
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Fighting for Love and Faith

        

        
        
          Fighting for Love, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Darlinda Hagens

        

        
          Published by Darlinda Hagens, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      FIGHTING FOR LOVE AND FAITH

    

    
      First edition. August 26, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Darlinda Hagens.

    

    
    
      Written by Darlinda Hagens.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    With love, I dedicate this book to those who helped, encouraged, and prayed for me.

All glory belongs to my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. A friend without equal.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "For there is nothing covered, that shall not be revealed; neither hid, that shall not be known." Luke 12:2.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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SHOULD I KEEP GOING?

I cast a longing glance in the rearview mirror.

Should I go back? In the slow-growing distance, the home I grew up in disappears. 

Raised in Liberty Springs, Colorado, I know the small town like the dark lines God engraved into the palms of my hands, yet this morning I am clueless about where to go or what to do.

Unless I take Dominique’s advice. 

Running away before the crack of dawn sounds preposterous, but my overprotective Christian parents left me no other option. One screwup, and they reverted to treating me as a child, instead of the twenty-three-year-old woman that I am. Their years of teachings on forgiveness flew out the window. What happened to “God’s grace is sufficient?” Does that only apply when sin crouches at someone else’s door? Mom and Dad act as if they never make mistakes. 

Guilt seizes me as my mother’s words of condemnation echo through my mind. “We have a valued reputation in this community. How are we supposed to hold our heads up now? Faith Hope Christensen, are you telling me, you’ve attended church your whole life, and didn’t learn a thing?”

Tears held back all night cloud my eyes. I wrestle with the difficulty of leaving behind the things I cherish: my family, my friends, and the ideal job I landed straight out of college. 

Heavy-hearted, I reach the major intersection and stop. A right turn will take me to Denver; left, Colorado Springs. In the near-nonexistent early morning traffic, I pause and reconsider Dominique’s suggestion. She and Nyla, my two best friends since childhood, stayed on the phone for an hour, trying to talk me out of leaving, after I shared Mom’s and Dad’s reactions. 

At last, Dominique said, “So, there’s nothing we can say to change your mind?” 

I threw a pair of jeans into the open suitcase on my bed. “It’s time I crawl from under my parents’ wings and make my own way.”

Nyla and I listened as Dominique prayed, asking God’s protection over me, and then we hung up. 

Twenty minutes later, Dominique called back, telling me of rental cabins on Tautog Lake. She said to stay on Interstate 25’s service road and look for a billboard-size sign.  

Some directions.

Since I did not make plans of my own, I take a left onto the service road, release a pain-filled sigh, and press hard on the gas pedal of my red, two-door hatchback.

Tears race down my face faster than I can swipe them and drive. My eyes dart from the street as I reach for a tissue from the glove compartment. 

As usual, the rickety latch sticks. I squeeze the knob harder, and the door falls open just as chaos erupts. A blaring horn snaps my attention back to the road. 

“No!” I’ve crossed the center line.

Bright headlights, shining in a massive chrome grille, come straight at me. “Jesus, help me!” 

At the last millisecond, I pull hard to the right. A blast of wind from the huge truck rocks my vehicle.

When I glance in my rearview mirror, the semi-truck weaves from one side of the narrow road to the other. It gains control and keeps driving in the opposite direction. 

Tightly squeezing the steering wheel, I hold my car steadily in my lane while nervous energy rushes down my spine faster than the sweeping arpeggios I play on my piano. A tremor takes me.

My car almost became scrap metal, and my life flashed before my eyes. 

One of Mom’s catchphrases races through my mind. “Spared by His mercy and kept by His grace.” 

It takes everything within me not to turn the car around and run back home to safety. To my parents. To people who love me. To those I love.  

No. No. I’ve caused them enough heartache. It’s time I grow up and learn to figure things out for myself.

I lower my window, allowing frigid February air to come through. Ice-cold mixes with the warmth blowing through the car’s vent, and I inhale the refreshing blend. 

My mind drifts back, determined to revisit the memories of my colossal mistake. I made it a mission to suppress these images. But here, alone, I cannot resist the urge. 

For weeks, every thought involving Philip Ashford, the mailroom clerk at my job, triggered an abundance of unplanned, hormone-driven tears. Crippled by shame, I could not bring myself to tell him what our time together produced — a baby. An innocent, tiny life growing in my stomach. Thanks to Dominique running interference between him and me, he will never know. 

Just thinking about his attractiveness, masculinity, and charisma makes my skin tingle. Add a deep-dimpled smile and a satiny-smooth tenor voice to a six-foot-three solid muscular frame, and you will understand why most female employees at Wayland’s Robotics flirted with him, while I stayed faithful to profound biblical principles and kept our relationship platonic.  

Despite a few setbacks involving daydreams of his manliness, I formed our friendship on a tight leash ... well, until the night of the employees’ Christmas party. If not for the stabbing pain in my heart, I would laugh at my foolishness. To think I actually gave myself accolades for doing a good job of keeping my feelings in check!

The first day we met remains etched in my memory as my most embarrassing moment. William Dalton Wayland, the CEO and founder of the multi-billion-dollar prosthetic company, escorted the new employee through the building and introduced him to the staff. This deed surprised my co-workers and me. Mr. Wayland, a self-made tycoon with an ex-military commander’s intimidating facade, always acted as if he did not have time for peons. His assistant, Paul, took charge of most new hires. But that day, Mr. Wayland oversaw introduction after introduction. 

Waiting for my turn, it amazed me to see my female colleagues meet Mr. Jaw-drop Handsome with a handful of googly-eyes. 

Determined to keep my dignity intact, I mentally prepared myself for a greeting and a quick getaway. Nothing went as planned. As he meandered toward me, the tightrope of my emotions grew more unstable.

The cliché I never believed in romance books became my reality. At the touch of his imposing hand, a jolt of electricity traveled up my arm and shot straight into my heart. It hit with such force, I gasped aloud and collapsed forward on buckling knees. My face struck his rock-solid chest as I clawed at his left shoulder, hoping to save myself. 

