andre.”

“You can’t.” Vivica exhaled sharply. “He’s been arrested.”

“What?” My world crumbled around me.

Devon re-entered the room, followed by a nurse in bright pink scrubs. “Look who’s awake,” the nurse said brightly.

Her cheerfulness grated on my frayed nerves. I reached for the IV stuck in my arm and started to pull at the tape holding it in place. “I need to get out of here.”

“Oh no, no, no,” the nurse said, her tone now serious as she rushed to my side. She placed a hand over mine. “You can’t do that.”

“But I need . . . I need to find Andre.”

“You’re not leaving this bed, hon. You’re getting vital fluids and antibiotic medications for your wound. I’m not about to let you leave and die on my watch.”

Die. The word hung in the air, paralyzing me. “Die?” I asked. 

“Yes,” the nurse replied candidly. “Someone will contact your family for you,” she went on as she checked that the IV was secure. “Now, we can’t have you getting too worked up.”

“There’s been a miscarriage of justice,” I said. “I need to make things right.” 

“I’m going to give you something to help you,” the nurse said, ignoring my protests.

“I don’t need anything—” I started, and that’s when I saw the syringe. My eyes widened. “What’s in that needle?”

“Something to help you relax,” the nurse explained.

“But I don’t want to relax.”

“I need you to remain still,” the nurse told me.

“You’re not going to give me that,” I objected. “I don’t want it.”

“It will help, I promise,” the nurse said. She began to wipe an alcohol swab on my upper arm. 

I tried to pull my arm away, but Vivica came to my side and said firmly, “Bella, stay still. You are getting way too worked up.”

“But—”

“Don’t you worry,” Vivica went on. “I’ll deal with the Andre situation.”

I stopped moving, the fight gone out of me. And that’s when the nurse jabbed the needle into my shoulder. “There you go,” the woman said sweetly. As she applied a wad of cotton and tape over the injection site, she asked, “How’s your pain?”

“I’m feeling a burning pain in my stomach,” I answered. But it didn’t hurt as much as my heart. “Andre…” I blinked, my eyelids feeling heavy, despite my determination to stay awake. “Someone please…You have to help him.”

I blinked again, trying to stay awake, but the room began to spin, and I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer. The world faded away, leaving me in a state of uncertainty and fear.

 


 

 

CHAPTER TWO
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My eyes snapped open, and I was immediately aware of my surroundings, though a lingering fog clouded my brain. It took a moment for my memory to catch up, and then it all came rushing back.

I was in the hospital.

Vivica. Devon.

I jerked my head to the left. Vivica was there. And Holly. And Devon. He was still here, in this strange and confusing situation.

“Hey.” Holly walked over to the bed, smiling as she did. “You finally awake, sleepy head?”

I cut straight to the chase, my heart pounding with worry. “Where’s Andre?”

Holly exchanged a glance with Vivica, and there was a heavy sigh before Vivica spoke up. “I told her what happened. I think she’s blocked it.”

“Andre didn’t attack me,” I said firmly, emphasizing the words.

Holly tried to shift the conversation, concern in her eyes. “How are you feeling? Are you in pain?”

“I’m stressed the hell out,” I quipped, frustration and fear bubbling beneath the surface. “Does Andre even know I’m here?”

“You need to stop worrying about AndreC,” Holly said. “The extra stress is not good for your recovery.”

“How can I not think about him?” My mind raced with the terrifying thought of what he must be going through. Was he in a police station, or locked in a jail cell? 

“Sweetie,” Vivica began, “remember I told you that Andre was arrested. For attacking you. Now I know it’s hard to hear, hard to believe—”

“Seriously, Viv—why won’t you listen to me?” I exclaimed.

“Let me talk to her,” Devon interjected. He came to my bedside. “Alone.” He faced Holly and Vivica. “Do you mind?”

“No, not at all,” Holly said, then squeezed my hand. Vivica offered me a gentle smile, the kind you give someone you love who’s in denial. Then they both left the room.

“Why are you still here?” I asked before Devon could speak. I hoped there wasn’t an edge to my voice, but I was annoyed. Which made no sense. I knew he was here because he cared. But still… “Weren’t you supposed to go back to LA?”

“I couldn’t leave,” he said, sincerity in his tone. “Not with you hurt like this. I rearranged my schedule.”

