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DEDICATION

For all survivors of abusive relationships.




 

I Fell

 

I fell in love 

With a man.

 

It was love 

And a triangle 

A love triangle.

 

His love 

My love 

His fists.

 

I fell in love

With a man.

 

Asked for his heart

He gave me 

All the wrong parts. 

 

A bruise 

A crack 

A stitch. 

 

I fell in love

With a man

 

And found myself

Three new friends 

To play with.

 

Fear 

Fright

Folly. 

 

I fell in love 

With a man. 

 

I fell out of love

With a man. 

 

 

 

I fell in love

With Freedom.

 

Her arms 

protects

Fear

she rejects.

 

I fell in love 

With Freedom.

 

And found myself 

Three best friends

To play with. 

 

Wisdom. 

Courage. 

Strength.

 

I fell in love 

With Freedom.

 

I stayed in love, 

With Freedom. 

 

Never will I  

Fall in love

 

With a man. 




 

PROLOGUE

 

Three Years Ago

 

 

 

MY WIFE IS A WHORE. 

For every second I stand staring at that goddamn screen, my heart pounds faster. Thumping out of my chest. 

My palms itch, growing clammy. 

My tie feels like a noose around my neck. Tightening. Strangling.

“Do you want to make a move, sir?” 

A question is directed at me. I should answer. Shouldn’t I? When a question is directed at you, you’re expected to answer. Simple mechanics. Nothing complicated. 

Why, then, do I find it so damn hard to form so much as a syllable? Why is my brain no longer doing its job? My only functioning anatomy are my eyes, glued to the twenty-two-inch monitor in my private investigator’s office. A screen showing a pixelated version of my cheating wife and my equally disloyal twenty-year-old valet. 

In my house.

“Mr. Van Der Wells?” 

This shouldn’t surprise me. After all, she had to be getting it elsewhere if she wasn’t getting it from me, right? Not because I wasn’t giving her the attention she deserved, because I do, I give her the world. She just doesn’t want it. 

I’d say it’s because she’s not attracted to me anymore, but if I’m being honest with myself, she never was attracted to me to begin with. Understandable—I’m not attractive or desirable. 

No, I don’t have goddamn self-esteem issues. It’s just a fact. 

My wife and I grew up as friends. Close friends. Two privileged kids from two insanely wealthy families on the Upper East Side.

At a time when recession was blowing the hats off the heads of even the affluent, our families sought to align to weather it out. In a hoary and clichéd fashion, we were forced into an arranged marriage, fresh out of college. 

To be fair, not a lot of convincing was needed on my end. I had a crush on her since high school. While she chased older jocks, I was the chubby childhood friend she shoved in the background. 

Imagine my elation at being “coerced” into lifetime commitment with my all-time crush. 

Booyah! Score! Fist pump! My life is made, I’d thought. The happiest man alive. Because it didn’t matter how rich I was, I knew I’d never, in my lifetime, score a knockout like Sienna Sullivan—one of the sexiest, wealthiest, most desired bombshells in New York.

What, you think I’m a turn-off? Lite confidence and zero-percent arrogance does nothing for you? Apologies. But I’m realistic. I knew if I ever got a woman who looked like Sienna Sullivan to voluntarily spread her legs in my bed, she would either be a high-priced hooker, or a social-climbing gold-digger more interested in my net worth than my cherub-like cheeks. 

Damn straight I thought getting Sienna’s hand in marriage was nothing short of a miracle. 

Hi, I’m Nate. Nate Van Der Wells. Sounds “hot” and “rich,” doesn’t it? 

Women will probably hear that name and think: Hmm, between twenty-seven to twenty-nine.  Millionaire, at least.  Suave, clean-cut, dashing, debonair. Lean, cut, abs for days. Total womanizing babe-magnet. Master of his own universe. 

Well…some of the above are true. I am twenty-eight. I am the master of my universe because I am—not a millionaire, but a billionaire. What I am not is suave or dashing. Not lean, or cut, not even close to a babe-magnet.

I weigh 290 pounds—of fat, not muscle mass. In all my twenty-eight years, I’ve only ever slept with two women. A stripper who took my virginity in college, and my wife. Yeah, I know, pathetic. 

I hate exercising. I love eating. Despite Sienna’s suggestions that I shed some pounds, all I’ve ever done is lie about going to the gym. Having a bombshell like Sienna Sullivan as my wife, I became complacent. Yanked the wool over my eyes. Disregard the fact that she was never happy with our union to begin with. Selfish bastard that I am. 

Maybe if I wasn’t a workaholic, I would’ve seen the signs. I travel a lot, she socializes a lot, and whenever we did find time together, she either had a headache or was on the rag.

Yeah, I should’ve definitely seen this coming.

Now, I know what you’re thinking right now:  Uh, this is not what I signed up for. I like my billionaires ripped, with tattooed brawns and an infamous, well-experienced dick; reticent, but bossy. My lady boner just shriveled up and retreated.

I’m sorry. Sorry you’ve been spoiled by that Grey dude with the whip and the nipple clamps and the helicopter lifestyle. Not only can I not fly a helicopter, I also don’t own one, and I don’t think my fat arm can rise high enough to crack a whip. But I can assure you that my pathetic story will get better. So, stick with me. Don’t abandon me just yet. 

“Mr—Mr. Van Der Wells?”  

Something’s happening, if the panicked urgency of my P.I.’s tone is anything to go by.  

Blackness rushes in from the corners of my eyes, until I can no longer see him…or the monitor, or…anything at all. Nothing but stark darkness. My heart constricts in my chest, as if it’s being squeezed in a viciously tight fist. 

Everything slows. My hearing fades, and my brain feels painfully swollen. 

I claw at my chest, trying to dig inside and revive my inactive heart. Before long, my hands are falling lax, my feet going cold.

And then I’m falling. 

Falling. 

An icy chill flowing through my veins.

And then, there’s nothing.

 

~

 

I had a heart attack. 

Don’t despair, I didn’t die. Obviously.

Sienna Sullivan quite literally broke my heart. All right, all right, I’m being dramatic. My wife’s affair was merely a small contribution to my near-death scare. The main reason, as warned by my doctor, was, of course, my weight, lack of exercise, and unhealthy eating. To prevent future attacks, I was advised to hop on a strict diet and a workout routine, stat.  

Whether or not I choose to heed those warnings means life or death for me, but truth be told, the idea of chomping on a celery stick makes me want to have a heart attack.

The second I was released, I filed for divorce. 

After hearing the news, Mom cut her Paris excursion short to spend some time with me.

By spending time, I mean coddling me, annoying the hell out of me, and perennially forcing me to eat the same bland “healthy” crap she used to force Dad to eat. 

Oh, Dad died from a heart attack two years ago. 

I know, I know. That alone should have scared me straight into getting my shit together. But here’s the thing, I don’t have a reason to care if I live or die. Sienna had been everything I wanted and more. I woke up, worked, and lived for her. To be honest, a part of me hoped she’d fight the divorce. She didn’t. She scrawled her signature on those papers without protest or hesitation. Didn’t ask for a thing. The whole process over in about five minutes. She was relieved. 

And that…that was just depressing as shit. 

 

~

 

As I’ve been doing for the past couple of months following the heart attack, to appease Mom, I begrudgingly ate the insipidly healthy, all-organic breakfast she prepared for me, before I sling my gym bag over my shoulder, kiss her on the cheek, and tell her I’m heading out for the gym. 

Gym, for me, was actually Pete’s Pastries. 

Every morning, instead of the gym, I head to Pete’s and have a proper breakfast to erase the taste of my mother’s rabbit food. 

Mind on a warm, sugary cinnamon roll, I whistle as I trot through the lobby. 

“Good morning, Mr. Van Der Wells,” the concierge chirps at me. 

