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        Ashley Powers was punished.

        After spending two years in prison for assault of the woman her brother married, Ashley is full of remorse and pain. She’s looking to redeem herself, build a better life, and show her family she wasn’t a mistake. Encompassed in a downward spiral, Ashley isn’t sure how to move on from her past mistakes until she meets a man to show her, she is worthy.

        Declan Hart was hired.

        Chasing convicts was nothing new to Declan. Making sure they served their time and justice was served, he wasn’t surprised an old friend asked him for a favor. Investigate the girl and find out what she’s hiding. Ashley Powers was young, spoiled, and full of life…Or so Declan was told. The girl he finds is broken and filled with self-hatred.

        Attraction leads to romance, and theirs, promised love. If only Declan can convince Ashley that she too deserves her own Happily Ever After.
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        This is for every bully out there.

        It’s a long road to get where you are, it’s a hard one.

        Not everyone knows your story, sometimes life happens.

        The choice to win is yours, acceptance is waiting just around the corner, and I sure as hell hope you can find your own happily ever after.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          ASHLEY

        

      

    

    
      “Ashley Jane Powers you are hereby sentenced to one year in Fluvanna Correctional Center for Women, six months of probation following that, and five hundred hours of community service starting one day after your release for the assault of one Cecilia Marks. Do you understand these conditions?”

      I can’t believe this is happening. How? Jail…me? This can’t be real. I hear Mom crying behind me, but I just can’t bring myself to look at her.

      “Ms. Powers?” the judge snaps at me, and frankly, I want to snap right back. Yet, I can’t. My parents handed me over, and I took a plea deal. This is my new life.

      “Yes, Your Honor.” God, when did I become so meek?

      The day your brother chose his love over you.

      I have this new thing it seems. Some call it a conscience; I call it a pain in my ass. You see, six months ago, I was a spoiled bitch. Everything was handed to me on a silver platter. Spoon and all.

      Now, I’m a number to the state. For the next year, they own me.

      Can’t say I don’t deserve it, though.

      I hurt my brother, deeply. For as long as I can remember, he’s been my hero. We’ve never been close because I was a surprise baby, and maybe that’s where everyone went wrong with me. Where I went wrong with me.

      Three months ago, my brother fell in love with a woman I’d known for what felt like forever. A woman that for some stupid, asinine reason I’d started bullying from a young age. I have so many regrets where Cecilia’s concerned. Most recently was tripping her down a flight of stairs—the reason I’m now a ward of the state.

      The slam of the judge’s gavel makes me jump. My fate is sealed. As the guard grips my arm, I hear my Mom cry out, “Ashley!” but I refuse to turn to her. I can’t face any of them. Not because I’m angry that my parents are making me suffer the consequences, or that Landon chose Cecilia over me. I can’t face any of them because of the shame I feel. I deserve everything I get, and if I look at them, I don’t think I’ll be so accepting of my fate.

      
        
        My name is Ashley Powers, and this is my Happily Ever After.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          ASHLEY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Incarceration day.

      

      

      The clang of the cell door closing behind me is my new harsh reality. For one year, three hundred sixty-five days, those doors will be the only friend I have. Looking over to my cellmate laying on the bottom bunk of the bed, I know she immediately hates me. She’s judging me on my perfectly died caramel-colored hair and my cute manicure that Mom forced me to get a week ago.

      I regret that now.

      At the time, I’d just wanted my Mom to look at me how she used to before she realized what a raging bitch I’d become. That day opened my eyes to how disappointed she was in me. It fucking hurt worse than anything I could have imagined.

      Now this bitch is looking at me like she’s going to eat me for breakfast, and sadly, it is probably true. I’m not prepared for this. For anything other than the cushy life I’ve led.

      Not saying a word to the other woman, I toss my meager belongings on my bunk and prepare to make my place in my new living quarters.

      “You gonna introduce yourself or what, Malibu Barbie?” And so it begins.

      “Ashley,” I reply, trying to hold back the involuntary sneer that wants to come out. I have to tone down my attitude, or I’m going to be somebody’s bitch.