His quick reactions spared me just before I scored an Olympic ten in the butt-busters category. The blunder ended with me in his arms as he searched my face. The slight flare of his nostrils made me wonder if he felt the thunder, too.

His eyes captured me in their liquid depth, and I sank into the quicksand of his gaze without a desire to escape. 

“Hey, are you okay?” he asked.

My heart pounded in my chest. You’re so handsome.  

I strove to answer cleverly, but “Un-huh,” spilled out, leaving me feeling even more of an idiot. 

Everything about this man destabilized my world. Even his cologne. A soothing sandalwood spice, blended with clean man pheromones, weakened my knees.  

An earth-shattering smile graced his face as he up-righted me. 

I nuzzled into the warmth of his body at the light touch of his fingers, massaging the base of my scalp. 

“Good,” he said. The word rumbled deep in his chest, snapping me out of my trance.

When did I close my eyes?

I could not answer that question, but when they opened, Mr. Wayland’s frown greeted me, along with the curious gazes of the entire Department of Quality Assurance. 

The new guy released me and completed the introduction. “I’m Philip Ashford, but call me Phil.” 

Embarrassed to the high heavens, I shrugged my white lab coat onto my shoulders and walked away on shaky legs. 

Back in my office, I posed at my desk, head in hand, trying to figure out what just happened. 

Two days later, during lunch break, I sat alone in my usual booth when an alluring voice asked, “You mind if I sit with you?”

I looked up and forgot how to blink. 

Phil Ashford.  
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WITH THE AIR OF AN instructor from a fitness video, his tall, muscular frame stood before me. His words, “You mind if I sit with you?” boomeranged in my head a good ten times as I stared at him.

My tongue tied into ten knots, which took a full twenty seconds to unravel. Then I responded with a driveling, “Uh-huh.”  

Instead of taking the empty bench, he placed his tray of food on the table and scooted in beside me. He acted as if we shared our lunchtimes every day. So, I put on a friendship mask and concentrated on not making a bigger fool of myself. 

But I could not help thinking, I’m twenty-three with a degree and a career. A handsome man would complete the traditional lifecycle. 

One thing I learned: the sizzling jolt from the initial handshake did not come from my overactive imagination. His innocent touches continued to hold a shocking quality that left my insides quivering. But besides the physical connection, I sensed his protective nature. And I knew I would feel secure in his arms. 

Lunch ended. He stood. “Same time, same place tomorrow?” 

On this occasion, my reply held more intelligence. “Okay.” Well, marginally more.

Afterward, our lunches became a workday ritual, evolving from my usual booth to walks to a nearby sandwich shop. 

I harbored a strong attraction for Phil. How could I not? He is one of the best-looking men God ever created. And, judging from the way women idolized him at work, others held the same opinion. 

During our lunchtimes, I studied him like a test specimen under a microscope and hoped he did not notice. His kissable lips lifted higher on one side when he smiled. His intense, deep-brown eyes pulled me in and threatened to drown me in the pools of their entrancing depths. And he always smelled so masculine. A spicy, woodsy, clean scent. I could inhale his fragrance forever. 

But all this paled in comparison with the way he gave to the homeless every day when we walked to the sandwich shop. 

Once I asked, “How can you afford to give away so much on a mail clerk’s salary?” 

“That’s the easy part,” he replied. “Seeing people going without. Now, that’s hard.”

At that moment, I mentally gripped my heart with both hands to avoid handing it over on a silver platter. Looking back, I wonder if I did not lay my soul at his feet.

On the day of the Christmas party, Phil tried convincing me to attend the annual event, but I declined.

At the end of the workday, he walked me to my car. “Won’t you rethink coming to the party tonight? You’re guaranteed to have fun.” 

“I’m not making any promises, but I’ll give it some thought.” 

“You’ll come.” He spoke with confidence.

I drove away and left him standing in the parking lot. 

I spent half the evening debating whether I should go to the party. If my parents knew I considered going because the mailroom guy asked me, they would demand Pastor Claymont baptize me again, in the name of Jesus. Or gather members of their prayer circle to pray for the Holy Spirit to rest upon me with cloven tongues of fire, vanquishing every trace of worldly desire.  

My Christian upbringing justified the proverbial good and evil angels debating the pros and cons of my attending the festivity. 

The pros won, and I chose an outfit. A clingy red dress purchased the week before from a vintage boutique while Christmas shopping with Dominique and Nyla. When I stepped out of the fitting room, both my friends and the salesclerk agreed it looked perfect on me. It contoured my petite figure like nothing else I have ever worn.

Encouraged by the salesperson, I allowed her to pick out a pair of four-inch, black peek-toe stilettos — boosting my short frame into a long-legged, five-foot-eight inches tall. In the mirror, I saw the dress’s potential of enticing anyone I walked past. But the only person’s attention that mattered remained the mailroom guy’s.

It took a while to style my hair, but when I finished, I loved how my natural curls framed my face and fell over my shoulders. After applying light makeup, I grabbed the small clutch matching my shoes and checked inside for my keys and cell phone. Then I shrugged on my stylish, black winter coat and hurried out the door before I changed my mind.  

As I drove away, I thought about how much I appreciated the Christmas holiday program at church. Thanks to it demanding my parents’ attention, I managed to avoid a long list of questions.  

Mom would have looked me over with that sanctimonious glint in her eyes while asking, “Where did you purchase that skintight dress? And what time is this after-work function over? I hope it’s before midnight. Nothing’s open after that hour but nightclubs.”

Mom’s ability to conjure irrational logic never fails to make me roll my eyes. 

My Dad, who always put safety first, would have said, “Baby Girl, females should not go out at night alone.” Then he would have insisted on driving me. Mom would have come along for the fresh air, with all of us knowing her nosiness motivated the self-invite. 