I nod, whistling all the same, stomach grumbling for something sweet, something deep-fried, something greasy.

“Morning, Mr. Van Der Wells,” greets the ever-chipper doorman, tipping his hat at me as he holds the door open.  

In acknowledgment, I tip my imaginary hat right back at him, stepping out into the noisy, bustling, fume-filled air of New York. 

Just outside the door, I pause a moment, warring with my conscience. Go left for the gym or go right for Pete’s Pastries. Gym, my conscience screams. Pete’s, my stomach growls. 

Someone bumps into me from behind, sputtering out an immediate apology. I turn, my gaze falling on the offender.

Charlotte Cooley. 

Jailbait Charlotte Cooley.

“Oh, hey, Mr. Van Der Wells!” She beams at me, light, cheery, and bouncy as always. 

Charlotte is the sixteen-year-old daughter of Raymond Cooley, a billionaire investment banker. 

The apartment building has only two penthouse suites; one inhabited by me, and the other by the Cooley family. Our families get along well—well, except for Charlotte’s mother.  

“Hey, Little Lotty,” I mutter before turning right, Pete’s winning the war.  

Charlotte bounds up to my side, stretching one arm across her chest and pulling at it with the other as some kind of warm-up. She’s covered from head to toe in pink workout gear, her voluminous blonde hair held up in a ponytail by a pink hair tie, a fuzzy purple sports band around her head. “You’re going for a run now?” 

“Nope,” I clip, jerking at my gym bag. “Off to the gym.” 

She stretches her opposite arm. “No, you’re not.” 

At those words, I stop short, turning slightly to look down at her. 

I shouldn’t have. I should have kept walking. Men on this side of town knew by now to hold their head straight and squeeze their eyes shut whenever they saw Charlotte Cooley coming. Like I said: Jailbait. But I look, and find myself staring a little too long. 

Hell and damnation, what the hell is wrong with me? She’s sixteen, for Christ’s sake.

Sixteen and an early bloomer. In every sense of the term. 

“Excuse me?” I ask, stamping down the guilt and stifling the pedophilic thoughts.  

Twinkling sapphire eyes laugh at me. “Your workout gear is a facade, and that gym bag is a prop. You’re not going to the gym, Mr. Van Der Wells. You’re going to Pete’s Pastries.” 

Biting the inside of my cheek, I stare at her for a moment, asking the question with my eyes. How do you know that?

“I run in the mornings.” She bends one leg behind her in a stretch. “On my way back, I always stop at the newsstand outside Pete’s to get the day’s paper for Dad. You’re always there, trying to be inconspicuous in the corner seat just behind the window. You spend approximately one hour and fifteen minutes at Pete’s each morning, letting Gloriel think you’re at the gym working on your health.” 

“You make it a habit of yours to nose around in people’s lives?” 

She switches to her other leg. “As a matter of fact, I do. When I grow up, I want to be a spy.” 

“Interesting career choice,” I mutter. “Well, you busted me—not that it’s any of your business. Now if you’ll excuse me—” 

“Run with me,” she suggests, lit up at the prospect. 

“Ah, yeah—no.” I move around her and resume walking, quickening my steps. 

She catches up with me. “Why not?” 

“Because I’m allergic to anything athletic.”  

“Have you ever tried running?”

“No. And I have no inclination to.” 

She’s pensive for a few seconds, and I hope she’ll run off and leave me to my thoughts of chocolate-drizzled donuts. Why does she want to run with a miserable old blob like me anyway? 

“I know what your problem is,” she says. “You view exercise as work, instead of something fun, so the mere thought of it exhausts you before you even begin.” 

I shoot her a side-glance, but don’t respond, hoping she’ll take the hint to leave me alone. 

“Exercising is what you make it, Mr. Van Der Wells,” she goes on. “If the thought of it makes you break out in sweats before setting a foot on the treadmill, then that’s because you’re doing it all wrong. The thought of working out should thrill you. You should view it as your personal playtime. And there are so many different ways to ‘play.’ You don’t have to be in a gym bench-pressing a hundred pounds. ‘Gym’ doesn’t have to be literal. Just find a fun sport. Tennis? Swimming? Jogging?” 

I can’t out-walk her, she’s blabbing on right there on my heels. 

“Running is almost everyone’s favorite. It’s liberating. There’s no stress to it. You don’t have to try to keep up with anyone. You set your own pace, take your own path. There’s no perfect way or right way to run. You just run.” 

With an impatient sigh, I stop walking and dig out my wallet. “Look, can I pay you to leave me alone?” 

“How about we make a bet?” she counters. “Run with me, just this once, and if you like it, you pay me fifty bucks. If you hate it, I give you fifty bucks and promise never to bother your donut-stuffing face again.” 

Exasperated, I turn and step intimidatingly close to her, staring down my nose at her. But the little shit’s far from intimidated, her sapphire eyes brimmed with ridicule. “I don’t need to make a bet with you, little girl. I’m a multi-billionaire, and you’re a tween on an allowance. Save your fifty bucks.”  

She rocks forward on her toes and bounces back on her heels, still warming up. Each time she rocks forward on her toes, her busty chest brushes up against me. And I know I’m going to hell. To the deepest, darkest, pit of hell’s fiery inferno for the thoughts that are running through my head right now. 

Is she doing this on purpose? What demon sent her? 

“A true businessman,” she starts in an admonishing tone, “respects the value of a dollar, no matter how wealthy he might be. Whether it’s one dollar or one thousand dollars, he never passes up the opportunity on a dollar. Every dollar is respected by a true businessman.” 

Although we live in the same building and sometimes eat Sunday dinners at the same table, I’ve always tried to keep an adult distance from Charlotte, for obvious reasons. Never had a conversation with her long enough to know what I’m finding out right now: Charlotte Cooley irritates. Worse than a tick on a dog’s ear. 

Why on earth am I letting an all-pink teenage girl rile me? 

When I do nothing but glare down at her, she prompts, “So, what’s it going to be? Are you gonna be a true businessman and run with me for fifty bucks, or are you gonna be a punk-ass fraud and waddle down to the donut shop to stuff your face with lazy cops?” 

It’s official, she’s gotten to me. The annoying little wasp stung me. Pressing a finger to her chest, I push her back an inch. “You’re on.” 

At this, her face lights up, and she bounces on her toes, grinning and clapping like the excitable little girl she is. 

We warm up on the walk to the park, which isn’t bad at all, to be honest. My joints pop and crack with the stretches the little rascal instructs me to do, but I love how awake they feel afterward. 

At the park, Charlotte advises me to start off by powerwalking. We power-walk for about fifteen minutes before progressing to light jogging. This has me wheezing in no time, and I stop and rest three separate times before we wrap up an hour later.   

Although challenging for me, Charlotte was right, it feels freeing. My lungs have opened up, and it feels as though I’m breathing fresh air for the first time.

There’s a definite pep in my step as we walk back home, sipping cold bottled water we bought from a cart. 

For the rest of the day, I can feel the difference. A huge difference. Less tension. Less anxiety. Lighter mood. No midday crash.

It’s like a hit of something beautiful. Something I didn’t know I was missing or needed. 

Wanting that fresh and freeing feeling to last, I wait downstairs for Charlotte the next morning and pay her fifty bucks to run with me again—which she gladly accepts and stuffs into her pink fanny pack. And the next morning…the next morning…and the next after that. Until it became a permanent thing. 

A lot more than a monthly gym membership fee, but no gym had Charlotte Cooley there. And that girl is a character. 

She’s spritely, mouthy, pushy, and exasperatingly inquisitive. Her high-spirited disposition affects mine in such a powerful way she would never come to know. Morning runs with Charlotte became the highlight of my days.

Until one morning, I waited for her and she never came. Same goes for the following morning. 