That must have been challenging for him. “I’m sorry,” I said. The stress and emotions were making me irritable. “I’m just stressed.”

“You were attacked and left for dead. If anyone has a right to be stressed, it’s you.”

I felt the warmth of his gesture, but it only intensified the feeling of discomfort inside me. He was a kind and caring person, but I knew deep down that I could never love him. I was in love with Andre.

“What my friend said about Andre, it’s not true,” I asserted.

“You don’t remember what you said to me when I called?” Devon asked. “I guess I called at the exact right time because you told me that Andre was attacking you.”

“No.” I closed my eyes tightly, trying to recall the events of that fateful moment. Devon’s words clashed with my memories, causing confusion. How could I remember something that didn’t happen? “I don’t know what happened to me, but I feel . . . I feel like the memory is so close.”

“It’s understandable that you’re confused,” Devon said. “It also makes sense why you’re blocking out the memory of what happened to you. I know that you loved—love—Andre. But he hurt you, Bella. You told me so yourself.”

I shook my head vehemently, wincing in pain as I did. There was pounding pressure in my head. I raised my hand to the top of my forehead, and that’s when I felt the bandage there. Why couldn’t I remember?

“I did a little digging,” Devon said. “I found a story about Andre when he was in college. He was arrested for violence then, too. Knocked a guy out cold at a college party.”

Anger rushed through my veins. “You’re digging up dirt on him?” I wanted to add that if he was hoping to score brownie points with me, he’d just done the opposite. Ooh, my blood was boiling.  

“I needed to know what kind of guy he was,” Devon explained. “By all accounts he’s a decent guy, yet you told me on the phone that he’d violently attacked you. So yes, I googled him. He was arrested for violence in the past.”

“Lots of people get into fights at college.”

“I can see you’re getting defensive,” Devon said, a hint of exasperation in his tone. “But you pleaded with me for my help. I called 911. They got to you in time and saved your life.”

I took a moment to absorb his words, grappling with the disconnect between my memories and his account of the situation. “Everything you’re saying…on no level does it make any sense,” I said. 

“I understand,” Devon replied, his tone softening. 

I remained silent, a whirlwind of thoughts and emotions racing through my mind. I couldn’t deny that Devon had played a crucial role in saving my life, and his concern was genuine. But I couldn’t accept the version of events he presented, not when my heart and instincts told me otherwise.

“What you’re telling me sounds like a bad movie,” I went on. “But your call saved my life, so thank you. I am truly grateful for that.”

“Of course, Bella. My God, I’m just so relieved that I was able to help. The thought of you bleeding out in your house…” Devon’s voice trailed off, and I could see the pain in his eyes at the mere idea of my death. “You want my opinion?” he said after a pause. “Andre lost it. Something set him off, just like it did back in college. Clarissa also reported to the police that he attacked her after he tried to kill you. So he was arrested for assaulting both of—”

“Wait,” I interrupted, my mind racing as a crucial detail surfaced. “Clarissa?”

“She was beat up pretty bad.”

Clarissa with the knife. The piercing pain in my gut.

Clarissa on the phone.

I gasped.

“Don’t worry,” Devon said. “Andre can’t hurt you anymore. And he’s damn lucky he’s in jail, because if he came anywhere near you, you better believe he’d regret it.”

It was weird hearing Devon defending my honor. It was admirable, and yet it irritated me. “You don’t understand,” I said. Suddenly, everything was clear. “Andre didn’t do this to me. It was Clarissa. She’s the one who attacked me.”
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Devon looked doubtful, his brows furrowing. “But I talked to you on the phone right when it happened. You were hysterical.”

“No. You talked to her. I remember now. It all happened so fast, it was like I was in a dream. Suddenly she was there with a knife, and she stabbed me, and my phone rang . . . She answered. She—she said come quick, that Andre had attacked me.” My head hurt with the memory.

“Are you telling me—”

“I guess you didn’t recognize my voice because, like you said, Clarissa was hysterical. But she’s the one who tried to kill me. Obviously, she hoped I would die. And she wanted Andre to take the fall for it.” 

“Bella, you might be confused—your brain blocking out the truth because it’s too horrible to accept.”