      “Barbie’s got ‘tude, does she?” The other woman is taunting me. I know she is. She wants to fight. The problem is, I don’t know whether she’s doing it to feel me out or to bait me into a confrontation we both know I won’t win.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nine months to release.

      

      

      “C’mon, Barbie! Climb that fucker!”

      It’s not often that anyone cheers for me in my life. Not when I was in school, not when I fucked up, and certainly not since I’ve come here. These girls take every chance they get to bust my proverbial balls, never call me by my real name, and beat on me every chance they get.

      Today, though? Today, they’re encouraging me in a team exercise the prison shrink wants us to do.

      Climb a fucking rope.

      So here I am nearing the top of the rope with jelly arms and flailing legs, wanting to make it to the highest point so I can show the rest of these girls that I’m not just some uppity bitch like they think. Then again, I also want to let go so my arms can stop shaking, not to mention, I don’t want to climb my way back down.

      Sweat is pouring off me like a waterfall, making my grip slippery, and just as I’m about to reach higher with one hand, my other slips and I’m fucking airborne.

      “Fuuuucckkkkk!” I scream all the way down. When I land flat on the mat below, the wind is literally knocked out of me and pain radiates through my entire body. Even my hair hurts.

      “Motherfucker!” I wheeze, unable to take a breath.

      My legs twitch with every moan. My back aches in a way that makes me wonder if I might have broken something, and my head is beginning to pound. Spots blur my vision, and in an instant, everything goes dark.

      Fuck. Am I dying?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Six months to release.

      

      

      “Get up!” Someone screams, but all I feel are the kicks to my gut; every footprint that will turn to bruises on my body in more places than I’ll ever be able to count. I still don’t understand what I’ve done to piss off my cellmate this time, but she sure enjoys taking her frustrations out on me.

      Putting my hand up in an effort to stop the abuse, a thought occurs to me—this is what Cecilia felt like—and in that moment, I finally shatter. I did this to someone. I made them feel worthless.

      I deserve this.

      “Fuck you, cunt.” I taunt her so she continues the assault. I’ll take everything she gives me and more. This is what I deserve. Not because I’ve done something to her, but because I’ve been her.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Three months to release.

      

      

      “Powers,” I hear the guard call just before my cell door opens. “You have a visitor.” Confused, I get off my bunk, hands raised, and slowly leave my cell after the cuffs are put on.

      Since coming here, I have refused to accept visitors because I can’t handle seeing my parents. I don’t need their pity or to face their disappointment in me. I have enough of that on my own. I didn’t expect Landon to visit me, and I can’t blame him. I’m undeserving of his forgiveness and would never put him in the position where he felt the need to give it to me.

      Cecilia should and always would come first for him, and I only hope that one day his anger will lessen. I desire nothing but the best for them both.

      As we make our way through the halls of the jail, every clinking door behind us has me cringing. It’s a sound I will not miss when I leave here.

      We reach the visitor’s lounge—I don’t understand why they call it that; it’s more like a sterile room where the mice go to die—and I’m shocked to see who my visitor is.

      Looking to the guard for confirmation that they are here for me, she nods her head and tells me, “You have five minutes.”

      Walking to the table, I’m not sure what to say or do. “Cecilia?” Shock is clear in my tone.

      When she turns to me with a smile, I almost faint. It’s genuine. She’s happy to see me, and I don’t understand why.

      “Why are you here?” It’s rude; I know it as soon as I say it. I’m just seriously astounded right now.

      “Landon doesn’t know. Neither do your parents,” she says to me in response. Still not answering my question.

      “Oookkkaayy?” What the fuck am I supposed to say?

      “You won’t see them,” she accuses.

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      Good question.

      My answer is selfish, so I don’t want to tell her.

      “I don’t want to be rude, but why are you here?”

      “It’s been nine months, and you haven’t contacted anyone, and you refuse their contact. They’re worried. I’m worried.”

      She’s worried about me?

      “No offense, but am I being punked or something?” I can’t help it. “You are the last person who should be worried about me.” I’m not trying to be mean, I’m just not sure how to handle her being so nice to me after the torment I have put her through.

      Her soft smile and pinked cheeks make me feel like even more of an ass.

