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Author’s Note

––––––––
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Hello! If you’ve read my romantic suspense trilogy, Withered Rose, then you already know what I’m about to say. But if you’re new here, welcome! 

The first thing you need to know about my books is that they are works of Christian fiction. I shamelessly believe the Bible is 100 percent true. I believe Christ is the Messiah—my Savior—and I believe the Holy Spirit is my guidance and God is my Father. 

Due to my beliefs, I have strived to write this novel in a manner fit for Christian audiences, but I will never make the claim that this story—or any of my stories—are ‘Clean and Wholesome.’

The truth is, real life is not clean and wholesome, otherwise, we wouldn’t need a Savior. I write characters that are flawed—perfectly imperfect—and I enjoy portraying them in raw honesty. The goal is to demonstrate that God can save, use, and love even the worst of us. 

There is no foul language in this book. There are no graphic scenes of sex. There is no graphic violence. However, this book is intended for mature Christian audiences. Topics such as manipulation, imprisonment, gang activity, assault, and psychological illness are explored in this story. 

If you are a sensitive reader, I urge you to proceed with caution or perhaps enjoy one of my other novels instead. 

Fractured Diamond is a standalone spinoff novel taking place in the crime ridden world of the Withered Rose trilogy. Some characters from the predecessor series make an appearance in this book but the plot is unrelated and can be enjoyed without reading the original trilogy.

Thank you, please enjoy.
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A job interview is probably one of the most stressful things to dress for. Should I wear my little black dress? Make it more casual by adding my favorite blazer so no one thinks I’m trying to seduce my way into a contract. What about stockings? No. It’s mid-July, the only stockings I’ll suffer through in this heat are fishnets and we can both agree that’s not the best thing to wear in an interview.  

So ... No stockings. That leaves shoes. The little buggers.

Heels? Sure, but not more than four inches—actually, cut it down to three or I’ll definitely get accused of the seduction act. But my only pair of heels lower than four inches is a pathetic pair of brown oxfords my mother gave me two birthdays ago. One of them is scuffed on the toe. 

Fine, four-inch heels but only if they’re black. 

Accessories.

Simple studs with my matching silver chain and cross pendant. I’ll keep the hair loose today—yes, it’s a mop of tight curls that most will find ‘unprofessional’ or ‘inappropriate’ for the workplace, but there are perks to being the owner of said workplace, right? 

Today’s interview is not about me landing a job at all, it’s about me hiring someone to fill a job—though it’s still important my scheduled candidate likes me somewhat. 

I sigh as I look at my reflection. At least he’s getting paid for all this. If all goes well, I’ll be out of fifty-two thousand dollars—half up front. 

I can’t be too upset about the price. I am asking for six months of personal security 24/7. That’s half a year’s wages. All of that just to follow me around all day. For some reason, I feel sorry for the guy. Admittedly, I can be a pain. But then I remember fifty-two thousand (half up front) and my pity goes out the window. I mean, my business is successful, but this is a stretch even for me. 

You’d think selling diamonds would make me an instant millionaire, right? 

We did bring in 2.3 million in sales last year, but we also accrued 2.1 million in costs. I barely had enough to pay my one employee, and she’s only parttime. 

Gem Jewelers is barely staying afloat. 

With those numbers, I really shouldn’t be shedding cash on personal security, but this isn’t something I’m doing for fun, believe me. The last thing I want is some beefcake following me everywhere I go all day long. But after what happened eight weeks ago, I’m not taking my chances anymore. My back still aches at the memory, but it’s the nightmares that are most painful. 

At night, it all comes back to me. The rain on my lashes, trying to blink away the water as I punched the alarm for the store. The slow crawl of fear that’d slithered up my spine when I’d turned around and saw the hooded man. A flash of silver. My hands going up. A scream. My heels clacking on the sidewalk as I’d tried to run—his footsteps right behind me. Getting closer. And then a shred of pain tearing into me from behind. 

I’d been stabbed in the back. Slashed up like confetti. 

The shocking thing about it is I hadn’t been robbed. The jerk just stabbed me and ran. I suppose he’d intended to kill me or send a message but to whom and what for hasn’t been figured out yet. 