Instead of texting, I wrote a note to my parents and left it on the kitchen table, explaining my absence. And it said nothing about a party.

When I arrived, the console clock showed 8:31 PM. An hour and a half after the party began. I parked but kept the engine running. Wayland’s Tower established the focal point for the downtown area. A twenty-six-story, mirrored structure stood proud as the envy of surrounding buildings.

After a while, I acknowledged the truth. I drove to the party for one reason and one reason only. Phil Ashford. A deep sigh blew past my lips as I turned off the ignition and got out of the car.

Lights glowed brightly in the glass-walled lobby. I punched the up arrow of the elevator, and the doors opened without delay. When the fast ascension glided to a stop, I stepped off. The gathering occupied the twentieth floor. The thumping of music and loud laughter alerted me to the full swing of the celebration. My entry went unnoticed, as the festivity kept everyone fixated on holiday cheers.

Sensing Phil’s presence, I scanned the area. A short distance away, he leaned against a wall. Our eyes met. The room fell away. No one ever looked at me the way Phil did. He advanced in my direction, moving at a slow, steady pace.

Delight performed a somersault in my stomach as I browsed his body. His square chin showed a five o’clock shadow. The top two buttons on his red shirt lay open, exposing the strong columns of his neck. A black jacket covered broad shoulders, and matching pants hung around his tapered waist. With him a few steps away, the spell gave way to nerves. 

What was I thinking coming here? 

Instead of walking toward Phil, I headed to a table I glimpsed upon entering. 

The person serving beverages handed me what looked like red punch in a dainty crystal cup. The cool drink did not douse the heat Philip Ashford stirred in my stomach. Even with my back turned, I recognized the second he stopped behind me. 

“You’re late.” His deep voice ricocheted off every nerve in my body. 

With trembling hands, I placed my cup on the table, took a calming breath, and turned to confront him.

He reached for me, but then shoved his hands in his pockets.  

I pushed one long curl behind my ear, tilted my head, and we stared at each other. Tiny quivers entered my belly as he lowered his face so close, warm breath caressed my cheek. 

Is he going to kiss me?

My heartbeat raced, and my breathing slowed. Transfixed by his gaze, my mind failed to judge time. A few seconds seemed endless before he freed me and stepped aside.

We stood side by side with our backs to the beverage table. I stared, awestruck. The company spared no expense. A banner hung high with the theme written in a calligraphy font, Christmases Around the World.

Decorative Christmas trees, representing different countries, gleamed like chandeliers. I pointed to one with hand-painted fans covering the branches, and a silk lantern taking the place of the star. 

“Striking, isn’t it?” Phil’s voice vibrated through me.

I nodded. “Very.”

In the low lighting, I drank in the beauty of my surroundings. A live orchestra played, and people swayed to the music. 

A young lady offered to check my coat. When I handed it over, I glanced at Phil and found him appraising me from head to toe.

“I had second thoughts about tonight.” I crossed my arms to stop fidgeting.

“So, considerations for me end with your workday. Is that what you’re saying?” Phil faced straight ahead as his voice clipped the atmosphere.

Considerations? Um, no. You’ve occupied my thoughts since the day we met. 

Shyness arrested my ability to speak my mind, so I avoided the question. “Attending parties isn’t my norm.”  

His eyes traveled over me. “You’re beyond beautiful tonight.”

I could not hide my smile. “Thanks.”

“Are you hungry?” 

My sight followed his as he looked past a myriad of round tables where food piled high in buffet style at the back of the room.

My stomach stirred. “No, I’m too nervous.”

“Why? It’s a Christmas party. Relax.”

I nodded and took a calming breath. 

Many servers walked throughout the crowd carrying trays filled with glasses of foaming bubbly. A smiling male approached us. “Champagne?”

Phil gave me a questioning glance. 

I shook my head. “No. Thank you.”

And Phil declined the drink, too. 

The server pointed to a bar in the far corner. “Your drink options are endless.” He resumed circulating through the crowd. 

Phil held out his hand. “Dance with me?”  

Uh-oh. I don’t know how. 

Thoughts of stumbling over my two left feet caused me to trip over my words. “I-I, um. I may step on your toes.”

He smiled. “I’ll take my chances.”

When he led me to the dance floor, I fell into his arms. Our moves comprised of holding and rocking.  

Serenaded by slow, soft music, Phil’s breath caressed my ear. “I would like to kiss you.” 

I nodded and tilted my head in anticipation. The softness of his mouth on mine shook me to the core. Gripping the lapels of his jacket, I rose to my tiptoes. Like wine, the heady excitement felt intoxicating. It evaporated both fear and doubt while freeing a delirious high. His hand slid into my hair and kept my mouth positioned on his.

My first real kiss left me breathless and wanting more. A lot more. 

Again and again, his lips found mine, and I delighted in the earthshaking pleasure of each kiss. As we rocked together, I rested my hand on his chest and felt his heart pounding as hard as mine.

With boldness, I wrapped my arms around Phil’s neck and pressed my mouth to his. A smile lifted the corner of my lips as I felt a shiver course through his body.

When the kiss ended, he said, “Let’s get out of here.” 

“Where are we going?” 

“Someplace where there’s no audience.” 

Scanning the crowd, I noted the thunderous look on our boss’s face.

My conscience forewarned me this was not a good idea, but my body sang a different tune. 

Why not take the natural next step? 

Phil kissed the side of my mouth, and as he moved to my ear, desire clenched my stomach. 

“Okay,” I said.  

After collecting our coats, we rushed to the elevator. As soon as the doors closed, we fell into each other’s arms again, barely noticing when we reached the bottom floor. 

He led me through the glass front doors of Wayland’s Tower and flagged a passing cab. 

The entire time I knew Phil, I had never seen him drive a vehicle. He arrived at work before me, left work after me, and we always walked to our favorite lunch spot. That night, I asked, “Don’t you have a car?” 

