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HIM...

In real life, the Beast doesn’t end up with Beauty. 

 

So I have to stay away from her.

 

Even if it will kill me to see her with another man.

 

 

HER...

He thinks I can’t handle him.

 

But I know what I want.

 

I will wear him down if it’s the last thing I do.

 

 

 

Game on...


 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1

 

 

MARY

 

 

The call came in the dead of the night.

Mary’s head almost hit the wall when she reached for her phone on the nightstand. Then she remembered that her bedroom no longer had space for a nightstand, since it was so tiny. Three months in her new home, and she still hadn’t gotten used to the lack of size of the apartment. After having lived in big mansions all her life, it was quite the adjustment. 

She reached for the window sill above her to pick up her phone. Britney was calling. Her friend calling this late was never a good sign.

“Britney. Everything okay?”

“I… I’m so sorry, Mary. I couldn’t stop myself.” It was all she croaked out, and then she started sobbing.

Oh, no.

“I tried… I really did…”

Mary pushed her legs over the side of the bed and switched on the lights. “Where are you?”

“I can’t do this anymore,” Britney rambled on. “It’s too much. I’m tired. So tired. Zoe deserves a better sister than me. She deserves someone like you. Can she… can she stay with you for another night?”

“Of course she can.” She grabbed her jeans from the dresser and put them on, which was no feat with one hand. “Please tell me you’re home.” And not in some dirty alley.

Another sob. “I’m home.”

Mary had known that the “Kicking your Addiction” program would be hard on Britney. Though, she hadn’t expected her to take to the needle this quickly again.

“Okay, sit tight, I’m coming over. I just need to find someone to watch over Zoe.” Even though her goddaughter liked to think of herself as all grown up—and part-time superhero—she still was a six-year-old.

She ended the call, finished getting dressed, and went to Zoe’s room. The girl was sleeping in a bed that seemed to disappear between stacks of boxes that cramped up the place. Once again, Mary wished that her sister Gina would pick up her stuff that mostly seemed to consist of apparel and shoes. Gina wouldn’t want to be caught dead in Mary’s apartment, but she sure liked to use it as a storage unit.

She was debating on who to call at this hour. Her cousin Jazzy or her friend Tommie would usually be her first choice, but they were at a convention until tomorrow. Jazzy had given her a number for emergencies, though. Not having another option, she called it.

“Yeah.”

Mary froze and dropped back onto the bed. She would recognize that deep, grouchy voice that sent delicious tingles down her spine any time of the day. What was Hector doing answering Jazzy’s emergency number?

“Um… this is Mary. I’m looking for Jazzy.”

“This is an emergency number that connects to Diaz Security.”

“Oh.” She wasn’t sure how to continue. She knew Hector provided the security for Jazzy’s husband.

“What’s the emergency?” 

The sarcasm in his voice couldn’t be missed. The man really didn’t like her and for the love of God, she had no idea why. “I need a sitter.”

Silence. Then, “Excuse me?”

That came out wrong, so she tried again. “I just got a call from a friend. She’s not doing well, so I have to go over there. Her little sister is staying at my place and I can’t take her with me, so I need someone to look after her.”

“Call someone else.”

She silently prayed for patience. “Don’t you think that if that had been an option, I would have done so already?” His attitude was starting to piss her off. He was the only person who could get under her skin so fast.

“Shit. Fine. I’ll be there in fifteen.”

“In fifteen?” she asked, but he’d already hung up. She didn’t know where Hector lived but she didn’t think it was in her part of town.

Still, fifteen minutes later, right when she put on her sneakers, the doorbell rang.

Opening the door, she discovered he wasn’t alone. Next to him stood another behemoth of a man. With his rippling muscles and shoulder-length hair, he was basically a blond, friendlier-looking version of Hector.

“Hi there, I’m Achilles,” the stranger introduced himself.

Hector and Achilles? There must be an interesting story behind that. If only she had the time. “Nice to meet you, Achilles. I’m Mary. Zoe only needs one sitter, really.”