To be honest, I really don’t care. I’m just happy to be alive, especially since that was the second time I’d faced a terrible assault.

The first time happened when I was eighteen. I remember that night from years ago as clearly as the assault two months in the past. Another thug with a knife, the only difference that time being the presence of my boyfriend. What help he offered. I still had a knife held to my throat; I still endured pain that’s left me with scars I wear today. I hadn’t expected my boyfriend to go all Batman on the guy and break his neck, but I also hadn’t expected him to do nothing. 

To just stand and watch. 

My friends and family have always believed he played a part in it all. Considering the fact that he disappeared afterward. I’ve always believed it too.

I subconsciously rub the cross dangling around my neck as my intercom buzzes. Lyla, my lovely assistant, speaks in a chipper voice, “Your one o’clock is here, Ms. Gem.”

I tap the button. “Send him in.”

I turn around and face the window of my office as I wait for the sound of the door to chime open. My eyes are closed, and my chest is filled with air. I’m holding my breath, trying not to freak out. I really shouldn’t have gone down memory lane right before my first interview. I feel like I’m about to have a panic attack right in the middle of my own office. 

My hand twitches as I fight the urge to reach into my desk drawer and grab my meds—something I was given for anxiety. I haven’t been taking them. I don’t want them. All I need is to calm down, I tell myself, and like a genie from a bottle, the smooth voice across the room grants my internal wish. 

“You’re okay.”

It isn’t a question—it’s a statement. A firm belief that I am indeed fine and that this brief moment of panic will pass. 

I shudder, slightly embarrassed that my client walked in on me freaking out, but the embarrassment doesn’t last long. When I turn around, it’s replaced by a violent jolt of shock. 

I recognize the man before me right away. How could I not? It doesn’t matter that it’s been six years, I’d know this man after six centuries. 

My one o’clock interview is none other than Robert Ackard. 

On my desk is his file, which I quickly glance at as he smirks at me from across the room. His name is right there, in bold letters. But I hadn’t looked at his file—Lyla had done all the vetting, and I’d trusted that she wouldn’t let my ex-boyfriend slip through the pile. 

“Rob?” my voice is but a whisper and I hate it because the sound of his name on my lips makes me weak in the knees all of a sudden. 

Robert Ackard. 

He’d gone by Bobby when we were in school. Of course he went by Bobby... All the girls had loved his nickname, like he was some bad boy heartthrob from cable TV. He was a bad boy heartthrob, and he had the looks to be on TV back then, but still... He shouldn’t look that way anymore. The fact that he does sends my heart doing cartwheels through my chest. 

I will not do him the liberty of a detailed description. Just know that his blue eyes are still sharp enough to pierce my heart, and his smile is as dangerous as it’s ever been. 

The corner of his mouth turns up the slightest bit, it’s a look Bobby mastered in high school. Something that teeters between a charming smile and a teasing grin. I hate that look. Because I used to love it. But things are different now. I’m not a starry-eyed teenager madly in love with her high school crush, I’m a businesswoman who was literally stabbed in the back—twice now. 

“What on earth are you doing here?” I snap—and just like that, all my anxiety is magically gone. Told you I didn’t need the meds. 

Bobby takes a step forward and I launch like a cat. “Don’t come any closer!” My hands fly up like I’m ready to claw his eyes out if he takes another step, but there is no shock on his face, no surprise in my sudden outburst. That’s because he knows it isn’t so sudden. 

There’s a reason I hate my old boyfriend of two years. There’s a reason the sight of my high school sweetheart brings burning tears to my eyes. Bobby’s presence is shocking enough to bring attention to his charm and his handsome appearance, but riding on the coattails of his pretty smile is the reminder of our past. This isn’t a nice gentleman returning for a shot at love, this is my boyfriend who watched me get stabbed, and then ran away afterward—but it gets better. 

Bobby didn’t run while the guy still had the knife in his hand. It was weeks later, after I was released from the hospital and had finally worked up the strength to attend high school graduation. My family threw me a party, in celebration of my achievement and in joy of my recovery. Bobby had attended, had told me how much he loved me, how sorry he was that he’d gotten spooked by the whole assault. 