He took a deep breath. “Yes, but I can’t keep my hands off you long enough to drive.”

“Oh.” I wanted to continue exploring his body, too. Flagging a cab sounded like a wonderful idea. 

The winter air filtered my brain, and warning bells chimed disaster. I stepped back, but he pulled me into his embrace. “You aren’t thinking of running from me, are you?”

“I-I mean. I’ve done nothing like this —” 

He kissed that wonderful spot on my neck. 

Goodness. Gracious. Sakes. Alive!

He sucked in a deep breath as if to gain control. “Neither have I. I’ve never gotten involved with anyone at my workplace. You’re the first.”

That wasn’t what I meant. 

Before I could explain, Phil’s mouth covered mine, and every thought of reason took wings and flew out of my head. 

The taxicab pulled up; we got in. Phil gave an address, and again, we dived into each other’s arms. 

After a much-too-short trip, the driver cleared his throat to get our attention. Phil handed over several bills and said, “Keep the change.”

His warm hands squeezed mine as he led the way.

After he pressed buttons on a square hidden in the wall, a tall wrought-iron gate opened.

The well-lit entry highlighted a single-level luxury condo. Modern. Exclusive. Built less than five years ago. I knew because I passed the place every day driving to work. I dreamed of someday living this luxurious lifestyle, but I doubted my financial status could ever rise to the level of gaining such means. 

At the front door, he again tapped in an entry code, and I asked, “How can you afford to live here?”

“I have my ways.” 

Not giving me time to consider his meaning, he stepped inside and pulled me into his arms. Outside, floodlights lit a large foyer. As he pinned me against the solid wood entry with his rock-hard body, my thoughts scrambled. My breath quickened as I listened to the deadbolt slide into place. Phil did not bother turning on the inside lights, and due to the desire growing inside me, I did not care.

He swept me up into his arms and carried me down a long, sable hallway while planting kisses over every inch of my face. Tightening my grip around him, I succumbed to the strong physical need raging within me.

A lamp came on as he laid me on a huge bed. Desire filled his eyes, and I am sure they reflected my own. 

Urgent kisses; gentle caresses; and soothing, sensual words flipped a switch in me that previously lay dormant. The deep timbre of Phil’s voice, combined with his unique masculine scent, started a firestorm, never before set ablaze. 

But voices of wisdom forced their way in. Words spoken by my pastor flashed in my mind, “Don’t allow sin to blind you.” My parents’ warning against this very iniquity — fornication — played in my head.

The ingrained teachings caused a pause of reassessment. But Phil deepened his kiss, and his eagerness infected me. Soon the voices became a distant sound concealed beneath the loud drums of desire beating through my veins.

I could say the devil made me do it, and I am sure somewhere in the mix, a grain of truth lies within that theory. But, as the over-protected, only child of parents who guarded my life with their own, I wanted to experience things other women my age experienced. Whatever caused me to lay aside everything I knew as sacred rested somewhere between curiosity and the fevered pitch of longing which claimed us.

Beads of sweat cooled me as we lay side by side. 

I looked at Phil, and doubts crept into my mind. Faith Hope Christensen, what have you done? You know better than this. With deliberation, I scooted closer to the edge of the bed, but he wrapped his strong arms around me and brought me back to him. 

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Yes,” I whispered.

He kissed the back of my neck. “Stay with me.” His embrace tightened. 

Overcome with exhaustion, I relaxed and listened to his breathing become slower and deeper, and mine followed suit. 

I’ll rest for a moment, then I’ll ...
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MY EYES SNAPPED OPEN. My heart raced in my chest as if I’d run a marathon. Propping on one elbow, I stared at a clock with bright blue numbers reading 4:03 AM, on a nightstand, sitting beside a dimly lit lamp.  

A deep sigh and warm breath caressing my cool skin caused me to ease a glance over my shoulder. 

Phil laid on his back asleep, looking younger, more handsome, and more relaxed than I had ever seen him before. Then the weight of my actions crashed upon me. 

What do I do? What do I do? Scanning the enormous room, I found my purse and clothing in one of two plush gray chairs angled near a fireplace. 

On tiptoes, I crept to the chair and snatched up my belongings. Easing to a nearby door, I opened it. An interior light revealed a walk-in closet with clothes organized according to color. I glimpsed a second entry a few feet away. It opened to an enormous bathroom decorated in blue, gray, and white. I dashed inside.

My feet shuffled to a stop, and I gasped in horror. Is that me? But I could not deny the reflection staring back from the floor-to-ceiling mirror across the room.

Wild hair, swollen lips, and proof of surrendered purity made me want to cry. With trembling hands, I dug my cell out of my purse and punched in Dominique’s number, asking her to pick me up.

Sleep mangled her words as she said, “Nyla spent the night, she’s with me. Give us twenty minutes.” 

After disconnecting, I ventured closer to the mirror. Sickened by the compelling evidence, I turned away.

I’ve got to shower. 

The water verged on hot when I stepped in, but numbness filled me as I watched the insignia of innocence wash down the drain. An onslaught of regret matched the rhythm of the pounding shower. More tears than I could swallow lodged in my throat. 

My hands covered my mouth to suppress the whimpers as a voice in my mind pointed out my stupidity. 

You’re such a fool! What if your parents find out? They’ll demand you confess. Are you willing to face your pastor? 

A loud groan escaped me. 

Remember the scripture your mother insisted you memorize before entering college? First Corinthians 6:9-10: 

“Know ye not that the unrighteous shall not inherit the kingdom of God? Be not deceived:   neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers ....” 

Wait. What? Fornicator! That’s you. 

My hands moved from my mouth to cover my face. I pressed my lips together to stifle another groan, but it did little good.

You can’t even pray. God doesn’t want to hear from fornicators! 

The voice echoing my mistakes grew louder. Shame, guilt, and self-blame rolled like waves of torture from Hell. 