“I’m not confused,” I insisted, a rush of clarity washing over me. “Finally, I remember what happened.” The memory of Clarissa’s sinister act was vivid now, etched in my mind like a nightmarish vision. “God, how I hate that evil bitch!”

Devon was taken aback, struggling to process my revelation.

I gripped his hand. “Please, I need to speak to the police. I have to clear up this misunderstanding.”

“Right now?” Devon asked, concern etched across his face.

“Yes, right now. If you were wrongfully locked in jail wouldn’t you want someone who could do something about it sooner rather than later?” 

He hesitated for a moment, then conceded, “You’re right.”

I could only imagine the chaos and confusion that must have erupted in the wake of Andre’s arrest. The media would have a field day with the sensational story. As a celebrity, Andre would be facing an unimaginable ordeal.

I could still see hesitation in Devon’s eyes, as if he doubted what I’d told him. “You don’t believe me, do you?” I asked. “You think I don’t know what I’m talking about.”

“You seem very certain. But no one could fault you for being confused.”

I wondered if he was disappointed that Andre wasn’t a cold-blooded killer. With Andre out of the way, the path for me to love Devon would be clear.

“I need you to get me someone to talk to so I can straighten this out. Please. Or I’m going to get out of this bed and find someone myself.”

Devon held out a hand, a gesture for me to stay in place. “Don’t get up,” he told me. “I don’t want you hurting yourself. I’ll go.”

“Thank you,” I said. Relief eased my sense of urgency. Clarissa needed to be brought to justice, and Andre had to be freed from this nightmare.

Devon left the room, and I was alone with my thoughts, my heart heavy with the weight of the truth I had remembered. The room felt suffocating, uncertainty and fear still lingering.

About a minute later, the nurse who’d tended to me earlier came back into the room. Her smile was easy and bright. “I don’t think I told you my name, did I?” she asked. “I’m Taylor. How are you feeling now?” 

“Better.” I breathed in and out slowly, trying to remain composed. “But there’s something I need to take care of,” I went on. “There’s been a mistake and I need to talk to the police.”

The nurse checked the beeping machine at my bedside where I was attached to an IV. Then she wheeled over another machine. “I need to take your vitals.”

“Right now?”

She unrolled the blood pressure cuff. “Yes. And please do your best to stay still and relax.”

I didn’t fight her as she wrapped the blood pressure cuff around my arm. She also placed something on the tip of my finger. And then she said, “Open your mouth please,” and slipped a thermometer under my tongue.

“Good,” Taylor said when the testing was done. “Your pulse is normal. And your blood pressure is 123 over 82.”

“That’s good?” I asked. 

“Pretty much textbook. And no fever, so I’m not worried about any infection. At least not right now.”

“Fantastic news,” Devon piped in, and for the first time I realized he was standing at the door. Was he going to hover over me at every turn? I was grateful that he cared, but he wasn’t my man. 

I turned my attention to the nurse. “Great, so there’s no reason for me to not talk to the police. As soon as possible. This is urgent.”

“And they want to talk to you,” Taylor said. “But not quite yet. The doctor needs to come and see you, talk to you about what happened, and answer any questions you might have.”

I opened my mouth to protest, then decided against it. I couldn’t afford to get myself worked up. I would do Andre no good if this nurse gave me another sedative.

“Okay,” I told her. “Is he or she available right now?”

“I’ll let him know you’re awake and ready to see him.”

“Thank you.”

The nurse left the room, and Devon wandered back to my bedside. “You need anything? Water, juice?”

My first instinct was to say no, but I realized my mouth was dry and tasted foul. “Actually, I could use some water.”

Devon lifted a water bottle from the small table beside the bed. He screwed the cap off and put it to my lips. I eased my head up and sipped carefully.

When I finished drinking, Vivica and Holly re-entered the room. Holly was carrying a Starbucks cup. “Grande Caramel Macchiato with soy,” she announced. “I figured you could use one.”

“You are an angel!” I eagerly took the cup.

“You’re okay now,” Vivica asked. “I know you’re going through a lot—”

“I know what happened,” I said, cutting her off. And then I filled them in on what I remembered.

“Are you sure?” Holly asked, her face and tone filled with doubt. “Because it’s not impossible that your mind is recreating—”

“I’m not recreating anything,” I told her. “Does it even make sense that Andre would stab me?” I asked. “I mean, why?”