We made love for the first time that night, each passionate kiss melting away the pain of the nightmare I’d lived through. Bobby had swept me off my feet. He’d made my world whole again. 

And then he left. 

Vanished like he’d never existed—all on the night that I’d given him my heart, mind, and body. He’d given his thanks via sticky note left by the bed. 

I grit my teeth at the memory, at the thought of my younger self reading his stupid little goodbye note with my hand balling fists into the sheets. Pathetically, I still have that stupid sticky note. I didn’t have it in me to throw it away, despite all the raw hatred, anger, and bitterness I’d suffered from that whole situation. Two years of my life with him, and it ended in one night without a single word in explanation. 

Maybe that’s why I kept the note. To remind myself that liars, scumbags, and snakes are not the shady looking ones with missing teeth and a lazy eye. No, the snake in my life is a charming blonde in a pressed suit. 

Bobby stuffs his hands into his pockets. “All right. I’ll stay right here, Bri.”

“Brianna,” I correct him sharply. He doesn’t get to use my nickname anymore. “Actually, it’s Ms. Gem to everyone who isn’t a friend.”

Bobby nods. “Fair enough, Ms. Gem.”

“What are you doing here?” I snap. 

“The interview.”

“You knew Gem Jewelers was my business when you filled out the application.”

“Actually, I didn’t fill out the application.” He shrugs his shoulders, it’s such a smooth, fluid motion, I actually watch the corners of his suit jacket crinkle and then settle on his lean frame. 

His voice draws me back. 

“The company I work for saw the bulletin and applied in my place.”

“But you accepted the interview.”

“I did.”

“Even though you knew it was my business.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because I knew there was no other way I could get you to speak to me.”

“You had six years to speak to me,” I hiss, and I hope to God I sound like a pit viper because that’s what I feel like right now. My words drip from my mouth, each one meant to sting like venom. “What happened in all that time?” I scoff. “Couldn’t find another sticky note?”

There is a grin on his face, but I see the flicker of emotion that passes through his eyes before he says, “The fact that you’re still angry about our breakup says a lot.”

I burn. “I’m not just angry about losing my high school boyfriend. I’m angry about everything else! And the fact that you can stand here and sum things up to bitter heartbreak proves just how disgusting you truly are.”

“Brianna, I’m just trying to lighten the air.”

Spit flies from my mouth as I practically scream, “I got stabbed and you want to lighten the air?”

On cue, the intercom buzzes and Lyla’s pleasant voice comes over the little speaker. “Everything okay, Ms. Gem?”

I clear my throat and take three deep breaths, nostrils flaring. “Yes, everything is good.”

Lyla buzzes back right away. “Your next appointment will be here in ten minutes.” 

“Thank you, Lyla.”

I don’t have another appointment today; Bobby is my only one. But Lyla knows this already—her little heads-up was her way of giving me a chance to politely end things here and now with Bobby. 

I glare at him, not caring that there are tears welling in my eyes. 

“Get out,” I say. It comes out in a whisper; that’s all I can produce right now. When he doesn’t move, I say it again. “Get. Out.” There’s a whimper woven into the words, my voice cracking with emotion. 

Bobby catches it. 

He swallows hard and stares at the floor before he says softly, “I’m willing to do the job for half of what you’re offering.”

My breath hitches. He can’t be serious. Not only would it be a huge relief for my finances, but it would also be a burden lifted from this entire process. I wasn’t lying when I said Bobby was my only interview today. He’s been my only interview all week—probably because I’m not offering enough money. 

You can find cheap security on Craig’s List if you want, but I’m not looking to hire the fat guy with pit stains who guards the sliding doors of the Walmart Supercenter. I need a qualified guard who’ll take a bullet for me. 

After everything that’s happened between us, I won’t make the assumption that Bobby is willing to take a bullet for a girl he left six years ago, but right now he’s the only one even willing to apply. And now he’s saying he’ll take the job for half the pay. 

A very tired sigh blows from my lips as I lean over and grip the sides of my desk. This can’t be happening right now. Bobby Ackard cannot be in my office. My business cannot be doing this poorly two years into the industry. I cannot be in a corner, forced to choose between no security or being guarded by my scumbag ex-boyfriend. 