Although I worked to keep my cries soundless, a few forced their way past my tight lips and bounced off the tiled walls.

I nearly jumped out of my skin as muscular arms eased around me. Standing helpless under his intense gaze, I sputtered, “Ph-Phil.”

He pulled me close, and my knees almost buckled. Happiness and sadness flipped back and forth as emotions warred between excitement and trepidation. 

But, same as the night before, his touch made me feel secure. The inner voice quieted. Phil spoke words of comfort, and I allowed them to soak into my mind as he cradled my head against his chest.

His feathered kisses lingered on my lips, and I became inebriated by the sweet vintage of his mouth. The cool shower wall massaging my back made me question my sanity. But I could not fight the longing that enraptured me. 

When we emerged from the sea of bliss, his eyes searched my face. At that moment, I realized, he’s too tempting for me to resist.  

Again, condemnation roared through my mind. When Phil stepped away to turn off the water, I pushed past him, murmuring an excuse of needing to hurry home.

Grabbing my clothes and phone, I rushed out of the bathroom, pulled on my dress, located my coat at the foot of the bed, and glanced at my new stilettos. Not taking the time needed to wrestle them on, barefooted, I ran. Phil’s voice rang in my ears as he called my name while I dashed down the maze-like hallway. 

At the front door, I yanked the doorknob, and an icy breeze awoke goosebumps over my wet skin. Hurriedly buttoning the coat, I shot glances over my shoulder, expecting Phil to pop around the corner any second.

My toes curled under the shock of cold concrete when I stumbled out of the condo. I released a thankful sigh upon seeing Dominique’s yellow and black Mustang parked in front of the security gate. But the closed, tall monstrosity stopped me in my tracks. I walked closer to the iron bars imprisoning me and searched for a means of escape. 

In my mind, I screamed at Dominique, “Ram the gate!”  

Knowing my friend would never damage her beloved car, I tested my footing and pulled up on the railing. The frozen rail chilled my hands and feet even more. A buzzing sounded, and the gate clanked open. Relief washed over me as I scrambled to the car. 

Nyla folded the front seat, and I slipped in. I noticed their looks of concern as they observed my lack of shoes and sopping hair. A seldom-seen air of bravery bowled across Nyla’s face. “Do I need to bash in somebody’s head?” 

“No,” I said. 

As we drove away, I looked back to see Phil standing at the front door, wearing a white robe.

“Should we call the police?” Nyla asked.

I shook my head.

Dominique glanced over her shoulder. “Where to?” 

“Wayland’s Tower.” 

She pulled onto the street and pointed at the condo. “Who lives there?”

“Phil Ashford,” I muttered. 

Dominique and Nyla exchanged glances. From our girl-time conversations, they recognized the name. In great detail, we discussed the handsome mailroom guy. They teased me, saying I talked non-stop about him. They even accused me of falling in love. I spouted the “friendly co-workers” speech, but they did not believe it. 

Through the rearview mirror, Dominique’s eyes found mine. “What? Does he have a rich uncle?”

I shrugged. “I think so.”

She frowned. “There’s a clean towel in my gym bag on the floor behind my seat. Use it. You’re dripping water everywhere.” 

Eyebrows creased with worry; Nyla leaned toward me. “Are you okay?” 

“Yes,” I whispered, then dipped my head and fumbled around in the bag to avoid her pointed stare. 

“You want to talk?” Dominique probed. 

Again, Nyla turned and looked me in the eye. I covered my face with the thick towel and shook my head.

We rode in silence. When Dominique dropped me at my car, I sped away, grateful they did not ask more questions.

I crept into my bedroom ten minutes before my parents’ five o’clock get-up time. An hour later, when Mom checked on me, I faked an illness. Not so untrue if she considered my mental state. The entire day, I battled conflicting emotions of lust and shame. 

As a young girl, Mom used to confuse me with a saying: “Some doors are best left unopened.” After surrendering to Phil, it registered with divine clarity. Crossed lines prove impossible to uncross. Like taking what God considers sacred until marriage and turning it into something casual. 

My thoughts remained occupied by Phil, each memory bringing with it the impact of a physical aftershock. The desire for him drove me to the brink of craziness, while thoughts of facing him again made me cringe. 

From the day I entered womanhood, Mom used every available opportunity to instill in me what men call women who behave the way I did. The one-night stands. The booty-calls. Shame choked me as I understood those names now defined me.  

To ease my burdens, I called Dominique and Nyla on three-way and whispered my confession. “I can’t face him. What if desire overtakes me, and I succumb to it, again?” The shame of how easily I yielded to him in the shower swept over me.

Dominique, in her take-charge manner, said, “Give me his phone number. I’ll handle this for you.”

“What are you going to do?” Nyla and I asked together. 

“Make sure he won’t show up on your doorstep, for one. Just leave it to me.” 

So, I did. Since childhood, Nyla and I relied on Dominique to lead. We seldom questioned her domineering attitude. She seemed to possess an inner instinct that told her just what to do.

They stayed on the phone as I bounced around Phil-avoidance strategies. Dominique did not agree with me ducking and hiding, as she so blatantly put it, but in my opinion, seclusion stood as my only defense. 

Since my job closed shop for two weeks during the Christmas and New Year holidays, it gave me time to plan. Or so I thought. 

My first strategic consideration worked well. Human resources responded with a yes to my email requesting accrued vacation, sick leave, and personal days. 

The time armed me with two months to assess the situation. This relieved the pressure, at least for a while. 

The second idea involved a transfer to another department, but that only placed me on a different floor. I needed a better method than that. But what? That night, with three minds on one plan, we failed to find a solution. My friends could not help me this time. The realization took my breath away. This time I’m on my own.

Six weeks later, guilt still hounded me. With my accumulated time running out, the avoidance tactic sat on shaky ground. Not to mention my parents’ concerns regarding the extended fake illness I conjured up.  