“Achilles is here for the kid, I’m going with you. Jazzy would give me shit if I let you go alone at night like this.”

Right. Of course he found it necessary to point out that he wasn’t here of his own accord.

His lovely words were followed by a frown. “You gonna let us in?” 

“Of course.” She stepped back, and they followed her into her living room. The small place seemed to shrink as the two large men filled the room.

They were sizing up the stacks of boxes covering half the hallway—Gina’s stuff hadn’t fit in just the guest room. 

“My sister doesn’t have her own place yet.” She suddenly felt the need to defend herself.

“How the mighty have fallen,” Gina had scoffed when she’d first entered Mary’s apartment. Unlike her sister, Mary was a ‘glass half full’ kind of person. Yes, she no longer lived in the luxury her late grandfather—banker to the mob—had provided her with, but her new life presented new opportunities. It didn’t have the restrictions it had before, and that was incredibly liberating. She could follow her own path instead of the one her grandfather would have chiseled out for her. There was no reason she couldn’t make it on her own. Millions of women did it every day, under far worse circumstances.

Mary grabbed her bag and keys from the coffee table. 

“Thank you so much for coming over. Zoe’s asleep, so she shouldn’t be any trouble. Please, make yourself at home.”

Hector grunted and walked outside. 

When she started toward her car, he shook his head. “Not happening.” 

She had to give it to him; he would barely fit in her tiny Toyota.

To her surprise, he bypassed the van with the Diaz Security logo on it and stepped onto a Harley. Not wanting to get into a discussion about transportation, she just put on the helmet he gave her.

She told him the address and he took off. 

The ride over to Britney’s house was nothing if not amazing. It was the first time she got to ride on a bike and she loved every second of it.

Unfortunately, it ended far too quickly. Britney’s place looked even worse from the outside than Mary’s did.

When Hector made an attempt to dismount, she stopped him.

“Britney gets nervous around big men. Could you please wait here while I check up on her?” She didn’t wait for an answer but dismounted, handing him over the helmet.

“You have fifteen.”

What was it with him and fifteen minutes? She hurried up the stairs to Britney’s apartment while contemplating what to do. They had met at a support group at the women’s shelter. It was the place where Mary had found the courage to speak out. There was great power in confronting your traumas and fears. The alternative was going down a rabbit hole of denial that often resulted in alcohol, drugs, a depression, or a combination of those. She considered herself lucky for finding the right people to support her and not going down that dark road. Britney, unfortunately, hadn’t been that lucky.

Using the spare key, she entered the apartment, unsure of what she would find inside. A lot of times, Britney would just be lying on the couch, staring at a wall.

The only sound coming from the living room was some grunting. 

She opened the door to the living room and came face to face with a man just stepping off of Britney. 

“I’ll be back for the rest tomorrow, cunt,” he sneered, pulling his zipper up. 

Lovely. Mary hadn’t seen him here before. Britney didn’t usually invite men over. Especially not the creepy-looking kind with bloodshot eyes and bad teeth. 

She looked past his shoulder. Britney was sprawled over the couch, naked from the waist down. Her eyes were closed, and Mary wasn’t sure if she was even conscious.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“I’m Ivan. This slut’s boyfriend.”

Her lips thinned. She really doubted that he was Britney’s anything, apart from her drug supplier, maybe.

“Get out.” 

She stepped over Chinese take-out boxes that littered the floor, and knelt next to her friend. She grabbed a blanket off the floor and threw it over Britney’s lower body to cover her nakedness. Britney was in really bad shape. Her eyes were sunken into her pale face and she barely had a pulse. 

Suddenly an arm wrapped around her chest.

She yelped when Ivan pushed her onto the ratty carpet. She swung her fists, but to no avail. He straddled her body and grabbed her hands in one fist.

“Get off of me!” she started yelling, which only made him laugh.

“I like ‘em feisty.”

Oh God. His breath smelled like a sewer.

Okay, don’t panic. You know what to do.

When his hands went to her breasts and ripped open her top, she made her move. 