It’s on the third morning, as I’m waiting, that Mom calls me with the news. Raymond Cooley had been arrested and charged with fraud and embezzlement. All his assets were seized, including the penthouse, and no one knew where Charlotte and her mother were. 

They just vanished overnight.

I couldn’t run after hearing the news. Nor the morning after that… A week goes by, and I keep finding reasons not to run. 

Week two came and I suddenly started hearing Charlotte’s taunting voice in my head, calling me “Fatty Nate” and “Donut Face,” her twisted way of getting me to push harder whenever I got too complacent. 

So, I got up, and I ran. 

I ran for her, I ran for me. 

I ran, and I never stopped, because I knew wherever she was, she was running, too. 

I ran, and ran hard, believing, crazily, hopefully, that one day we would run and crash right into each other.




 

ONE

 

 

“I-I CAN’T BREATHE…AN…ANDREW…please, stop.” 

He’s going to kill me this time. I just know it. I can see it in his eyes. The nothingness. Emptiness. He will do it. Just because he can. He’s going to strangle me to death, acid-melt my body in his bathtub and then move on with his floozy like I never existed. Oh God, I’m going to be one of those horrific spouse-murder stories on Snapped. 

The edges of my vision burn black, every breath of air squeezed from my lungs. I’m tipping up on my toes, slapping hard at his hands, completely incapable of forming words now. 

Please. I don’t wanna die at nineteen. This was a stupid, stupid idea. Dear Father, if you let me live, I promise to stop downloading illegal movie and music torrents. I promise to stop watching gay porn and to stop masturbating to fantasies of virgin teenage boys seduced by hot soccer moms. Just please let me live and I swear I’ll be good. 

Andrew abruptly releases my throat and grabs my jaw instead—wow, Our Father works fast! 

“The next time you question where I go and what I do with my dick, I’ll knock your goddamn teeth out. I’m the man, you’re the woman. You don’t get to ask questions. I do whatever the hell I want, screw whoever the hell I want, and you should just be a good little girl and keep your mouth shut until I have use for it. Got it?” 

As I begin to reach my hand up to rub my burning throat while I gasp for air, he knocks my hand away, barking in my face, “Answer me!” 

Numbly, I nod. “Yes...baby. I…I understand.” 

At the endearment, his expression softens. Releasing my jaw, he gently slides his hand around to the back of my neck. “Lotty, you know you have nothing to worry about. Those other women mean nothing to me. You’re my baby. The one I’m going to marry. You know that, right?” 

The things I do to survive. “Yes, I know.” 

He smiles, leans in and kisses me. “I love you, all right? Only you.” 

I almost choke as I lie, “I love you, too.”

The buxom brunette whom I walked in on him screwing minutes ago, appears in the doorway of his condo, his sheet draped around her, glaring down at us on the sidewalk. In a sulky tone, she calls, “Andrew, babe, are you coming back or should I leave?” 

Andrew has me pinned with his hips to the side of his Toyota Camry taxicab. He chased me down after I walked in on them, caught up with me on the sidewalk, slammed me against his taxicab, and proceeded to choke the daylights out of me, because, how dare I get upset and ask who the bitch was. 

“Go back inside, Shauna!” he calls back without taking his eyes off me. “I’ll be there in a minute.” To me, he says, “You dropped by to ask me for the night?” 

Forcing a pitiful expression, I drop my gaze and nod.  

His thumb caresses the side of my face. “Look, since I’m gonna go back inside and not get rid of Shauna, how about I make it up to you by giving you the next five nights? You’ll make enough to cover your rent and groceries this month. That good?”

Yes! Yes, that’s more than good. I peer up at him from under my lashes. His curly dark hair tumbling down over his forehead, a bit ruffled from his romp with “Shauna.” 

Andrew is the asshole to beat all assholes, but he’s so damn good-looking it hurts. He has a lazy kind of sexiness to him. Half-Hispanic, with an odd and unusual—but sexy—accent, like a smash between Scottish and Spanish. Slender build, average height, midnight eyes and a killer smile. The same ambushing smile I’d foolishly fallen for. 

“You’d do that?” 

His expression conveys that my question is ridiculous. “Lotty, you’re the only woman I spend my money on. I don’t give two shits about anyone else and their problems. I take care of you because I care about you. Sometimes…” He pauses, getting a faraway look in his eyes. “Sometimes I wish I could do more for you.” 

You could. By refraining from screwing every whore in a store, and from beating the senses out of me every chance you get. “I know you would if you could, baby.” There goes another lie. I’m turning pro at this. Lie to stay alive. 

“Wait here,” he mumbles, dropping another kiss to my lips. “Lemme go get the keys.”

Barefoot and in just a pair of unzipped jeans, he turns and jogs up the steps to his condo, disappearing through the open door, and reappearing a minute later with the keys to his cab, pressing the fob into my palm. “You know the drill. I need it back by six. My Glock’s in the secret compartment under the driver’s seat. Hope you don’t end up having to use it. Be safe.” 

He kisses me again before heading up the steps, slamming the door behind him without a backward glance.

Well, that worked out better than I planned. I was aiming for two nights and ended up getting five. 

See, Andrew’s a crap liar, so when I phoned him earlier and he told me he was chilling at Duke’s Bar, forgetting that Duke’s Bar is closed on Tuesdays, I saw it as an opportunity to take advantage of an “unfortunate” and “heartbreaking” situation. Dropped in unannounced at his condo, knowing, indubitably, that there’d be a woman inside—I didn’t plan on getting almost choked to death, though. By that point, I began regretting my “brilliant” idea to catch him red-handed and manipulate him into giving me a few nights on his taxicab.  

My boyfriend—and trust me, I use this term very loosely—has invested in three Toyota Camry Hybrids. Two of them are registered with a car service company, on which he receives a weekly payment, and the third he runs as a cab on his own. Prior to my impoverishment, I couldn’t have imagined this, but taxicabs make some serious cash in NY. 

Andrew pays my rent for me when I can’t afford to. A hellhole one-bedroom apartment that I share with Mom. In case you’re wondering why I take his crap, that’s part of the reason. 

No, I don’t love him. Never have. I liked him once—I mean, he’s hot. Like, seriously. But the first time he laid his hands on me, I was instantly disillusioned; never getting to the falling in love part. 

I tried to end it with him on numerous occasions, but Andrew is obsessed with me. And “breaking up” with a man as violent as him is next to impossible. He will stalk me, find me wherever I run, and then beat me to blood and bruises for trying to leave him, while simultaneously begging me to take him back. 

I can’t hold a job because of him. I’ve lost a number of waitressing and bartending jobs because of him. He would barge into whatever establishment I was working at and create a scene, accusing me of cheating or flirting with customers. No one wanted all that drama in their business, so job after job, I got sacked because of my obsessive, possessive, abusive “boyfriend.”  

I can run. Somewhere farther than New York. Somewhere he won’t find me.  Except, I can’t run with a dying mom.

Therefore, as a result of his actions, I’m jobless. People talk, word spreads, and so, no one will hire me, because of my “crazy man,” a man who was wildly popular in Brooklyn, by the way.  

Consequently, I am dirt poor, and forced to rely heavily on him for support. I wonder sometimes if that’s been his plan all along, why he behaves how he does, so I wouldn’t be able to fend for myself and would thus need him. 

Physically and emotionally, he abuses me, no excuse for that. None. Nonetheless, he pays my online college tuition, covers my rent ninety-eight percent of the time, and buys me groceries weekly. Judge me all you want, but at this point, with my dying mom on my hands, I really don’t have a choice. This is how I survive.

Whenever I need extra cash for emergencies, such as medication refills for Mom, I ask Andrew for a night on his cab. If he’s in a good mood, he’ll let me have it. He’s not altruistic, though, and is a total asshole, so at other times, like tonight, I have to cook up a gambit, something to manipulate him into granting me a night or two. 