I told so many lies about feeling ill that when I woke up vomiting several mornings, I assumed it was psychological. After checking my personal calendar, I found my cycle was late. 

How could one night of passion equate to a lifetime of grief? My life fell apart layer by layer, and I could do nothing to stop it. 

~*~
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A SHUDDER TAKES ME from head to toe, and I shrug off the memories and return to the present. After glimpsing a sign on Interstate 25 service road saying fast food and clean restrooms, I take a quick right. My screaming bladder demands I stop. I pull into a service station in a small one-horse town I never knew existed and hurry inside. 

As I wash my hands, I check myself in the mirror. Two months ago, I ran from Phil’s shower, and now confusion chases me. Do I stay on the course Dominique suggested, or should I move to another state? 

The possibility of never seeing my parents or friends brings a fresh batch of tears to my eyes. My life’s plan changed overnight. The imagined happily-ever-after girl with an outstanding career as a mechanical engineer, married to Mr. Wonderful, living in the house with the white picketed fence and three children playing in the backyard, will never come to fruition. 

Instead, I must pick up the pieces of the mess I have made and decide where to go from here. 
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Chapter 4
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MY HEAD JERKS UP, AND I gasp. My car is straddling the middle line. 

For miles, I have fought drowsiness, but it has finally overtaken me.

With my heart beating triple time, I focus on the windshield and steer the vehicle back into my lane. Thoughts of my earlier close call with the diesel truck plays in my mind. Thank God I am not faced with the same situation again.

While steering back into my lane, I fumble for the button to lower the car’s window. Frozen air gushes inside, dousing me like a bucket of ice water.

“I must stay awake. I must stay awake,” I repeat, opening my eyes as wide as possible.

The wintry breeze blankets me, sending cold shivers racing from my head to my toes. 

After shivering for lord knows how many miles, I spot the billboard. “Cabins for rent on Tautog Lake.” The advertisement shows wood cabins surrounding a large body of deep blue water, exactly as Dominique said it would.

I follow the roadside arrows and arrive at a cottage with a WELCOME sign. 

A senior man, whose wiry salt and pepper hair reminds me of my grandpa, stands inside. He offers his hand. “Joe Jack Bradford’s the name. What can I do you for, young lady?” 

Do you for?

As he eases his calloused palm over mine, I say, “Faith Christensen. I’m inquiring about the cabins for rent.” 

“Follow me. Today is your lucky day. I have only one left, and it’s a big ‘un.” 

He directs me to a small chair before going behind the worktop. While I complete the application, Mr. Bradford gives me his business card, telling me to call if I find anything dissatisfactory in the rental. After he tells a slew of hunting and fishing stories, he hands over the keys and a garage door opener. 

On my way out, he says, “One more thing. Because of previous problems with renters, the owners may stop by. They sometimes interview face-to-face since paperwork can’t determine if a person will be problematic.”

Too tired to question Mr. Bradford about the owner’s strange evaluation process, I nod and walk out of the office. 

After following his directions, I locate the property, and it is utterly beautiful. Humongous, modern, and secluded; the home far exceeds my expectations. Mr. Bradford said the nearest neighbor lives two miles away. The button on the garage door opener activates the slow lift of the first of four doors. I park my car inside and send Dominique a text. 

I wait a full five minutes and receive no reply. Resisting the temptation to call her, I accept what I’ve known for a while: this time, I must do this on my own.   

Standing on the large wraparound porch, I look out at the breathtaking view of snow-topped mountains reflecting on a nearby lake. Towering trees stir in the breeze, filling the air with the scent of pine. In the distance, a woodpecker taps a welcome message. 

When I can no longer brave the cold, I walk inside. My hand covers my mouth as I stare at the luxurious décor. A huge living room with high vaulted ceilings and tall windows offers a spectacularly tranquil view. Expensive leather couches arranged over rich hickory wood flooring adorned with tapestry rugs. 

Everything coordinates so well, but for me, the best part is the mosaic stone fireplace. Two brown wingback chairs with white handmade Afghans thrown over the backs angle in front of it.  

Curious, I open door after door, familiarizing myself with this wonderful place. Did Dominique have this in mind when she made the suggestion? I doubt it.

I haul my luggage up the staircase and marvel at the primary suite. It occupies half the second level. Filled with calming shades of blue and cream, I admire the contemporary design.    

A grin spreads across my face as my arms go over my head and sway from side to side. With my feet bouncing, they take me in circles. Laughter flows as I do my flight-to-delight dance. Since childhood, Dominique, Nyla, and I danced to the melody of inexpressible joy. Twirling, flying high on happiness, we wished to spill cheer over the earth. The childlike fantasy lightens my heart after such a long drought of sadness. 

Making my way to the kitchen, I eat a ham and cheese sandwich, then I go to the living room and settle in one of the wingback chairs. Pulling the Afghan over me, exhaustion seeps from my body. Relaxation settles in its place. Central heat warms the room, and I release a sigh of contentment. Before my eyes close, I glance at the clock on the mantle. 

Eleven o’clock? I’ll rest for a moment, and then I’ll get up and ... 

~*~
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“WHAT WAS THAT?” 

Jumping up from the chair, I stumble from side to side, drunk on slumber. Fisted hands go to my eyes, and I rub away sleep and work to focus on the mosaic fireplace. Memories of arriving at the cabin pour into my mind. The clock on the mantel shows 3:17 PM. I’ve slept for four hours? 

Ice and rocks crunching in the driveway alert me to why I awoke so abruptly, warning me of the possibility of danger. 

Hurried steps take me to the window in the foyer, and I ease the curtain aside. Sunlight beams in my face, transforming everything into silhouettes, except the Rolls-Royce symbol topping a high gloss metallic-sapphire hood of a car parked out front.

I move to the door and confirm I locked it. Mr. Bradford said the owners could stop by. But what if it is not the owner? I cannot identify this person without compromising myself. 