      “Landon and I are getting married,” Cecilia spits out.

      “I know,” I tell her.

      “You do?” Her turn to be confused.

      “Cecilia,” I start softly. “I don’t need an announcement or some big-ass ring to tell me my brother loves you like crazy. I knew it from the moment you guys met, and I was jealous. Fuck, was I jealous. Never once did he speak to me the way he did you or show me his softer side. Hell, he didn’t show me any side but his business one.” I can’t believe I just confessed that.

      “I’m sorry, Ashley.” Her eyes shine with pity, and that serves to piss me off more than anything could.

      “I don’t want your pity, Cecilia. I’m sorry for everything I ever did to you, fuck am I sorry, but please don’t pity me. I deserve this. Everything that’s happened in here, I fucking had it coming to me.” Tears clog my throat. “For the love of God, you should be rolling in laughter or something that this is where I am. You most certainly shouldn’t be here checking up on how I’m doing. You’re too good for this place!” I refuse to let the tears fall. I will fight them with everything in me.

      “Ashley? Why do you believe you deserve this?” Her soft question has me holding my breath.

      “I hurt you,” I whispered back. “You did nothing wrong, and I was so mean.”

      “Why?”

      I’ve thought about that. It’s all I’ve had to do since coming here. Why was I such a raging cunt? Most especially to her. I still haven’t come up with an answer, and it frustrates me beyond belief.

      “I wish I knew. At first, it was to fit in, then it became second nature. Then Landon showered you with attention. I wanted someone to look at me the way he looked at you, and I didn’t have that. I wanted to have my person but couldn’t, and in the blink of an eye, you found yours.”

      “Two-minute warning!” A guard calls out.

      When Cecilia reaches for my hands, I flinch, but she refuses to back down. “You will have that one day, Ashley.” How I wish I could believe her.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Release day.

      

      

      “Powers!” the guard calls. I’ve sunk into a deep depression lately and am barely able to tell one day from the next anymore. All I want to do is sleep. I have lost more weight than I have to spare, dark bags have set up permanent residence under my eyes, and getting out of bed is a chore I’d rather not do.

      A kick comes from under me, followed by, “It’s release day, Malibu Barbie!” My cellmate is more excited than I am.

      Yippee! I’m getting out.

      Who the fuck cares?

      Yippee! I can start my life.

      What life?

      Yippee! I get to face my family.

      I’d rather get hit by a bus.

      A lot of these girls are killers, armed robbers, hookers, junkies, and so many more things I’d rather not think about. They’ve had it worse than I ever will, so why am I having this ridiculous pity party?

      Oh, yeah, I’d rather die than try to fit back in with my family.

      This isn’t just a low point. I think it’s my breaking point.

      A guard once told me that this life, a roof over their head, three square meals a day, and clothes on their back is all some of these girls know. It’s all they would ever know because once they get out, they will fuck up again and end up right back in here. It becomes a cycle until they either die or commit a crime that lands them in prison for life.

      She also said I looked like one of those girls that would keep coming back.

      I don’t think I’ll make it long enough to bother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          DECLAN

        

      

    

    
      “This is Declan Hart.” I answer.

      I’ve just finished up a job and am looking forward to some down time when my phone rings. I almost don’t answer it and will soon wish I hadn’t.

      “Hey, Hart, how you doing?” Fuck. It’s Zach Smith, an old college buddy of mine. Anytime he calls, it’s for a favor that is bound to get me in a ton of shit. He’s a parole officer for the state. Usually, he needs me to dig around his parolees. I’m hoping that’s not the case this time.

      “What do you need, Smith?” Fuck small talk.

      “What? No niceties for your old friend?” I can tell he’s laughing.

      “Nope. Not when the last time you called me, I damn near landed in jail ‘cause that fucker JJ decided he didn’t want to go down without a fight.” Booming laughter meets my statement. Cocksucker.

      “All right, I’ll give you that. Look, I’ve got this girl. Something’s off with her, and I can’t figure out what.”

      “What do you mean off?” My curiosity is piqued. Dammit.