Bobby fishes something from his pocket, when his business card slides onto the desk, into my line of sight, I snap my head up at him. “I told you not to come any closer.”

“You seem calm enough to approach.”

“I don’t want your business card.”

He smirks.

I resist the urge to spit at him.

“My business number is on the bottom. My personal number is on the back.”

“I don’t care.”

His grin widens, and he winks. “Yes, you do.”
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Celery crunches between my mother’s teeth as she enjoys her charcuterie board. The only reason I agreed to have lunch with her is because I truly had nothing else to do. I’d cleared my schedule for the day, anticipating a slew of candidates to interview. With Bobby being my one and only, and having kicked him out of my office in less than three minutes, I’m officially free for the day. 

I could have gotten some other work done. Taken inventory, polished some of the display jewelry, checked the analytics for our website. But after bumping into my ex-boyfriend like that, I’m not in the mood for anything. 

Well... I stare at the bottle of wine the waiter left at our table. There is one thing I’m in the mood for, but I wouldn’t dare have a glass in front of my mother. Not because she’s my mother, but because she’s my overbearing, headache inducing, Christian mother. Don’t get me wrong—I love Jesus too, but my dear mom is the type of Christian who loves reminding you of everything you have ever done wrong in your entire life. And she loves finishing my pretty rap sheet with a reminder that we’re all forgiven.

“God remembers our sins no more,” she says, patting my hand. 

Apparently, He’s the only one who doesn’t remember. And if, by chance, He ever needed a reminder of my wrongdoing, I know a woman who’d be happy to list every single sin I’ve ever committed. 

I force a smile and pluck my eyeballs from the wine bottle to return my gaze to my mother. She’s still patting my hand, waiting for a response to whatevertheheck she was saying before I started daydreaming about guzzling the deep red that’s been calling my name since Bobby walked out my office. 

Gosh ... I can still smell his cologne, like he stuffed a cotton swab of it up my flared nostrils. Smooth and rich, like the fragrance of pure gold. That’s what he was, a thicc bar of gold walking around my office. Yes ... a THICC one—not a thick one. 

But despite the refined nature of his scent, nothing else about Bobby Ackard has changed. He’s still got that rugged look to him, dirty blonde hair with an equally dirty smirk, strong shoulders that broadened with age. He’s all man now, not the thin kid with the crooked grin from trigonometry class. Even his attitude hasn’t changed, I could tell that much just from looking at the arrogant gleam in his eye. 

Bobby has always been trouble. He was that scholarship kid who didn’t belong at Manhattan Academic Prep, which is exactly why I lost my mind over him. And exactly why my parents never approved of him. 

He’d come from the wrong side of the tracks. Rumor had it his family had ties with the mafia, which made my heart go wild. I was a sheltered Christian girl, and he was a mafia rebel at some prissy prep school in New York City. We had no business getting involved, but I was curious, and he was interested. My quiet family-life intrigued him, his dangerous spontaneity had cast a spell on me. 

But as fiery and mystifying I thought Bobby was, my parents had a completely different idea of him. My very vocal father had called him ‘trailer trash’ and had even gone as far as speaking to my principal about having Bobby’s scholarship revoked. To my pleasure—and Daddy’s horror—the school board rejected his request. 

As much as my parents hated Bobby and his rumored gang affiliation, the truth was that neither of us had broken any rules by dating. Administration wasn’t going to take away his only means of getting an education just because the mighty Colonel Gem said so. 

Yes ... my father’s name is actually Colonel. No, he is not an actual colonel. It’s my dumb grandfather’s idea of giving him a strong name at birth—a man’s name, as he’d always reminded us at longsuffering Christmas dinners, gumming his mashed potatoes while he spoke. 

I come from a long line of jewelers. Some great grandpappy I never met started Gem Co. before my other grandpappies were born, and here I am. Got my own storefront that’s barely hanging on by a thread. Meanwhile, Daddy’s thirteen jewelry stores are flourishing, and my older brother’s two stores are steady. I am that child. Not quite disappointing but also not worth a Christmas card whenever I spend holidays away from the family. 