Her teeth latched onto his scruffy cheek and she bit. Hard. Not letting go until she tasted blood.

Yuck.

“Fucking bitch!”

She poked him in the eye, followed by a move she’d learned from self-defense class, and got away from under Ivan. Those classes Jazzy had dragged her to were finally paying off.

Stepping behind the coffee table, she put more distance between them, and took a defensive stance.

Adrenaline was coursing through her veins, making her blood sing. Knowing that she could take care of herself was incredibly empowering. Unfortunately, she wasn’t sure as what to do next. Her Krav Maga lessons had been about fending off your attacker and then run the hell away. Well, that last part hadn’t been in the instructions, but she’d filled that in herself. Except, she couldn’t just leave Britney with this creep.

Ivan crawled back on his feet, his eyes blazing fire. “I’m gonna cut you open, bitch.”

She sucked in a breath when he pulled out a knife, her flight instinct almost taking over.

Make a stand!

Do I have to?

Yes, you do!

Following the advice of her inner dialog, she was just channeling her inner Amazon, when the door was bashed in. Yep, bashed in, because Hector literally broke the door off its hinges when he stormed inside.

One look at her torn clothes, and his eyes turned into razor sharp shards of green. He didn’t speak when he walked up to Ivan. In the blink of an eye, he disarmed him. Then he just grabbed him by the throat and introduced his face to the wall. Repeatedly.

Mary winced when she heard bones break. She could see Death in Hector’s eyes. Maybe she should stop him. On the other hand, prison had conjugal visits. It might be her only way in with Hector Diaz.

“You have any idea who you’re messing with?” Ivan spewed. “I’m Ivan, and—”

Hector swung him toward the sink. Ivan’s head thudded against the sink mirror and bounced back. Hector kicked his knee, then did a spin to his head until Ivan was knocked out cold.

Mary checked on Britney again. Her not waking up, after all the ruckus around her, was a bad sign.

“Overdose,” Hector said, while pulling out his phone. His eyes went to the needle on the table.

“Oh no, no, no, no.” What would she tell Zoe?

“Mary?” 

She blinked up at Hector. Judging by his frown, it wasn’t the first time he called her name.

“Yes?”

“Why don’t you get your friend some clothes? And some other stuff she’s gonna need.”

Right. She got up and busied herself by stuffing some underwear and clothes into a plastic bag she’d found underneath Britney’s bed.

The next few hours passed by in a blur. Britney was loaded into an ambulance and they followed suit. Then there were nurses and doctors to speak to. Nobody could tell her much, except that Britney was in really bad condition. Thankfully, she wasn’t alone; Hector didn’t leave her side once. He didn’t say much—the guy wasn’t a talker—but she drew strength from his presence.

Then, around three a.m., the news came: Britney didn’t make it. Just as Hector had predicted, it had been an overdose that had ended her life.

Mary felt numb while the doctor told her in a clean and medical way what had happened. All the comforting words in the world couldn’t drive away the pain. Britney had only been twenty-five, merely four years older than Mary, and now she was gone. Her life had hardly begun before it ended.

There were forms to be filled out. So many forms. Again, Hector was her rock. He kept her calm and even took care of funeral arrangements.

By the time they returned to her apartment, Mary was exhausted. All she wanted to do was crawl back into bed and think about tomorrow, well, tomorrow.

They were met with Zoe and Achilles sitting on the couch, watching TV. The big man dwarfed Zoe who was plastered to his side. 

The little girl jumped up when she saw her. 

“Mary! We are watching Wonder Woman.” Then she came to a halt, peeking past Mary. “You’re the Wolfman,” she whispered, looking up at Hector with eyes like saucers.

“I might have told her a tale or two about real heroes,” Achilles said, getting up. “The PG-rated version, of course.”

“It’s late, cupcake. You really have to get back to bed.” Tomorrow wasn’t a school night, but it was still well past her bedtime.

A pout followed. “But the movie’s not finished yet.”

Achilles tousled Zoe’s hair. “Listen to Mary, oh fierce Amazon.” 