      “Her brother calls to check in on her at least three times a week. My answer’s always the same, but I got curious. Started doing random drug tests, searches of her apartment. Nothing’s wrong. It’s her that’s off. I can’t put my finger on it, though.” He sounds more concerned than usual.

      “What’s your interest?” I have to know if Zach is into this girl.

      “Nothing like that, man. She’s a good kid. Made some dumb mistakes, but she’s not like my other wards.”

      “What’d she do?”

      “Typical rich white girl thinks the world owes her. Except she seems down to earth. She’s confusing the fuck out of me, man.”

      “But what did she do?” Still not getting an answer on her crime.

      “Oh, yeah. She bullied a girl. Her soon to be sister-in-law ironically enough. Assaulted her. The brother was the one who pushed for charges to be filed. Wanted her to know how serious her actions were.” He seems confused about the brother. Normally, I would be too, but I’d seen some shady shit in my day.

      “So what is it you want from me?” I’m still baffled on that part.

      “Meet her, friend her, I don’t fucking care, just get into her life. Find out what the fuck is so off about her.” He sounds a little more invested in this girl than he’s admitting. “I’ve sent you her bio with everything you’ll need to know about her. Picture, too. She’s a looker.” Of fucking course, he did. Crazy bastard.

      “You think I’ll just do this?” I need to put him in his place before I agree.

      “Oh, just wait,” he tells me, and I frown.

      The dinging of my computer lets me know I have a new email. Opening it up, I’m stunned at the beauty before me. Dirty-blonde hair frames her heart-shaped face, and a perfect set of cupid’s bow lips are thinned into a straight line of annoyance. Her cute button nose is scrunched up as if she’s smelling something funny, and if Zach took this picture, I could understand it. However, her beautiful hazel eyes are what divulges her story. Sadness lingers within, darkened by fear and shame. The heavy bags underneath tell of her sleepless nights. I feel for her.

      A lot of people wouldn’t give it a second thought given that she bullied and hurt someone else. But as far as I’m concerned, there’s a reason behind everything that happens. It often doesn’t make sense to anyone but that person, but in their mind, that’s good enough.

      “Was this picture taken before or after you got a hold of her?” I ask Zach.

      “Before prison,” he says, and her look increases my interest ten-fold. If she looked like this before she went to hell, I could only imagine how she appears now.

      “You have a recent picture?” I need to know. I don’t know why, but I feel a connection to this girl. It’s her eyes, they hold so much more emotion than I’m willing to bet anyone has paid attention to.

      “At the end of the file. It contains everything her brother thought might be relevant to her situation. I fucking hate meddling family members,” Zach grumbles while I scroll, reading her academic achievements almost from the beginning of school.

      “The girl’s damn near a fucking genius,” I mumble, amazed. Smart people are usually shy, introverted. By all indications, though, she has been queen bee in her life. Head cheerleader from middle school on. Her incarceration is confusing as fuck.

      “You see why I’m curious now? Her records don’t match her record, you know?” I understand what he’s saying.

      “What about her parents?” I ask distractedly, going through her college transcripts. She was top of her class for the very short time she was there. I have to wonder how many other people knew she was this smart.

      “Seem like decent folks. Dad comes from old money, the brother is the moneymaker now, though. Owns several companies. One that their mother has the most control over—interior design. Ms. Powers was a late in life child, not unwanted, but most assuredly, a surprise from what the brother has told me.”

      I’m not liking the picture being painted before me. I’ve never met the woman, and already, I have her pegged. How has no one else? How does no one see how broken she is? I can only imagine what prison has done to her.

      “I’ll get to work in the next few days,” I inform Zach. Bastard knew I’d take it. “Don’t be fucking bugging me for updates, or I’ll walk.”

      “Got it. Just don’t let her know you’re watching her. She gets tight-lipped when she thinks people are reporting on her.”

      Just fucking great.

      Hanging up with Zach, I have a gut feeling that Miss Ashley Powers is going to be a game changer. I’m just unsure how.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ashley

      

      

      He’s following me again. I don’t understand why. Since getting out of prison a month ago, I’ve set up a routine for myself. It began as a way to keep myself out of trouble. Not that I’ve had many opportunities since my release. I have no desire to contact any of my old friends so far, and honestly, I don’t think I plan to in the future. Keeping to myself seems to work best. Now it’s just become habit, almost comforting. No matter how hard I tried to stop, I found I couldn’t. It was the one thing I had complete control over, and I need that so badly right now.