Oh well, at least I can afford my own place. God knows I suffered enough growing up in that household; having to live with my parents as an adult would drive me nuts. 

I blow a sigh as my mother prattles on about a new collection of chocolate diamonds my brother Greyson got his hands on recently. I’m not listening and I’m this close to reaching for that wine bottle just to change the subject and get yelled at, but before I can make the mistake of the week, the waiter strolls over and introduces a very late guest. 

My cousin Verna. She beams at us as she plops into a seat, ignoring Mama’s scowl and greeting me with an air kiss.

I love my cousin Verna. Not because she’s the only supportive family member I have, I love her because she finds herself at the end of my mother’s scrutiny as often as I do. Despite the fact that Verna is her brother’s daughter, Mama doesn’t like my sweet cousin. Really, she doesn’t like that entire side of the family. Says they’re too ‘blue collar’ which is her fancy way of saying they’re poor. 

That’s insulting for multiple reasons, but I’ll go over the two that frustrate me the most. 

First of all, Verna is from her side of the family. My mother did not grow up with the bank account she has now. She was raised by a humble marine and his sweet Bible study teacher of a wife. Somehow, Mom met The Colonel and turned into this celery sucking woman before me now. 

Second reason I get irritated at her irritation toward Verna is the fact that Verna isn’t actually poor—despite what my mother would like to believe. Verna’s father, my Uncle Jerome Lee, is the Police Commissioner of NYPD and his wife is a fairly successful lawyer. They’re not millionaires, but they sure aren’t poor. And even if they were, no one deserves my mother’s scrutiny. At least not because of their financial status. 

Thankfully, Verna takes the scowls and snide insults in stride. With all the elegance of a princess, she sits beside me and prepares herself a fancy little plate of cheese, specialty crackers, and caviar from the charcuterie display. When she’s poured herself a glass of sparkling lemonade, she flips her hair over her shoulder and smiles at my mother. 

“Afternoon, Aunt Shelly.”

Mom smiles back, and it looks like glass cracking. “Afternoon.”

I figure this would be a lovely time to excuse myself and leave these two lovebirds alone, but I don’t want to punish Verna—plus, my phone beeps with an alert and I suddenly remember it’s time for my pills. 

Apparently, my mother remembers too. She raises an eyebrow at me as I dig through my purse. “Still on the meds?”

I resist the urge to sigh. Yet another sinful thing my mother hates about me. I’m a Christian who takes anxiety meds. It’s taboo in the religious community, but I can’t deny the illness that’s clearly plaguing me. Ever since the most recent assault, I haven’t been able to stop my hands from shaking without the meds. I hate taking them as much as my mother does—and I try to avoid them whenever possible—but after encountering Bobby and then being subject to Mama’s scrutiny for two hours, I’m fed up. 

At this point, it’s either the wine or the meds. Mom can take her pick. 

She gives me a little harrumph as I count each pill. One for anxiety, one for the nausea the anxiety pill causes, an anti-depressant to keep my spirits high on crap days like today, and a pill that helps prevent ulcers because—naturally—taking a handful of pills can sometimes cause pain inducing pus balls to eat away at your insides. 

I ignore my mom as I toss back the pills and reach for my water, thankful for the reassuring smile Verna gives me in the silence that follows. She’s the only one who never judged me or blamed me for what happened. Even when I blamed myself. 

I shouldn’t have been alone at night. I should’ve locked up much earlier. I should’ve been watching my back. 

Or maybe some guy shouldn’t have slashed you up with a knife—how about that? 

That’s what Verna told me when I’d broken down in tears a few weeks ago, suffering my first ever anxiety attack. Lungs restricting, vision blurring, it was the worst experience of my life. But sweet Verna had been there for me, and she’s still here now. 

Meanwhile, everyone else in my life only felt the need to point out everything I did wrong in that scenario. And now I’m being scrutinized for something as small as a pill I don’t even want to take.

“When I was your age, we didn’t believe in all those pills,” Mom says with a huff.

I ignore her, though it takes effort. 

“I’m praying for you,” sweet Verna says. “You’ll be off the meds in no time.”