This earned him a chuckle. Not that the words had any effect. Zoe was practically bouncing on her feet. 

Mary groaned when she spotted the crumbs and brown layer around Zoe’s mouth. “You gave her chocolate chip cookies.”

Achilles had the decency to look guilty. “Sorry about that. She woke up and looked frightened when she saw me, so I offered her snacks. It immediately broke the ice.”

Of course it had. Zoe was a cookie monster. “Thank you for watching her.”

She turned to Hector, who was still standing in the doorway. “I want to thank you as well, for—”

“Yeah, it’s fine. Let’s go, Achilles.”

And just like that, without him even letting her finish her sentence, Hector left.

Achilles gave her an apologetic smile. “Don’t mind him. Gratitude makes him uncomfortable. If you need a sitter again, give me a call. I was voted coolest uncle last month.” He sounded proud.

Then he was gone as well, leaving her alone with a little girl who, as of tonight, was practically alone in the world.

Mary crashed next to Zoe on the couch and pulled her close. Zoe was used to Britney being ‘sick’ all the time. Her sister had checked out mentally a long time ago. For the past year, Britney’s depression had gotten so bad, she rarely left the house anymore. Mary was the one to take Zoe to school and pick her up on the days Britney couldn’t leave her bed.

As she hugged Zoe closer, her brain hurt from thinking of the consequences of Britney’s death. There was one dark, prospect looming above all. With Britney out of the picture, Zoe had one living remaining family member left; her uncle. She remembered seeing the scars on Britney’s body, the small dots of cigarette burns covering her arms and chest.

Over her dead body was that monster getting anywhere near Zoe.


 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

HECTOR

 

 

Hector’s personal Hell on Earth had a name: Mary Rossi. The sweetest woman he had ever smelled, but couldn’t have. As he drove over to the club, he swore he could still smell her perfume on him. Having her pressed against him on his bike had been torture. He’d been hard the second he felt her luscious tits against his back.

He cracked open the engine in the hope that the night would make her smell fade away. He wished he could as easily crack open the door to his memory, because every time he thought back on that asshole who put his hands on her, he wanted to commit murder. He should have broken more than his nose and leg. He should have broken everything, and then finished by throwing him out of a window. The fucker hadn’t been good enough to lick her little toes, let alone touch her. For a moment there, he had been consumed by rage, just like in the old days. The days that he fought in backend alleys to make a buck. When he let out his beast and pummeled his opponent within an inch of his life. Ending the night with a bunch of women in his bed, all eager to please Hector ‘the Beast’ Diaz, street-fighter.

He thought he’d sworn off the days when he was controlled by spurts of rage. The military was the world’s best anger management program. Except, when he’d seen Mary’s torn shirt, he’d lost it.

The first time he saw Mary had been at Gio’s wedding, months ago. She’d been glowing in a pink dress, talking to someone over a flute of champagne. It had felt like someone had sucker punched him. Never before had he been overwhelmed by so much lust. He had just wanted to take her into a room, or against a wall—anywhere—and have his way with her. But classy women like Mary Rossi weren’t meant for men like him. He was too rough around the edges; too damaged, too dark, too violent. Too much of a lot of things. So, what did a man do when he got the hots for a woman he couldn’t have? He tried to replace her with something that came close.

He took the exit to South Beach and parked in the back of Club Flux. It wasn’t his favorite of places to go, since it was co-owned by a man he loathed. It was, however, one of the hottest clubs in San Francisco, and drew a very diverse crowd. And since Diaz Security provided the security for the club, Hector came and went there on occasion.

He took a seat at the bar and gave a heads up to the bartender. 

Brent gave him a chin jerk. “Want the usual, Wolf?”

He nodded and got a Corona in no time.

The place was booming, and he told himself that he wasn’t going to fuck another blond with long curly hair and baby blues.

“Hi there, big guy. Wanna buy me a drink?”

As far as pickup lines went, that wasn’t the worst he’d ever heard. The woman that sat next to him on the bar was a redhead. She had cropped hair, barely touching her shoulders, but most of all, she didn’t look anything like Mary. 