      For the last week, however, this man, a total “hotty mchottypants” has been everywhere. I don’t know if he’s trying to remain hidden, or if he wants me to know he’s there. I’m just over it.

      I take an extra few minutes to place my order at Starbucks and even longer to mix my vanilla and cream into my drink. Once he’s sitting down, I wait until he diverts his eyes from me. Slipping through the employee entrance in the back, I sneak around to the front of the building, cross the street, and enter the bookstore to watch for him.

      I need to know if he’s following me or not, and being sneaky seems to be the way to go. Less than a minute later, he comes running out the front door sans the coffee and muffin he bought, looking quite pissed off.

      Ordinarily, I sit and drink my coffee. It’s how I prepare myself for the day. Unfortunately, getting up only to hang out with a bunch of prepubescent smartass teens isn’t always as fun as it sounds. After sleepless nights filled with nightmares, it’s becoming harder to get motivated.

      The man looks aggravated as he searches up and down the street, presumably for me. Exiting my hiding place, I wait until his sight lands on me, but I’m not prepared for the impact. His deep blue gaze sears me to my soul, grabbing hold and damn near dragging me from my spot. I feel out of breath, and my stomach is doing flips. This can’t be happening.

      Raising my coffee in salute, I walk away just as he smirks, knowing he’s been caught. My body hums with something akin to lust. I’ve never felt this kind of sucker punch before. The air literally gets knocked from my lungs, and I don’t particularly care for it.

      I’m not ready to feel this way yet. I don’t know if I ever will be. I’ve done too much bad in my life to receive any good. I don’t think I’ll ever feel clean enough to experience the happiness I see in so many people around me.

      With my thoughts already taking a dark turn, I know it’s going to be a bad day. Without a doubt, I will need a release at some point. I wish I didn’t. I can’t even say how it started or why, I just know it’s the only way to expel these turbulent emotions from my body.

      I’m so deep in thought that when a hand lands on my shoulder, my first instinct is to scream, so I do. Long and loud. I think I’ve pierced my own ear drums.

      “Wooo, sorry. I tried to call to you, but I guess you didn’t hear me?” My hunky stalker holds his hands up in surrender, a look of shock crossing his features.

      Raw from the emotions he evokes in me and not being able to deal with them right now, I snap at him. “What do you want?”

      “Not a morning person, huh? Duly noted.” He laughs. When I don’t reciprocate, all humor fades from his demeanor. “I figured since I was caught, might as well Introduce myself.” He looks at me sheepishly enough.

      “What exactly are you doing here?” I demand.

      He mulls over my question like it’s that hard to answer. I think it’s simple enough. “Full disclosure?” he asks me.

      Cocking my head to the side, I have to wonder if his momma dropped him on his skull. “No, please, lie to me.” God, I’m bitchy. My arms are itching with the need for release.

      “Right, then. Zach hired me to follow you. Find out what the bad feeling he’s getting from you is.” Well, fuck. I wasn’t expecting that.

      I know Zach doesn’t fully believe my happy-go-lucky persona. It’s exhausting to keep up with, so I can’t blame him. I’m not happy. I’m fucking miserable. I hate getting up in the morning. I hate seeing the pity and shame in my parent’s eyes even though they say they forgive me. That they’re proud I’ve accepted my punishment with so much dignity. I’m fucking sick of seeing Landon and Cecilia so fucking happy. I’m just tired of everything and everyone in my life.

      Might as well get his questions over with I guess. “What do you want to know?”

      He’s sizing me up again. I feel like a bug under a microscope.

      “I want you to have dinner with me,” he says. “Tonight.”

      Well, color me stupid. He’s just like every man I’ve ever met.

      “I’m not having sex with you so you can report back to him that all is fucking sunny,” I point-blank tell him. I refuse to mince my words or dick around the subject. This just means I have someone snooping in my life longer and harder.
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