On tiptoes, I creep to the closet near the front entry, grab my large purse from the top shelf, and rifle through it. 

Where did I put the old man’s card?

Someone knocks on the door. Again, I glance at the bolted deadbolt and continue searching for Mr. Bradford’s contact info. 

A male voice yells, “Hello!” and then a key turns in the lock. 

Eyes wide and heart pounding, I back away. The door swings open. A tall, powerfully-built person stands in the doorway. 

The words in my head become trapped in my throat. Entranced, I cannot believe my eyes.

Phil Ashford? 

An unbuttoned, black wool jacket overlays the white baseball shirt stretching across his extensive chest as he leans against the doorjamb, looking as if he expected to find me here. 

Slowing the tempo of my runaway emotions, I draw a calming breath. After all the effort I put into lying and avoiding this man, now he stands in my secluded cabin! “Why are you here?” 

He strides toward me, using his masculine swagger, and my heart performs a series of splutters. 

With a cutting gaze, he says, “The last day I saw you, you were hightailing it out of my condo as fast as you could, as if you’d just made the biggest mistake of your life. And — tell me — why did I have to funnel my messages through your friend?”

Stamping my foot, I demand, “What are you doing here?” 

“What do you mean?” He glances around. “This is my cabin.”

What? Hold up. Something smells ... rotten. How can he afford a place this nice? He works in the mailroom! “Please. You expect me to believe that?” 

“Yes, I expect you to believe it. I’m standing here holding the keys.” He smirks and dangles them in front of me.

“First of all, Dominique told me about this place. And second, for all I know, Mr. Bradford gave you the keys, same as me.”

He exhales a long breath. “Dominique called. She didn’t give details but said you needed a place to think. I recommended my family’s cabin. Then I notified Mr. Bradford ...” His hand slides over his head as he takes a tentative step closer. “Seriously, you don’t know who I am?” 

I cross my arms and work to keep my temper in check. If he is telling the truth, my friend set me up. And I must admit this has Dominique’s mother hen scent all over it. “Of course, I realize who you are, Philip Ashford. We’ve worked on the tenth floor together for three months.” After rolling my eyes, I walk past the chair I slept in and swing around. “I have a key, too, but I’m not claiming I own the place.” 

Phil draws another deep breath as if to calm himself. “I thought you’d figured it out when you ran from my condo. The CEO of Wayland’s Robotics is my father.” 

“What?” My mouth falls open.

“I admit, I took a page from the reality TV show Undercover Boss, where some executives work entry-level jobs.”

Undercover Boss? TV show? Rubbing my forehead, I struggle to comprehend what in the world he is talking about.

As if sensing my confusion, he shakes his head and pulls his cell phone from his back pocket. “Just call the office. Ask for Mr. William Dalton Wayland — my father. Or Paul, his PA. Either will corroborate what I’ve told you.”

I ignore the phone and step closer to the fireplace, pacing back and forth. “You’re the CEO’s son, but you’ve been working in the mailroom, playing like an undercover boss?” 

“I wouldn’t call it playing.” He makes air quotes.

“Really?” Sarcasm colors my tone as I continue walking back and forth, grappling to make sense of his words. “Wait, so you’re not reallyPhilip Ashford?” 

Phil glides a hand over his head. “Ashford is my middle name. I used it as my given to keep anonymity.” He takes out his wallet. “Here’s my license.” 

After giving me the proof of his identity, he says, “As I explained to my father, in the upcoming year, I’ll take over the company. And ...”

His words fade away as I stare at his identification. I gave myself to ... whom? My gaze drops back to the license. Philip Ashford Wayland? 

While my brain scrambles to understand, I tune in as Phil says, “... relating to the employees and understanding their needs —”

I jab him in the chest with my finger. “So, Mr. Undercover Boss, what happened between us was a ploy you learned from a TV show?” Tears brim my eyes. “What is this, Phil?” I thrust his ID at him. “You lied! You used me!” I spin around to the fireplace and the residue of cold ash reflects my shame. Phil misled and played me like a fool. 

“I’d planned to tell you the morning after our night together, but you ran out before I had a chance.” He turns me to face him. “What was your hurry, Faith? Tell me, why haven’t you come back to work? And why use Dominique as your mouthpiece?” 

“Does she know your true identity?”

“No.” 

“What else did she tell you?”

“She wasn’t forthcoming with information, and neither was I.”

She didn’t tell. I release a long exhale. “That night was a mistake. Sex only after marriage. It’s biblical, and it’s how my parents taught me.”

“I —” 

Raising my hand, I continue, “I don’t expect you to understand. My parents say, our generation thinks if it’s not hurting anyone, why not do it? You’re only young once, right? Mom and Dad were so ashamed when I told them I’m-I’m —” Pressing my lips together, I swallow thickly and flash him a tight smile. 

I nearly told him I’m pregnant. 

Avoiding his gaze, I duck my head and sit back down. With my hand held out, I say, “Give me your phone, and I’ll verify if there’s any truth to this ridiculous story.”

Minutes later, I disconnect the call with the weight of realization hanging around my neck. 

A loud sigh cools my lips as I pass him his cell, push up from the chair, and trudge to the staircase to make the climb. I stop. Too humiliated to turn around, I say, “I’d chalked up the condo to a rich uncle or something. Wow, was I wrong. I’ll pack my belongings and —” 

In a flash, he grips my shoulder, and I face him again. 

“You don’t have to go.” He leads me back to the chair. I sit, and he proceeds to the window and looks out. “I come here to escape. The water and mountains are therapeutic, helping to clear my mind when things become too hectic. If you’ve looked around, then you know how large the cabin is. There’s enough room for both of us. We’ll have no problem staying out of each other’s way.” 

I jump to my feet. “Are you serious? Phil, we’ve slept together. What do you think people will say if someone finds us here alone? Oh, my goodness. You’re the reason I’m running away in the first place!” 

His eyes widen. “Why am I the reason you’re hiding out here?” 