Perfect.

Her eyes roamed over his face and tats, and she licked her bottom lip.

Women usually had one of two reactions when they saw the red scars covering his cheek; either they got scared and averted their eyes, or they wanted to fuck him. It seemed as if there was no in between.

He tapped on the bar to get Brent’s attention. “Give the lady a drink.”

That was all it took for her to plaster herself against him, brushing her breasts against his arm. She was hot and eager, but most of all, she was easy. He knew he could have her in the back alley if he wanted to. He decided to take her home, because that was where his stuff was.

The second they left the club, she groped his ass. They rounded the corner toward the empty parking spot. 

An image of Mary’s lips popped into his head. He loved her lips. They were puffy, the bottom lip slightly bigger than the upper. His dick would look fucking good between them.

Don’t go there, Diaz. Not again.

He looked at the redhead. “Get on your knees.” 

Red did as he asked and pulled out his dick. She gave him a long lick from his balls to the top. Then she started giving him little kisses, playing with him.

He wasn’t in the mood for foreplay. His hands pulled her hair tight. “Get to work.”

“Yes! Hurt me, daddy.”

Ah shit, she was one of those women. One look at his scars and she concocted this silly fantasy of him liking to beat women. He didn’t do the ‘daddy’ shit, and he sure as hell didn’t get off on hurting women.

Suddenly the night was pierced with the sound of an alarm going off. Then a man shouted to his right.

“Hey! What the hell is going on over there?”

Hector turned toward the sound coming from his right. Shit, it was his alarm. He let the redhead go, tucked his dick back in his pants, and rushed over to his bike, only to discover that his tires were slashed. Fucking great. Some asshole had put his hands on his baby.

Brent was standing next to his bike, with a smoke. “Sorry man, the damage was already done by the time I saw him.”

“You recognized him?” He’d been feeling eyes on him for a couple of weeks now. He’d attributed it to his PTSD acting up again and didn’t give it another thought. But now he wondered if it wasn’t just his imagination and if there was a connection.

“Nope. He had a hoodie on. Damn kids.”

Since he wasn’t going to find a tow truck this time of night, he called Achilles. He’d forgotten about the redhead until she appeared at his side again. 

“Gonna take me home, hotshot?”

“Not tonight. Little busy over here.” He pulled away when she went for his zipper again. “Brent. Why don’t you take…”

“Heidi,” she said.

“Right. Heidi over here back inside. Drinks on me.”

She left him with a pout, an arm around Brent. 

It didn’t take long for Achilles to arrive. He somewhat begrudgingly got into his friend’s car. He hated cars, no matter how spacious the interior was. Closed spaces were not his thing.

“I can’t believe some prick slashed my tires, while I was only standing a few feet away.”

“Happens to the best of us, man.”

“Yeah? When was the last time it happened to you?” So, he was a bit sensitive concerning his bike. It was a vintage model and he’d bought it from his first prize money. He had literally bled for his wheels.

“Last week,” Achilles retorted. “Right at the back of the club, just like with you.”

“Tough neighborhood, I guess.”

“I guess. Though, I’m beginning to wonder now if it isn’t something more.” He dropped the subject and went straight to a topic Hector wanted to talk about even less. “So, about tonight. You went to help Mary, huh?”

“Your point?”

“Just that you could’ve sent someone else. One of the guys who were on call.”

Nosy bastard. This was exactly the reason why he had opted to drive over to Mary’s by himself and had asked Achilles to meet him there. If you didn’t share a car, you couldn’t be grilled.

When he didn’t answer, Achilles smiled. “I’m glad you’re finally making a move.”

“There’s no move.”

“It was about time,” Achilles simply continued. “You two have been mooning over each other forever.”

“There’s no mooning. I don’t fucking moon.”

“Sure, sure.”