Sometimes it works, and sometimes...not so much. 

Tonight, thanks to his promiscuity, I’m biting back a victory smile as I duck into the shiny car and drive off. 

Working nights is hazardous for a female driver, but I don’t have a license to work a taxicab, so nights, when I’m less likely to get busted, are my only option. 

Andrew’s gun is stowed under the seat for protection. On multiple occasions, he’d had to brandish it when criminal passengers tried to mug him. But I’ve never encountered any such scares before, so I’m not afraid. Just cautious of the passengers I pick up. 

An hour later, after reining in close to ninety bucks in fares, I swing up to the curb of the nearest coffee shop, grabbing a large cup of cappuccino to keep me awake and alert through the night. 

Cab driving isn’t the ideal job for a nineteen-year-old, but I do enjoy taxiing. It’s kind of fun. When Andrew and I first met, back when I actually liked him, before he showed me his horns, I used to ride shotgun with him for fun while he worked. Then one day he caught the flu, was in bad shape for a few weeks, and couldn’t run the cab. By then, I knew all the routes and shortcuts, so I offered to run it until he got better. He was dubious at first, but eventually relenting, allowing me to try for one night. When I returned in the morning with more earnings than he expected and not a scratch on his sleek car, he let me work nights until he got well. 

That’s how I can get him to trustingly hand his keys over to me. He knows I’m boss at this.  

I’m creeping along the outskirts of Brooklyn, keeping a lookout for wavers as I sip on my deliciously steaming cappuccino, single-handedly steering through traffic, when someone abruptly dashes out in front of the cab. 

I jam on the brakes, instinctively holding the cup of coffee away from me to prevent being scorched. Carefully, I place it into the cupholder then slowly ease my foot off the gas, waiting for the jaywalker to get out of the way.  

But he just stands there like a deer in the headlights, glancing frantically from side to side, wearing nothing but a pair of tight white boxers.  

I scan the area, searching for signs of a parade or a filming in action. This is New York, all kinds of random stuff happen here, every second of every minute. 

The man blocking traffic is nicely built. Tall, taut, and well-defined. Headlights from passing vehicles glide over him like rotating runway lights. A sexy bastard caught in the spotlight. Hella good-looking, too. Tousled dark hair and a jawline so sharp I could probably slit my wrist on it. 

Demon. Men who look like him are sent straight from the devil himself. We’re tricked into believing that demons are hideous ogres and angels are perfect and outrageously beautiful. But it’s all a lie. These panty-melting creatures are the devil’s key weapon against us poor, unsuspecting women. And time and time again we fall right into their trap.

I’ve learned my lesson, though. The devil’s tricks no longer work on me.

I press the heel of my palm on the horn and poke my head out the window. “Get out of the frickin’ road, asshat!”

He jerks, and then squints. As if realizing for the first time that he’s standing in front of a taxicab, his chest heaves with what seems to be a relieved sigh.

 Out of nowhere, a glinting object whizzes by his ear and lodges right in my rearview mirror.

HOLY GUACAMOLE, that could’ve been my freaking face! What in the… Before I can finish the thought, an Asian man comes flying down the street at bullet-speed. He raises a hand and whips it forward, letting loose another glinting object. 

The sexy demon ducks in time and the lethal object connects with my windshield, bouncing and clinkering off the hood. 

Wait a damn minute, is that a throw knife? What the…why is some random man throwing knives at this perfection of a man? 

Sexy Demon jolts into action. He bolts around the cab, wrenches the passenger door open, and dives into the backseat. “Drive! Drive!” 

I don’t have time to even question what the ever-loving heck is going on before the knife-thrower frog-leaps onto the hood of my cab. He squats, brandishing three throw-knives between four fingers, like some kind of ninja pro. 

Railing something in Mandarin, he tries to peer through the windshield, then switch to English. “You stupid American coward! Think you can foooque on my wife and get away with it?! Come out here fight! Come out here fight! Come out here, butthole fooquer! Come here, let me carve you to pieces!” 

“Woman, what are you waiting on?” Sexy Demon barks from the backseat. “I said drive!”

I pick up my coffee and take a sip, eying him in the rearview mirror. “Hey, watch your tone, Abercrombie. Or I just might kick you back out there and let him slice you up.”  

His eyes flick to mine in the mirror and his lips part, but I’m not interested in a response. I rest the cup back in the cup holder and hit the gas. Not to brag, but I’m a damn good driver. I learned from the best, my dear old dad. 

The knife-thrower lurches forward, grappling for something to hold on to. I grin and hit the brakes, the impact tossing him backward. He skids off the hood and lands on the asphalt. Cars on the opposite side cruise on by as if nothing unusual is happening. Welcome to New York. 

“Get the hell outta my way, ninja turtle!” I stick my head out and yell. “Or I swear to God, I’ll run you over like a cat with one life left!” 

I have no idea if he’s broken a limb or is just bruised, but I release the brakes and just as quickly hit them again, release and hit, release and hit, the car inching a little closer to him each time. 

From the asphalt, the knife-thrower shrieks a string of incomprehensible words at me, and I don’t have to speak his tongue to know he’s cursing me to the pits of hell. 

Like an undefeated ninja, he leaps up, and I’m relieved to see he’s suffering no noticeable injury, though he’s wise enough to jump out of the way. 

My foot is on the gas in the next second.  

Clat!Clat!Clat!

I groan, because I just know that’s the sound of throw-knives lodging in the car. 

Andrew’s going to kill me. 

Once back in traffic, a safe distance away, I flick my gaze up to the rearview mirror. Sexy Demon’s upper body is twisted as he looks out the back windshield, chest rising and falling.

“Are you worried he’s gonna jump on a ninja bike and ride us down?” 

Distracted, he mumbles, “With his ninja friends.”  

I stifle a laugh. “Relax, Abercrombie. He was hobbling. I’m pretty sure he broke a limb,” I lie to assuage his anxiety. “Now, where to?”

Hesitantly, probably unsold on my lie, he twists around and meets my gaze in the mirror. “Wells Height Complex.” 

My eyebrows shoot up. “Whoa. You’re way out of your safe zone, Upper East Sider.” 

With a sigh, he combs his fingers through his unkempt hair. “I know.”  

“Seriously, though. Of all places, you came to Brooklyn to bang a ninja’s wife?” I’m not checking him in the rearview mirror as I say this, but I can almost feel him drilling holes in the back of my head. I suppress the urge to laugh. 

“You make it a habit of yours to nose around in people’s lives?” 

At that line, I’m left momentarily dumb, as the memory of an old crush, an older guy, comes to mind. He’d asked me that exact question in that exact tone once when I was trying to scheme him into spending time with me. Years ago. Exact words. Exact inflect. 

For a brief second, I wonder how that old crush of mine is doing. He was no eye candy. Not even remotely close to attractive. But before Andrew, when I was me—rich, weird, and bratty—hot guys, especially guys my age, never appealed to me. 

At age sixteen, I had three crushes going at once. 

Crush numero uno: my math teacher. At fifteen, I made strong advances until he caved; gave him my V-card on his desk in his office late one afternoon, under the pretext of private tutoring. It wasn’t an affair. Another go in his office the following week, and then I promptly forgot about him. 

Crush numero dos: Dad’s accountant. I was home alone one evening when Dad sent him over to fetch some docs he forgot. On his way out of Dad’s office, I cornered him, strip-teased him, and demanded he have sex with me against the wall or I’d tell Dad he molested me. He was weak, so he caved. After conquering him, I promptly forgot about him. 

Crush numero tres: a chubby billionaire who lived in the same building as me. Our families ran in the same circles, I was close to his mom, and sometimes we ate Sunday dinner at the same table. This crush, however, was harder to nail down than one and two, mainly because he was married, and our families were too close, and he was richer than mine for me to blackmail him. 