With my foot firmly lodged in my big mouth, I am unsure how to pull it out. What reason can I give? 

My sight goes to the window. The sun hides behind low-hanging clouds. It reminds me of how Phil hid his silver-spoon status. I cross my arms and shrug off the question lingering in the air. “Okay, you’re right. We’ll stay away from each other, and we should be fine.”  

Phil exhales a sound of defeat. “Faith, we’d grown close during our lunchtimes, and I think we could’ve had something special.” Again, his hand glides over his short wavy hair. “Believe it or not, I listened as you spoke of your religion. Yes, I crossed the line.” The smooth, liquid words send shivers racing up my spine. His soundless steps bring him closer. “But our chemistry was undeniable, and the experience ...” His voice falls off. 

Longing to hear what he will say next, I lean forward. He shoots me a knowing glance, and I should die from the humiliation of being read so easily. 

“You felt it, too, even though you ran out and have avoided me ever since.” He stops in front of me. “I promise nothing will happen while we’re here unless you want it to. It won’t be easy because ...” His husky tone washes over me. “... I admire everything about you. The sparkle in your golden-brown eyes captivates me.” His fingers ease over my cheek, to my ear, ending at the back of my head, and massage my scalp. 

I stifle a moan and work to keep my eyes from closing. 

“Most of all, I appreciate your honesty. You didn’t try to impress me. Just friendship with no ulterior motive.” He whispers in my ear, “Those are desirable traits in a woman.”

Before I know it, I lean in, drawn by his magnetic attraction. A sharp breath stalls in my lungs as my body presses against his. The chemistry he spoke of sends red-hot electricity charging through me, and my eyes close of their own volition. 

Suddenly, the contact breaks. I stumble forward. My eyes snap open. 

Phil backs away with his hands up in surrender style until he reaches the staircase and starts the climb. “But you want space, and that’s what I’ll give you.” He glances over his shoulder. “If you’re in the primary suite, keep it. I’ll take the one farthest away.” 

Arruugh! He tricked me. I’m weak as water around him.

When he disappears up the stairs, I grab my purse, head to my bedroom, and lock myself in. Where will I find the strength to make it through this friendship truce?

Sitting on the bed, I stare at my cell, noting the numerous missed calls and text messages.   

After typing: 

“I’m okay.” 

I send it to Mom and Dad. Then I tap out an earful to Nyla, telling of Dominique’s deceitfulness, and press send. Nyla likely knows. She probably took part in the trickery. 

To Dominique, I text: 

“How dare you?” 

Immediately, my phone chimes, and my mouth drops at her response. 

“You’ll thank me later.” 

Doubt it, Dominique : Ms. Stab-a-Friend-in-the-Back ! I stash my phone in my purse.

The bathroom’s lowlights add to the serenity as I step into the shower. Lavender-scented body wash relieves a little of my stress.

Wrapped in a heated towel, I stand before the mirror, looking for any signs of the secret growing inside of me. Satisfied that normalcy prevails, I slip on my favorite pajamas, climb into the huge bed, and reflect on today’s events.  

Lots of mistakes. Too many to count. But this I know, the less Mr. Ashford — I mean, Mr. Wayland — knows, the better. Outside influences only complicate things. I determine no more phone calls. No more texting. No more implicating family and friends. Tomorrow marks the beginning of my new journey. 

Sleep claims me before I formulate a plan. Vivid dreams of Phil burst from my subconscious.
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Chapter 5
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BACON. 

The aroma seeps into my bedroom, and I remember when just the smell sent me drooling to the kitchen. Now, it puts a queasy rumbling in my stomach. As usual, acupressure eases the feelings of morning sickness. A few seconds of deep, firm pressure on my inner wrist does the trick. 

Dressed in a bright pink, cold-shoulder sweater and black leggings, I let my hair hang in its naturally curly state and head downstairs. 

Another bout of nausea washes over me. After giving my arm a sustained pinch, it passes, and I proceed to the kitchen. 

Phil’s back faces me. He stirs something in a bowl. A fitted polo shirt stretches across his muscled torso.

He looks better than he did in my dream. Fighting the memory of the kisses I dreamed about last night, I sit on a stool at the island. In a forced, cheerful voice, I say, “Hey, what’s for breakfast?” 

Phil turns, and his probing eyes make me glad I took the extra time to make myself presentable. “What’s your pleasure?” His voice drops to a low, sexy whisper.

The lustful undertone steals my breath. 

He clears his throat. “How did you sleep?” 

My hands fiddle with the edges of a woven placemat as I answer the second question first. “I slept fine. Orange juice for me, please.”

Phil moves to the refrigerator and pours a glass and sets it before me. “You aren’t one of those no-breakfast-eating people, are you?” 

“No. I love breakfast. It’s just recently ...” Oh no. Nausea churns my stomach, and my mouth fills with saliva. Unable to keep talking, I apply pressure to my wrist, thankful that, again, his back faces me.

He flips a fluffy pancake on the grill. “Recently, what?”  

Somehow, my voice remains flawless while I battle the attack. “Breakfast and I stopped getting along.”  

“We’ll fix that.” He hands me a plate. Maple syrup and butter drizzle down the sides of two delicious-looking pancakes, along with crispy strips of bacon. 

I breathe in the blends of sweet and salty aromas, and a low growl rumbles my belly. 

Phil gives a proud grin. 

I smile back. “The pancakes look — argh!” My hand flies to my mouth. 

Phil looks at the food; a frown creases his brow, and he stares at me. 

I retch again, and bile flows into my throat. I jump off the stool and take a quick right down the hall toward the bathroom. With the thud of Phil’s footsteps behind me in hot pursuit, I run in and fling the door closed. 

He catches it and pushes it open. 

Sickness overwhelms me as I hurry to the commode. 

Phil rushes over and dampens a towel. 

I exhale a grateful sigh as he places the damp cloth around my neck. He steps back. 
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