“Let it go, man. She’s not for me. I don’t want her.” When Achilles gave him a look, he shrugged. “Fine, I want her. But only for one night.” Surely his obsession with her would pass after that. “She isn’t the ‘fuck ‘em and leave ‘em’ kind of girl. Not to mention the fact that Jazzy would have my balls if I hurt her cousin. Mary’s the type that wants hearts and flowers and shit. The kind of guy she can bring home to her mother. I ain’t that man.”

“Her mother is an alcoholic living in France with her third husband.”

Hector hadn’t known that. He tried to steer clear of all and any information regarding Mary Rossi. “Doesn’t matter. And how the hell did you know that? You’ve been checking up on her?” 

“Stop the growling. I came across an old file on her. There was one on every Rossi girl. Gio must have compiled them when he married Jazzy. Your friend doesn’t do anything half-assed.”

Hector had almost forgotten about those files. He hadn’t been there when Gio had to pick a bride out of the three Rossi granddaughters. His choice had fallen on the most brazen of the girls: Jocelyn. But then his bride-to-be had literally fled the country to get away from him. Hector had been the one who had dragged her back, kicking and screaming. His friend was ruthless when it came to what he wanted. In the end, it had worked out for Gio, though. 

Hector had to admit he wasn’t that much different from Gio. Meeting the Dettas had made him realize that blood didn’t make family. Blood didn’t mean shit when it came to loyalty or love. 

It was the Dettas’ grandmother who had taught him that. She had even tried to teach him a value or two. One of them was to always protect the ones weaker than you. Not hurt them. Him making a ploy for Mary Rossi would definitely hurt her. Because if he ever got her in his bed, he wouldn’t be able to let her go.

And no woman should be forced to live with his baggage.


 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

MARY

 

 

The morning after Britney passed away, Mary made Zoe’s favorite pancakes. It was a Saturday and Zoe didn’t have to go to school. She still hadn’t told Zoe that her sister had died, not knowing how to break the news to the little girl.

Sitting at the kitchen table, while drowning her pancakes in maple syrup, Zoe was talking a mile an hour. She was still in her PJs but had put on her red cape. Obviously, she had decided to be a superhero for the weekend again.

She needed to tell Zoe about her sister. Zoe had never known her father, but she had already lost her mother. A woman she didn’t even remember. And now her sister. Mary had no idea how to tell her.

Which was why she had sent a message to the help troops an hour ago.

“Can we go to the movies today?” Zoe asked.

“Sure. But, um, we need to talk first.”

“About what?”

“Finish your breakfast first.”

Avoiding a conversation you dread?

Postponing it. Not avoiding.

How very adult of you.

The pancakes were gone in no time and Zoe expectantly looked up at her.

Mary opened and closed her mouth. She plucked Zoe off the bar stool and went to the couch where Zoe got comfortable on her lap. She was a real snuggle bunny.

“I have to tell you something, cupcake.”

“You don’t want to see a movie?”

“No, no, I do. I just…”

The doorbell rang. It was the most beautiful sound in the world. She nudged Zoe off her lap and went for the door.

“We came as soon as we heard,” Jazzy said, giving her a hug.

Tommie was next. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

She glanced at Zoe who just put on a DVD.

“I haven’t told Zoe yet,” she whispered. “Please come in. You guys being here will hopefully give me the strength to do this.”

“Uncle Tommie!” The second Zoe spotted Tommie, she let out a squeal and headed over to him.

He grabbed her from the floor and threw her in the air. “Who’s my favorite superhero?”

“Me!”

Tommie dropped her on the couch and then plopped next to her. “What are you watching?”

“Thor.” Then she whispered, as if sharing a secret, “Thor was here last night.”

“Oh, my. And you didn’t even call me?”

“She means Achilles,” Mary explained, as she sat on Zoe’s other side.

“Then you should’ve definitely called me,” Tommie grumbled.

Jazzy dropped on the recliner next to the TV. “What, no hug for Aunt Jazzy?”

Another squeal and Zoe launched herself at Jazzy. “Do you want to see a movie with us today? We can have ice cream later. Or chocolate chip cookies. Or both.” She sounded hopeful.

“I think that’s a great idea,” Jazzy said, looking at Mary over Zoe’s head.