But then he wasn’t married anymore, wide open for me to slide right in and ensnare him. But just when I was getting him where I wanted him, running with me in the mornings, spending time with me, looking at me with restrained lust…life happened. 

Crush number three unconquered.

Most teenage girls crushed on guys who were all kinds hot and abs-y. Me? I crushed on men who were… unsexy. Disparate. Ignored and skimmed over.  

My math teacher was a nerd; he wore suspenders, thick-rimmed glasses, and nineties-style plaid pants that cropped above his ankles. 

Dad’s accountant had a stammer, which seemed to go on forever when he tried to deliver a message.

And the billionaire, he was overweight but had underestimated features, like his rich green eyes, full, kissable lips, and a high jaw hidden under chubby cheeks. Also blatantly unapologetic about his physical appearance. 

My friends thought I was a nut, being hotly attracted to those men. Heck, even I did, too. 

It wasn’t until we downgraded and relocated to Brooklyn, where I met sex-on-legs Andrew Jameson that my taste altered. Wasn’t until I smoothed my palm over his six-pack for the first time and almost orgasmed on the spot that I learned to appreciate perfectly sculpted men, in all their rippled abs and taut muscled goodness.

One such perfectly sculpted man is sitting in the back of my cab at the moment.  

“Well,” I finally say in answer to Sexy Demon’s question, “you are sprawled in the back of my cab, in nothing but a pair of tighty-whities, after being chased down by whizzing knives and a Kung Fu ninja. Even the most indifferent person would be curious. Wouldn’t you?” 

In obvious exasperation, he huffs out, “Just take me to my goddamn destination, will you?” 

Easing up on him, I turn up the volume on the radio. What do you know, my favorite song is on: “Don’t You Worry Child” by Swedish House Mafia. I swear, this song is my life. 

We exchange no further words as I taxi Sexy Demon to his location. Occasionally, though, I steal glances at him in the rearview mirror. 

Eyes closed, his head is tossed back on the seat, Adam’s apple prominent, throat strong and begging me to lick it. 

This man is truly a piece of art. 

I pull up outside the Wells Height Complex, an ostentatious, sky-kissing apartment building, jerk up the hand brake, and sit there for a full two minutes, watching him. 

He doesn’t seem to realize the car has stopped, and I begin to wonder if he’s fallen asleep. A mischievous grin twisting my lips, I rest my elbow on the car horn, apply pressure, and hold.  

At the sound of the strident blare, he jolts up, eyes wide and alert, head swiveling from side to side. A laugh threatens, but I sink my teeth into my lower lip to prevent it from manifesting.

“That’ll be thirty-eight bucks, Abercrombie,” I tell him once his gaze meets mine in the mirror. 

He pats his…bare thigh for his wallet, then glances down at himself and mutter a curse under his breath. “I left my damn wallet. Listen, I’ll have to run upstairs for your fare…and some pants. Wait here.”

Wait here, I scoff to myself. Like I’m just going to drive off without my money. 

Why is it only now that I’m considering the fact that the passenger is naked, thus having no place for a wallet, aka my fare? I don’t know this man, and I’ve taxied him for damn near thirty minutes before paying attention to the obvious: he has no pockets. And then he tells me, “wait here.” For all I know, he could be lying about being a resident here, planning to give me the slip while I sit here and wait like a clown. After all, he was just caught boning another man’s wife. Unscrupulous. Immoral. No way in hell I’m going to “wait here.” 

As he opens his door, I shut off the engine and open mine, too, hopping out. “No need. I’ll come for it.” 

With an amused smirk, he asks over the top of the car. “You don’t trust me?” 

Rounding the car, I meet him up on the sidewalk. “Considering I don’t know you, yeah, pretty much.”

He blinks slowly at me, his eyes stretching a fraction. His lips part, another slow blink, and then he just stares, rendering me a tad self-conscious. 

I’m not the polished, voluptuary girl I used to be, who wore fine clothes and jewelry, hair and nails always on point. Nope. That girl no longer exists. 

Right now, I’m wearing gray sweatpants—knock-off Adidas with white stripes down the side. A tight wife-beater and Puma sliders. Gold-filled hoop earrings, Andrew’s cross-pendant gold chain—a necklace he demands I wear at all times, as some kind of branding that I’m his. 

“How old are you?” he blurts out. “Is it even legal for you to be working a cab?” 

I tip my head to one side and reiterate, “Thirty-eight bucks, Abercrombie.” 

“Why do you keep calling me that?” 

“Are you serious?” I’m not even being facetious with this question. “When was the last time you looked at yourself in a full-length mirror?”

A smile flirts with the corners of his lips. “You’re saying you think I’m hot?” 

“You’re standing on the street in only your boxers, yet you appear as comfortable and confident as if you were encased in a three-piece suit. Trust me, Abercrombie is you.”

He shakes his head at me as if I’m incorrigible and turns for the building. 

A uniformed doorman holds the door open for us, frowning askance at Sexy Demon as he bids him, “Good evening, Mr—”

“Good evening, Lawson,” Sexy Demon quickly cuts him off.

I trail behind him through the lobby. 

He goes up to the concierge, they have a whispered exchange, and then he’s handed a platinum key card. He then proceeds to the elevator. I follow, unable to stop myself from ogling his damn fine posterior.

As we wait for the elevator, I’m no longer stealing surreptitious eyefuls of his body, but leering straight out, in awe of how he holds the posture of superiority, while wearing nothing but a tight pair of boxers. Chin jutted out and shoulders squared, as if to proclaim “I am somebody. Google me, bitch.”

This man is miles different from the man who was being chased by a knife-throwing ninja. From the freaked-out adulterer hiding in the back of my cab. This man doesn’t seem the least bit concerned about the whispering passersby side-eying his firm backside. Here is a man who’s comfortable in his own skin. Literally. 

I estimate him to be younger than twenty-nine, no older than thirty-five.

The elevator pings open and we stroll in without words. He inserts the keycard, the PH1 button illuminates, and doors begin to close. Of course. He lives in a freaking penthouse. I must be a joke to him, going on about thirty-eight bucks. 

I used to live in a penthouse, too, once upon a time. I grew up in opulence, always had the latest fashion or gadgets. Even had a privileged mean girls’ posse. So I know all about the life.

“Do you trust me now?” 

I rock back on my heels. “Living in a penthouse does not make you trustworthy. If anything, it makes your character even more questionable.”

I can feel him staring down at me, but I keep my gaze straight ahead.

“What’s your name?” he asks in a soft voice. Soft. Too soft. 

Once again, I feel irritatingly self-conscious, and the elevator suddenly feels too small. I don’t like that soft, feathery tone. It makes me feel naked. Stripped. I much prefer it when he’s exasperated and snapping at me.

“Why do you need my name?” 

“Well,” he drags out, “I’m letting a complete stranger into my home. I need to at least have your name.”

“What, you think I’ll steal all your tight white boxers or something?” 

He barks out a laugh. “You’ll never make it out of the building if you try.”

This gets me to turn to him, brow arched. “Oh, so you think you’re untouchable?” 

“Just tell me your name, girl,” he mutters, still smiling. “Even if it’s a fake one.” 

I look straight ahead. “Lotty. You can call me Lotty.” 

“Lotty?” He repeats my name as if he’s calling out to me. Like I’m one hundred feet off and he’s hailing me down, trying to get me to stop and acknowledge him. So forceful and convicting and somewhat painful that my head instantly whips to him, as if needing to stop and acknowledge.

“Yeah?” 

He swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing with the action. Distracted, my eyes fall to his throat, as a vision of him in the back of the cab with his head thrown back on the seat, neck arched, throat exposed, the city lights dancing across his tanned, olive skin, flashes across my mind.