I nod. “Thank you, Verna.”

She pats my hand. “I’ll send you some Scriptures to say before bed every night.”

“Right after she tosses back another handful of drugs, right?” Mom inserts. 

Would it kill her to just keep quiet... 

I almost scream at her, but my phone beeps again and I snatch it up just to have something else to focus on. It’s a message from Greyson, a picture of his new display. A beautiful arrangement of chocolate diamonds sits in the middle of his gorgeous store, winking in the light. 

I deflate. 

Greyson is a cool brother, except when he’s competing with me—which is all the time. It started when I opened Gem Jewelers; somehow, he saw me as a threat and has tried his hardest to undermine or insult me at every turn. 

I’m not a sore loser, I can admit that my successful brother, who’s eight years my senior, is better at selling jewelry than I am. But I can also admit that the little reminders of his greatness he likes to leave around can sometimes get under my skin. 

The only time Greyson was ever genuinely nice to me was right after the last assault. He had blamed me, saying I shouldn’t have ever closed the shop alone, but he’d also taken the reins and ran the store while I was recovering. He added an upgraded security system with surveillance all on his own dime, and when it was time for him to leave, he gave me a choice—sell him the storefront or hire security. 

Obviously, I chose the latter, though I’ll admit ... I should have sold the thing. 

I’m in over my head, but I’m too stubborn to give up. I want to prove my brother wrong, that I’m not the loser sibling. I want to prove my father wrong, that I am worthy of the legacy I’ve been born into. And I want to prove myself wrong, that I can recover from everything I’ve experienced. 

Bobby messed me up. My own struggles with the business messed me up. The assault nearly killed me. And now all the pills and the constant judgment. But I won’t let it take me down. I’m better than this. Stronger than this. 

Tough as diamonds—that’s what The Colonel likes to say. Not about me, but still. I’ll prove I can be that tough. One day. 

My lips part as the meds do their work. I feel everything kick in at once. My anger toward my family melts away. The nervous jitters subside. The bout of nausea that’d threatened to return the caviar I’d eaten ebbs away. 

I am calm. 

Mom notices the shift in my demeanor and sucks her teeth. “This is why I don’t trust those pills. They change your brain.”

“I know, Mom,” I say calmly. 

“Devil’s work,” she grumbles, reaching for another celery stick. 

Whelp, this is as good as our lunch is going to get. 

I stand and reach for my purse, squeezing Verna’s shoulder before I head out. “Sorry I can’t stay any longer.”

She smiles up at me. “Take care of yourself, Bri.”

___oOo___

At home, I sit on the edge of my bed and stare at the screen of my phone. The picture of Greyson’s chocolate diamonds burns into my eyes, filling me with a jealousy I don’t need. My store has never had a special display, not even for Valentine’s Day. We’ve never been able to afford the diamonds. Most of the jewelry we sell comes from old collections my brother was generous enough to gift me when my doors first opened. Since then, we’ve only had the funds to buy cheaper versions of what we’ve always had. Nothing new. Nothing more. 

I want some specialty diamonds. I want a full display of glittering jewels lighting up the middle of my store. I want a fat ruby or a sapphire the size of an egg. 

I fall back onto my bed, staring at the ceiling, thinking of the last time I’d worked up the courage to ask my parents for a loan so I could buy a holiday collection. My mother’s snippy remarks weren’t even needed—my father cut me down all on his own. Called me a spoiled princess who needed to learn the value of hard work. 

Spoiled princess. 

It’s something Bobby had called me while we were together, though he’d always said it in a joking sort of way, full of flirtation and kindness. His eyes smiling as much as his mouth, crinkled in the corners. 

“You’re such a spoiled princess, Bri,” he would always say. And as soon as I’d turn to give him attitude about it, he’d pull me into his arms and silence me with a kiss, laughing against my lips. “But you’re my princess. You hear? You’re mine, Bri.”

And I was. Until I wasn’t.

Pathetically, I slide off my bed and walk to the corner table. Inside the bottom drawer, stuck to the last page of my old diary, is the sticky note Bobby left me all those years ago. Despite the tears blurring my vision, I can make out every word written in his harried penmanship. Like he’d quickly scribbled down a grocery list before heading out to the market. 