Mary shut down the TV and took a deep breath. “Zoe, can you please come here? I need to tell you something.”

It was as if the little girl sensed her anxiety, because she frowned and plopped herself down between Mary and Tommie.

So, Mary started talking. She clutched onto Zoe’s hand, happy to see that Tommie had done the same, and broke the news.

The little girl was eerily silent at first. Then the tears started streaming down her cheeks.

“Did Britney go to the angels, like mommy?”

“Yes, baby girl. She went to Heaven to be with the angels.”

Silence. More tears followed until Zoe hiccupped. “Will the angels take me there too?”

“Not until you’re a really old lady,” Tommie chimed in. “You know, when your hair is gray, and you walk with a stick.”

Zoe’s eyes turned back to her. “And you? They can’t have you!” Little arms swung around Mary’s neck.

She slowly stroked Zoe’s back. “No, baby girl. I’m staying right here with you.”

Life had no guarantees, but right now, Zoe needed one.

As Mary comforted Zoe, who was now sobbing against her chest, she thought about Britney.

There had always been this pain surrounding her. This urgency to break free from the demons that haunted her. Britney had often told her that she couldn’t handle living in this world. A world in which her abuser still roamed the streets freely. A world in which she still felt the cigarette burns on her skin when she woke up. Mary hoped that Britney had finally found the peace she had been looking for.

They sat for about an hour when the doorbell rang. Mary looked up, surprised. She handed Zoe over to Tommie and went for the door.

There was a woman standing there, in a stiff, gray suit.

“Mrs. Rossi? Mary Rossi?”

“It’s Ms. actually, but yes, that’s me.”

“I’m Clara Wilson from the Department of Social Services. I was told Zoe is staying with you.”

Immediately, a cold lump of ice settled in her stomach. “What’s this about?” Of course, she knew what it was about. She knew all too well. She’d just believed that she would have more time. Time to find a way to keep Zoe with her.

Judging by Mrs. Wilson’s face, her time was up.

“Are you a relative?” she asked.

“I’m her godmother.”

The woman scrambled to look for something on her notebook. “But not a blood relative?”

Mary didn’t like the sound of where this was going. “No. But Zoe doesn’t have any blood relatives. At least none that she has any contact with. I’m the closest she has to family. I’ve been taking care of Zoe for years.”

A look of sympathy crossed the woman’s face. “I understand where you’re coming from and what you are trying to tell me, but I can’t let Zoe stay with you. Our protocol dictates that—”

“Your protocol?” Mary took another breath when she realized that she’d raised her voice. Shutting the door a bit, so Zoe wouldn’t overhear, she said, “I may not have given birth to her, but I love her as my own.”

“I can see that, but you’re not her immediate family. I can’t let her stay with you.”

This could not be happening. “I’m not letting you take her.”

The woman gave her another sympathetic look. Frankly, she was getting sick of them.

“I can assure you that I’m taking her to a safe place. If you don’t cooperate, I will return with the police. I’m sure you don’t want to traumatize Zoe like that.”

I can lock her up in the basement; take Zoe and run.

Or, you could try this the legal, not ending behind bars, way. Orange is not your color.

Option two it is.

“No, I wouldn’t want that,” she said softly.

“Good. Now that that’s settled, could you please ask her to come here?”

Mary knew the woman was only doing her job. There was no malice in her voice, as if she was enjoying tearing them apart. Which was a shame, because it would have made it easier to hate her.

“I’m coming with. I’d like to see where you’re taking her.” She shushed the protest forming on the woman’s lips. “Don’t tell me no. I’m not letting her go to a strange place without me. Please, she’s been through enough. She has only just learned about her sister’s death an hour ago.”

When Mrs. Wilson nodded, Mary dragged her feet back to the living room. Every step felt as if she was walking to her death.

Zoe looked up when Mary knelt in front of her and took her hand.

“Cupcake, there’s a lady who’s going to take you to a new place. We have to go. But it’s only temporary, okay?”