“Fake name or real name?” 

“Fake name.” 

His eyes narrow, but his mouth says nothing.  

The ping of the doors opening slices through the moment, and I don’t wait, I take a deep breath and walk into his foyer as if I’ve been in his home a thousand times before. 

In the middle of the foyer is a tremendous limestone vase, holding a breathtaking arrangement of flowers. Glistening above is a stunning chandelier that I bet my left tit is made of real crystal. 

A landline is ringing somewhere, and Sexy Demon rushes past me, excusing himself to go answer it. 

I linger, meander, listening as he answers the phone, his deep voice drifting farther and farther into the apartment. 

His apartment has character. Open plan. Exposed brick walls, dark wood flooring, amazingly high ceilings, exposed beams in the kitchen and living area. A smash of vintage, rustic, and industrial elements, with an urban touch of all-around floor-to-ceiling windows affording the most magnificent view. 

Impressive. 

What isn’t so impressive, however, is the untidiness. The further I wander, the more mess I see. Articles of clothing thrown over furniture and on the floor, empty water bottles and takeout food boxes littering almost every flat surface, magazines and newspapers left haphazardly all throughout. I’ve learned one thing about Sexy Demon so far: he’s a slob. 

At least there’s no funky, moldy smell in the air. 

I hear him returning, still talking on the phone. He emerges from around the corner of a narrow hall, stopping short when he sees I’ve invaded his living space. He fixes his stare at me, one hand holding a cordless phone to his ear, the other gripping a wallet. 

I stare right back, noticing he hasn’t made an effort to don a pair of jeans, still parading around in his Ralph Lauren briefs. 

He blinks then, away from me, his expression morphing into one of extreme annoyance as he snaps into the phone, “Sienna, I’ve had a shit night, all right? I’m not in the mood for your melodramatics right now. Good night.” 

He listens for a second, then reiterates with emphasis, “Good. Night, woman,” before killing the call.

“If you can afford to live here, then you can afford a maid,” I comment as he carelessly tosses the phone in an armchair. “This place is a mess.” 

He glances around, showing no signs of embarrassment. “My last male help had an affair with my wife, and every other female help I hired after that, I ended up screwing—yes, even the middle-aged Russian ones—causing bigger messes than this apartment. So, I avoid hiring help at all costs. My mom cleans up for me when she comes over on the weekends and she—why am I telling you all this?” He frowns, cocking his head at me.

“Thirty-eight bucks,” I remind him, fighting back a smile.

As he opens his monogrammed wallet and begins scanning through a thick file of one-hundred-dollar bills, it hits me that this man lives in a penthouse and obviously has a lucrative job, so why should I take a beating from Andrew for getting his car messed up because this manslut couldn’t keep his dick in his pants? “Um, you know what, you might want to add a few hundreds to that thirty-eight.” 

He looks up from his wallet. “Excuse me?” 

Crossing my arms over my chest, I lock determined eyes with him. “You need to compensate for the throw-knives lodged in my car, Abercrombie.” 

Swearing under his breath, he slaps a palm to his forehead as though the events that took place less than an hour ago are already a distant memory to him. “How about I make an appointment with my mechanic and tomorrow we can—”

“The car isn’t mine,” I cut him off, because I don’t like where that suggestion was headed. Unless I have a death wish, I have absolutely no intention of ever seeing this passenger again, let alone making mechanic dates with him. “It’s my boyfriend’s. And he’s kind of crazy, so it’s better to just give me the cash to pass on to him to have the dents compounded.” 

Palms sweating at just the thought of what Andrew’s reaction is going to be when he sees his car, I avert my gaze, uncross my arms and shake them out, shake out the apprehension, reminding myself to breathe. 

Breathe. Breathe. Breathe. It’s going to turn out fine, as long I get the compensation, it’ll be fine. 

“Your boyfriend has you working a taxicab? At night?” He sounds furious. Which has me turning my eyes up at him to find that his expression matches his voice. He is furious. What the heck? “You don’t look a day older than eighteen. What kind of—” 

“You’re wrong,” I bite back in defense. “I’m nineteen.”

“Same goddamn difference,” he grits out, stepping close to me. “You’re not—” 

“What the hell do you care about my life?” I stand firm, refusing to be intimidated. “You don’t even know me.” 

He stops advancing and chews on his lip, studying me. And then he nods, returning to his wallet. “You’re right. I don’t know you. Will five hundred do?” 

“Six should cover it.” 

He plucks out the bills and makes to hand them to me, but then pulls back at the last minute. His eyes latch onto mine and don’t let go. They’re the shade of green of the ocean closer to the shore; not too dark, not too light, just right. Penetrating, invading, fierce. 

“Just answer me this one thing,” he murmurs in that same soul-stripping soft voice he’d used on me in the elevator, the one that makes me feel unsheathed.  

I snip out, “I wasn’t aware this was a negotiation?” 

His chest rises with an inhale as he moves in even closer to me. Lifting two long, masculine fingers to my neck, he trails the tips across my skin, from one side to the other. And I stand frozen, not out of shock that he’s touching me so inappropriately, but because his touch lays siege on me. 

The rabid feeling that his touch evokes, the rich desire that engulfs me, is unprecedented. Not even when I thought I liked Andrew in the beginning did his touch make me feel like this. This man’s touch makes me want to prostrate at his feet and tell him all my secrets. 

“These fingerprints on your neck…” he whispers, ever so gently, “did your boyfriend leave them there?”  

At this, I stiffen. 

Utterly mortified. 

He isn’t touching me intimately. He isn’t caressing me. He’s trailing Andrew’s freaking fingerprints left behind from my near-death strangulation earlier. I never even thought about the possibility that there might be residual marks from his assault. Maybe, subconsciously, I figured they wouldn’t be visible in the cab. But now, out under the glowing, expensive, penthouse lights, under the penetrating, discerning stare of a sculpted demon, all that’s wrong with my life is seen.  

Maybe it’s my body language, or because I’m taking too long to respond, but his jaw tightens and his fingers still on my neck as he grounds out, “He did, didn’t he?” 

To hell with this. I don’t owe this man an answer. I don’t even know him. He doesn’t know me. We’re complete strangers. Who does he think he is, anyway? Not because he looks like a Roman god does it mean I have to leave an offering at his feet.  

Closing the minuscule gap between us until my breasts are brushing up against him, I tip up on my toes, lick my lips, and then hiss in his face, “You know nothing, Jon Snow.” 

Snatching the bills from his fingers, I spin and bolt it out of there before he can stop me.




 

TWO

 

 

IN THAT HOUR when the sky begins blushing a coy tangerine from the yawning sun, I park outside Andrew’s condo. I don’t know if the brunette—my “sister wife”—is sleeping over, and I don’t care. Neither do I feel like being strangled again. Therefore, I scribble a note on the back of an old receipt, explaining the minor scratches and dents from the events of the night. In it, I wrap three one-hundred-dollar bills from the six hundred Sexy Demon gave me to cover the charges for the damages—yes, of course, I overcharged him! Wouldn’t you?—and place it, along with the car keys, in his mailbox by the front door. 

I catch a cab back to my apartment. A tiny one-bedroom on the second floor of a tumbledown apartment building that slants precariously in the air, as though it will collapse at any minute. Cockroach and mice infested, with a crap bathroom and kitchen, along with neighbors who’re noisier than a kindergarten classroom. 

Under a cloud of exhaustion, I key open my door and plod in. Mom is up and in the kitchen making tea. At the key-jingle of my entrance, she glances up but says nothing. Ever since we got the news about Dad, she doesn’t talk to me unless she absolutely has to. She never leaves this stinking, suffocating apartment, and all her remaining days are spent out on the rusty, small square of a balcony, chain-smoking and imbibing alcohol like it’s fruit juice.