“You see how Mike has lost his damn mind, don’t you?” Holly scowled.

“But Andre loves me,” I said.

“And Mike loved me,” Holly countered, eyeing me with a bitter look.

“You two are going through a divorce,” I pointed out. “You can’t compare Andre to Mike.”

“Holly’s trying to say that love can turn sour,” Vivica chimed in. “Lord knows when Craig and I split, I was seriously tempted to do him harm. And what’s happening between Holly and Mike right now is downright scary.”

Why didn’t my friends believe me? “Is that what you think? That I went to London with Andre and had the time of my life and then he tries to kill me? And I’m so deluded that I’m blocking the truth?”

“I’m just saying it wouldn’t surprise me,” Holly said.

“Sure, if we’d broken up maybe. But for him to just become some psycho freak out of the blue? I feel like you’re not even hearing me. Like I said to Devon, he obviously thought Clarissa was me because she was hysterical on the phone and he couldn’t recognize that it wasn’t my voice. I’m not mistaken. I’m not blocking the truth. Clarissa’s the one who stabbed me. Damn it, Holly. You know Clarissa’s crazy.”

“Okay,” Vivica said. “I believe you. It’s just with what Devon said and Andre’s arrest...well, stranger things have happened.”

As if being stabbed by a psycho bitch wasn’t strange enough!

“You shouldn’t have ever believed that Andre would attack me,” I pointed out, feeling irritated on his behalf. “Maybe you two could have gotten him out of jail already. If I’d ever told you that we were having problems, I could understand. And I’m not talking about an outside force, like Clarissa. I’m talking about issues between us. Through all the bullshit with Clarissa, at least I know we love each other. There’s not a chance Andre would ever hurt me.”

“Point taken,” Holly said. “Viv and I were just so out of our minds with worry when we heard that you were in the hospital. That someone tried to kill you! And we couldn’t know that nothing crazy had gone down between you and Andre. You must know how terrified we were.”

I looked at them both in turn, a lump of emotion forming in my throat. “I do know,” I said softly. “Because I would feel the same way if anything happened to one of you.”

“I’m sorry we’ve gotten you all worked up,” Holly went on. “That’s not what either of us wanted. We’re going to get Andre out of jail. He had a bail hearing this morning, and he was denied. Likely should have been sooner, but it’s a female judge and I think she’s probably feeling about men the way I am right now.”

“What?” I exclaimed.

“Given the seriousness of the crime, plus the fact that he has the financial means to disappear, it makes sense,” Holly said.

“And you were in an induced coma for three days,” Vivica added.

“Three days?” I shrieked.

“Emergency surgery, and whatever else it is that medical teams do when trying to save a person’s life,” Holly explained.

I was flummoxed. Truly stunned to learn that extra piece of the story. Devon had stayed here all this extra time. And Andre had been locked up all this time.

“Can one of you get the doctor?” I asked. I started to sit up, but pain sliced through me and I plopped backward. “I need to talk to the police ASAP.”

“Sorry,” Devon said. “I was supposed to do that.” He headed to the door.

“He seems really nice,” Vivica said when he was out of the room.

“He is,” I agreed, then groaned. “But him even being here is stressing me out more. He’s here like the doting boyfriend waiting in the wings. It’s too much. What he wants…I just don’t want the same thing. And I don’t want to lead him on.”

“Don’t worry about that right now,” Holly said. “Besides, with what you said about Andre, I’m sure he’s able to figure it out.”

I turned onto my side, and again felt a jolt of pain in my belly. How much damage had Clarissa done to me? I placed a gentle hand on my abdomen, and for the first time my fingertips registered the feeling of the large bandage beneath my gown. The reality truly hit me then, that Clarissa, that deranged psychopath, had tried to eradicate me from the planet!

This hadn’t been a crime of opportunity. Clarissa had had a plan and had executed it. Almost to perfection.

And my God, what if she’d succeeded in her sick and twisted scheme? If I’d died, the police and the world would believe that Andre had been my killer. He would go to jail for the crime, no matter how loudly he protested that he was innocent. And Clarissa would get the last laugh. She’d get rid of me, her competition, while at the same time getting revenge on Andre for rejecting her.
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