It’s been fun, Princess. 

I choke on a sob. 

I know my day has gone to crap when I pull out the good ol’ sticky note, but it’s been a long time since the note has made me cry. Maybe it’s all the emotion from seeing him today. Maybe it’s the built-up frustration of having lunch with my mom. Maybe it’s the gnawing jealousy of seeing Greyson’s display. 

Whatever the case, I just want the ache in my chest to end. 

Wiping at my tears, I toss the diary onto my bed and march to my kitchen. There’s a half-empty bottle of wine I swore I wouldn’t finish, but I grab it now and march back to my room fully determined to break that promise and drink away the guilt that’ll follow. 

But I never do. 

I lie on the bed again, staring at the sticky note to my right and the chocolate diamonds on my left. I can’t decide which is worse to look at right now, but I stay there for hours, rooted in place. Anchored by pain.

Only the beep of my phone stirs me back to life. I know what the alert is even before swiping it away; it’s pill time yet again. But just as I roll over to search for my purse, my phone beeps once more and I glance back to find a text from Verna.

Here are the Scriptures I promised!

She lists only three and I read them all, muttering them aloud to myself. Then I glance around my room like I’m a stranger who just woke up here. The half-empty bottle of wine still decorates my bedside table. My meds are somewhere in my purse, waiting for me to answer their call. 

If I want to prove anything to anyone, I’ve got to start with myself. 

With resolve I didn’t know I had, I pour the wine down the sink and kick my purse across the room. I’m stronger than this. Even though my hands still shake as I climb into bed, even though my heart still aches as I tuck my old diary away, I know whatever tears I’ve shed today will turn to joy by the morning. At least, that’s the prayer I mumble before I drift off into a dreamless sleep. 
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The store smells like vanilla and sugar when I walk in this morning. It immediately puts me in a good mood. The lights automatically flash on as I stroll toward the back where my little office is located, along with a tiny alcove for Lyla to huddle at her desk—right in front of our mostly empty vault that’s poorly hidden behind a satin black curtain that cuts off the back of the room. I have a mini fridge and a coatrack on the other side of the curtain, along with a microwave that needs cleaning, and a single stall bathroom. 

We aren’t Tiffany’s by a long shot, but it could be worse. 

In my office, I dump my purse and tap my stopwatch as it chimes a reminder for me to take my meds. The day is just getting started, I don’t feel that I need any pills first thing in the morning, so I silence the alarm and grab a seltzer water from the mini fridge. 

As I head back to my office, seltzer water in hand, I nearly scream when I see Lyla pushing open the backdoor. She jumps when she spots me and both of us gape at each other. 

“You nearly gave me a heart attack!” I clutch my chest dramatically.

She gasps. “I’m sorry, Ms. Gem! I came in early to get you prepped for your interviews.”

I roll my eyes, thinking of my last one. “Do we have any biters?”

“Not yet—”

“Then how are you going to prep me?”

“Well, the one from yesterday called again—”

I start shaking my head. “The answer is no.”

“No?”

“We’re not hiring him.”

“But he’s perfect.”

I grind my teeth together. “I said no, Lyla.”

She drops her things onto her desk and blinks at me. Lyla is only nineteen, too young and naïve to realize she should be making double what I’m paying her, but she’s a good girl. She knows how to handle all my mood swings and has learned when to wisely keep quiet, like right now. 

Ignoring her questioning eyes, I give her a nod and turn toward my office. “I’ll be out in time to open.”

Poor Lyla spends her morning typing away on her computer. I keep my door shut and ignore her sighs as I try to concentrate on my emails. No matter how many times I refresh my inbox, nothing new pops up. The only candidate we’ve got is still Bobby. Even though he’s offering to work for half the price, I’m not convinced the deal will be worth it. The business could seriously benefit from hiring him, but I’d planned to spend 52k from the start, we won’t fall behind if we decide to hire someone else. But we don’t even have the option to hire someone else right now. 

No one wants to work for us. 

I sigh and close my laptop, it’s just before nine in the morning. Time to open the store.
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