Tossing my keys on the rickety coffee table, I stand in the middle of the room and study her. My mother used to be utterly beautiful, utterly stunning. A Brazilian native, she had a mass of honey-blonde hair flowing down the middle of her back; wide, blue eyes; and a supple, voluptuous physique. In curves and beauty, she used to be the bomb. Hell, I used to pray I’d grow into a body like hers. 

Now, though? That honey-blonde hair is chopped up to her neck in a brittle, uneven mess—this she did herself with a dull pair of scissors. Huge dark circles reside under vacant eyes, cheeks hollowed, and she has less skin on her bones than a roasted sparrow. She’s just a shell of the sprite, vivacious woman she used to be. A woman who used to turn heads she was so damn gorgeous.

Life can do that to a person. 

She believes it’s her Karma. Her payback for wrecking a happy family. 

See, Mom traveled to the US through a cleaning agency that recruited immigrants to work for the affluent. She was snatched up for employment as a live-in maid by the previous Cooley family, which consisted of Dad, his wife, Sarah, and my half-brother, Graham. Somewhere along the line, a clichéd torrid affair developed between Mom and Dad; an affair that went on for two years before Mom got knocked-up with me. 

Mom decided she would move back to Brazil and raise me on her own, but by then Dad was gone for her, and not wanting to risk losing her, he divorced his wife and moved Mom in. 

Well, at least that’s Mom’s side of the tale. Whenever I tried to corroborate this tale with Dad, he always got this solemn, faraway look right before he shut down. 

Dad was a well-to-do investment banker, straddling billionaire status. He worked hard and deprived himself of nothing worth having. We lived in a penthouse in Manhattan, and indulged in a rather lavish life. And I supposedly had an insane trust fund to be unlocked at twenty-one.

Now here’s the sting: Dad never married Mom. And I, for the life of me, can’t understand why she never sought security in marriage. Love or not. 

When Dad was arrested, and then charged, convicted, and sentenced to eight years for fraud and embezzlement, all our assets were seized and we were left with nothing. At all. Nada. We were castaways. 

Bigger sting is, that to begin with, Mom was never accepted by the inner circle. Being labeled as home-wrecker, gold-digger, and social climber, she became a pariah the moment Dad divorced Sarah—a wealthy-by-name, well-respected upper-class woman—for her. 

As a result, reaching out to anyone would be futile. Mom had some savings, and we did all right for the first couple of months. Said she would wait for Dad no matter what and was quite fine with being downgraded. A year later, however, Dad went to bed in his cell and didn’t wake up. He was poisoned. Apparently, the embezzlement thing went deeper than it first appeared, and Dad, being the only fish from the tank caught and doing time, was being offered deals: if he gave up the names of all the others in this decades-long embezzlement ring, he’d walk free.

Unfortunately, the names involved in the ring were huge, and my father was just an irrelevant sprat. So when word got out that he might be cutting a deal for freedom, he was given a different kind of freedom. And that was the end of Raymond Cooley. 

That’s when things started going downhill for us. Mom stopped caring, her savings started dwindling, and we started downgrading. 

Four months ago, Mom was diagnosed with liver cancer and was given a loose estimate of six-to-nine months to live. At the rate she’s going with the daily intake of alcohol and cigarettes, I’d be surprised if she lives past next month. 

Now, this is where we are. Counting down the days until Mom fades into nothingness, and I’m left a pauper and an orphan. 

My desperation to hustle nights working Andrew’s cab is for two reasons: I’m saving to bury a mother who stopped caring about me years ago, and I’m planning to flee to Brazil, to Mom’s side of the family, the moment it’s all over.

Brazil is my only hope for getting out from under Andrew’s thumb. As long as I’m where he can find me, he will. And then beat the breath out of me for attempting to run. 

“Morning, Mom,” I mumble, collapsing into the single couch in the room. It’s the color of mustard, with all kinds of wear and tear.

She doesn’t answer. She opens a small bottle of rum, pours some into her tea, picks it up along with her box of cigarettes, and then zombies out onto the balcony.

I can’t tell where she keeps getting alcohol and cigarettes from, seeing as she claims to be flat broke and all the bills are paid by me, and she never leaves the house. Yet, I keep seeing new boxes of cigarettes and bottles of rum. 

When I first found out about her cancer, I cried. A lot. I had nightmares and anxiety attacks. Until one day, I woke up and just stopped caring. If she doesn’t care enough to eliminate the substances that got her there in the first place, to try staying alive as long as she possibly can in the case a liver becomes available for a transplant, then why should I be stressing my battered little brain so hard? 

I’ve just come to accept the fact that she’s going to die—much sooner than later by the looks of it—and I need to channel my focus and energy into preparing myself for after. Life after being impoverished and orphaned. 

Kicking off my slippers, I curl up into the couch, aka my bed—Mom gets the bedroom. 

As the noisome scent of Mom’s cigarette wafts into the apartment, I huff out a sigh and yank the blanket from off the back of the couch and haul it over my head to block it out.

I fall asleep. Not to the cigarette scent. Or to anxious thoughts about my craptastic life. But to flashes of Sexy Demon’s arched and exposed throat in the backseat of the cab.

 

~

 

Mom’s chain-smoking and excessive drinking—despite her illness—all made sense to me one dark and desolate evening. Turns out the cancer wasn’t executing its threat fast enough. Death was too far off. So she took matters into her own hands. 

I got home one evening, after spending hours trying to get someone to hire me, and found Mom’s pale, lifeless body slumped on the kitchen floor. Beside her, a spilled bottle of rum, along with two empty pill bottles. 

Selfish bitch that the woman is, she overdosed on her medication and finished what the cancer started. 

I hurt. But I didn’t shed a tear. Instead, I went out on the balcony, took a seat in the rusty wrought-iron chair she sat in every day, and dialed 911.  

I loved her, I really did. But, obviously, she loved Dad more than she loved me. I’d been her prize to winning Dad over. But when Dad faded, apparently so did I, as far as she was concerned. I no longer mattered. No longer had a purpose in her life. She ceased caring. About life. About me. She ceased caring long before the cancer. 

So many times I would come home with wounds and bruises inflicted by Andrew and she never once inquired how, where, or why I got them. Or if I was all right. I’d have frequent anxiety attacks, sometimes crying for hours on end, unable to stop myself, and Mom, when I needed her the most, never looked my way once, or offered me a word of consolation. Never assured me everything would be all right, like a mother should. It’s as if I was nothing to her. She’d just moved around the house like a ghost. Leaving me completely on my own.

When we were living affluently in Manhattan, had her love and affection toward me all been for show? Did she ever really love me? Did she ever really care? 

I don’t know. I don’t. But I do know that upon walking into the apartment to her lifeless body, I felt nothing but numbness. And a little bit of resentment, to be honest. The woman messed up my whole savings plan. Never considering that I’m broke and jobless and would have difficulty burying her. No. She hadn’t been thinking of me at all. Too eager to leave me and go chase after Dad. 

 

~

 

Andrew volunteers to cover the funeral. All the while, as we go through the process together, ranting on how Mom was a “stupid bitch.” I don’t argue with him about his irreverence of the dead. Just let him be him, so long as he’s taking this sad and lumbering burden off my hands.

It’s the hour of the funeral. Only five attendants are present. My half-brother, Graham. My best friend, Kiera. Andrew, myself, and the priest. 

The priest and I are the only ones here for Mom. Graham, Kiera, and Andrew are here to console me. 