Tommie frowned, then understanding dawned on his face. Jazzy just cursed. Had Mary’s heart not been in shambles, she would have made Jazzy put a dollar in the swear jar.

Zoe’s tiny hand tightened in hers. “Are you coming with?”

“Yes, baby girl. I’m coming with.”

The look of trust on Zoe’s face was going to haunt her forever. The little girl had no idea that Mary would be forced to leave her behind with the CPS lady.

“Now, go to your room and get dressed.”

“Can I take Spidey with me?”

“Of course you can.” She never slept without her Spiderman stuffed doll.

When Zoe had disappeared into her room, Mary’s forced smile cracked.

She was immediately boxed in by her cousin and friend.

“We’re going to fix this, Mary.” Jazzy had a determined gleam in her eyes.

“We sure are,” Tommie chimed in.

“You’re not alone in this. That little girl belongs with you. I’m sorry about your friend, but honestly, I think Zoe spent more time with you than with her own sister.”

Jazzy wasn’t wrong. “I’m not a blood relative.”

“So what? Zoe doesn’t have any blood relatives, does she now. So, this means—”

“Except, she does,” Mary croaked.

Her cousin looked puzzled. “Then why did they allow Zoe to stay with Britney in the first place? No offense, but she was an addict. A recovering one or not, she certainly wasn’t capable of being guardian to a little kid.”

Mary got up, shaking a little. “You know where Britney and I met. Zoe has an uncle who likes to drink.” She didn’t need say more.

Jazzy’s eyes almost turned feral. “That uncle will get Zoe over my dead body.”

She loved her cousin, who was like a sister. No, she was better than her own sister. Because, as usual, when she needed Gina the most, she was nowhere to be found.

Zoe emerged from her room, dressed in jeans and a pink sweater, holding Spidey in her arms. Unlike her own sister, Mary wasn’t going to abandon Zoe to her fate.

She took Zoe’s hand and they went outside, following Mrs. Wilson.

 

 ***

 

The last few hours had been the worst hours of her life. Zoe had cried, then screamed, and eventually begged Mary to not leave her behind. She hadn’t asked about Britney once, which worried Mary for an entirely different reason than one might think. It was the frown on Mrs. Wilson’s face when she asked Zoe about her sister, and Zoe still kept sobbing for Mary. It was the way Mrs. Wilson’s pencil had started scribbling in her dreaded notebook, as if she was putting another stripe on it, and it wasn’t one in favor of Mary.

Mary was absolutely heartbroken when she returned to her apartment. She was met by Jazzy and Tommie, still sitting in her living room.

“How did it go?” Jazzy asked.

Mary dropped onto the couch, feeling like crying herself. She kept seeing Zoe’s crushed face. The girl didn’t understand what had just happened. One minute, they were having breakfast, and the next, she was left behind with strangers. She just didn’t understand, because she always went back home with Mary. Which wasn’t healthy, perhaps, but it was better than being in a group home. Perhaps it had been wrong to let Zoe get so dependent on her, but she loved that kid. She wasn’t giving her up without a fight.

 “I need help, Jaz. You should have seen Zoe’s face. The hurt, the disappointment. She doesn’t understand. A six-year-old doesn’t care about laws and blood relatives. We were going to…” She hiccupped. “Tonight is cupcake night.”

Jazzy handed her a tissue. “I spoke to a lawyer and we have an appointment in an hour. Let’s go.”

“Wait. What? When did you have time to speak to a lawyer?”

Jazzy gave her a look. “Um, you’re forgetting that my brother-in-law is one. Jackson’s area isn’t family law, but I’m sure he can help us out.”

“We will figure this out, Mary,” Tommie assured her. “That little girl still owes me a batch of cookies for losing at Mario Kart.”

If it had been his intention to make her smile, it worked. Those two were always holding some kind of video game tournament which was just another reminder of how much Zoe enriched her life.

“We’ll get you the best lawyer in town,” Jazzy promised.

“I don’t think I can afford the best of anything,” Mary admitted. “How about a ‘good enough’ lawyer?”