Graham is three years older than I am and absolutely despises Mom for ruining his family. He hated me in the beginning, too. His mother, Sarah, is a humble, benign woman, so despite Dad’s major misdemeanor, she remained friends with him and was the one to arrange things so Graham spent every other weekend with us, so he could get more time in with his Dad. Whenever he was over, he tried his best to shade me, block me, scowl and snarl at me, shove me away from him. But even as a kid, I was obdurate, as I never gave up trying to get to know my brother. I wore him down until he could no longer resist me, and we eventually grew a tight bond, loved each other, as we ought to. His enmity for Mom, however, never waned. 

Even after Dad’s downfall and our downgrading, he phoned quite often to check up on me, but I was too embarrassed to let him see how deplorable our  situation was, so I never asked him for help, no matter how badly I needed it. Plus, he’d probably suggest I come live with him and leave Mom behind. 

Graham made it clear the second he arrived, his shiny Aston Martin sounding off a beep behind him, that he was here for me and “not that evil bitch.” I just shrugged. His aversion understandable. 

Mom’s funeral is quick and emotionless. No lamenting, or sorrowful singing, no kind words except from the priest.

Wooden and unfeeling, I watch as they lower her casket six feet under. Then I stoop down, scoop up a handful of dirt and sprinkle it over the top of her casket, whispering one final goodbye.

“Okay, is that it?” I hear Andrew ask from behind me in a rude and impatient tone. “Is this thing over or what?” 

As the priest grouses something and ambles off with his Bible clutched to his chest, I whirl on Andrew and glare daggers at him. “This is my mother’s funeral. Not a thing!”

He gives a dismissive wave of his hand, shifting from foot to foot. “Whatever. Can we go now?” 

Graham moves from his position at Kiera’s side and comes up to me, effectively blocking out Andrew, clasping my hands in his. “I really hate that I have to leave you, sis, but I have a plane to catch. Will you be okay? Are you sure you don’t want to come with Mom and me to Turks and Caicos for spring break? It would be the perfect getaway for you right now.” 

Do I want to come? Of course, I want to come! I want to run so far, far away from here and never, ever look back. 

But I see Andrew shifting from behind Graham, sending me an oblique warning with those empty black eyes. I can’t go. I can’t say yes. Andrew won’t let me. He knows if I board a plane and leave this country, he won’t ever see me again, because no way in hell would I come back to him. This is not the smart way to leave him, when he’s watching out for it. I have to go when he’s not expecting me to. 

“A trip to Turks and Caicos sounds like the ultimate getaway,” I say with a small smile, struggling not to cringe as I squeeze the words out. “But now just isn’t the best time, Gray. I need to…I have to stay here and sort some things out.” 

Graham studies me through a thin film of skepticism. Spitting image of our father, he’s tall and lean and handsome as all get out. Short blond hair parted at the side and groomed back in smooth waves, eyes a brighter blue than mine, courtesy of Raymond Cooley. Graham is this dashing, debonair, picture-perfect, most-wanted bachelor, and I’m…nothing.

He moves in closer, lowering his voice to an octave only I can hear, “Lotty, you know you can tell me anything, right?” 

My eyes flick over his shoulder to Andrew, who’s checking his watch and shifting restlessly.

Just tell him! urges Rational Lotty. Swallow your shame and let him help us out of this! He has the means. He. Can. Help. Us. 

“Gray…” My throat is dry, my heartbeat ratcheting up in my chest. “I…I’m…I need—”

“Lotty, baby…” Andrew breaks in, striding up to us, wrapping his fingers around my upper arm. He seems nervous. “I’ve something to ask you.” 

“Do you mind?” Graham bites at him. “We’re having a conversation here.” 

Undeterred, Andrew shoulders himself between us, effectively placing a barrier between us. “And I don’t like how close you’re standing to my girl.” 

Graham looks like he’s one second away from planting his fist in Andrew’s stupid face. “She’s my sister.”

“Yeah, well, from what I know about you rich kids, you all don’t have boundaries. No one’s off limits for you.” 

Now Graham is fuming, and slightly revolted. “Dude, if you’re insinuating what I think you are, you’re sick.” 

Kiera, thank heavens, is there in a flash, grabbing Graham by the arm and hauling him away. 

What am I thinking? Telling Graham won’t help. Andrew is too much of a psycho. Has far too many informants and questionable muscles in Brooklyn. The last thing I want is to cause Graham hurt. 

“Gray,” I say, aborting my foolish plan to tell him the truth. “It’s cool. I’m fine. I’ll be fine. Have fun on your trip.” 

Graham hesitates, glancing from me to Andrew, Andrew to me. “Are you su—” 

“Just go, Gray. I’ll call you.” 

He lingers for a beat, runs his hand over his mouth, firing one last glare at Andrew before promising, “I’m here for you, Lotty. I love you. Always remember that,” before turning and leaving us. 

Kiera folds her lips and watches him leave. She, too, is aware of nothing. She thinks Andrew shits gold bricks.

As Andrew turns to face me, he has the nerve to look apologetic. “Sorry about that, baby. I’m just a little on edge.” 

“Why? Your mother didn’t die. What are you on edge about?” As much as I’m afraid of him, I can’t hide the exasperation in my voice.  

He shuffles on his feet. Again. “Something I…want to ask you.” 

“What? What do you want to ask me?” I snap out, bravado in effect only because of Kiera’s presence. “What’s so important that you had to pick a fight with Gray?” 

Andrew’s right hand disappears into his pocket, reemerging with an ominous little black box. 

Oh no. This is not happening. This is not happening. This. Is. Not. Happening. 

Please note, this chanting is not out of excitement, but of utter horror.

On one knee, he sinks down in front of me. Right at my mother’s graveside. “Charlotte Cooley, I love you. I know most times my actions might say otherwise…but you need to know there’s no one else for me. I mess up and I screw around sometimes, but you’re my home. You’re my anchor. You’re the one I want by my side ‘til death. You’re the one. Will you…”—he flips open the box—“...marry me?”

This isn’t happening. This isn’t happening. 

Is this really happening? Is he seriously proposing to me in a cemetery? Over my mother’s unburied casket? This has to be the most morbid proposal in history. I mean, seriously? 

More so, is he truly proposing to me? If I’m ever stupid enough to marry this reprobate, this is exactly where I’d end up spending my honeymoon. In a cemetery. As a ghost. 

My blown-wide eyes swing to Kiera and find her eyebrows are kissing her hairline. Horrified. I know she’s not shocked about the proposal itself, but the nature of it. Unlike Graham, Kiera likes Andrew. That’s because she doesn’t know the kind of man Andrew is. I haven’t told her. She’s so convinced he’s some kind of prince charming, and gushes over him because he has a perfect face and a mouthwatering body. But even she can’t deny that this proposal is ghastly. 

I bring my gaze back to the ring sitting boastfully in its cushioned seat in the box, and I have to admit I’m taken aback by the size. How is he able to afford a diamond this size? Baguette cut, on a platinum band, with two smaller diamonds on either side. Andrew does well for himself financially, but he isn’t rich. At least, not enough to be able to afford something like this.  

“I sold one of the cars,” he offers when he notices me gawking at the ring, reading the question right off my mind. Giving me an abashed smile, he angles his thumb to the inner side of the lid, bringing my attention to what I didn’t notice before: the intertwined H and W. Harry Winston. “I figured if we’re gonna do this, then you deserve the best of the best. So, will you?” 

Andrew might be wearing a cutely shy expression on his face, and he might be “asking” me to marry him, but I know him well enough to know there’s only one answer I can give to his question. Considering, especially, that he went through the trouble of selling one of his cars.  

I realize, now more than ever, that I need to find a way out of this relationship, and fast, before it’s too late. 

I have no intention whatsoever of binding myself to this man, but, doing the safest thing for the moment, I smile and squeak, “Yes.”




 

THREE

 

 

MY LUNGS ARE BURNING. Calves sore from overexertion. 

Arms pumping through the air in time with my breathing. I know I should stop. I’ve gone over two hours, still I keep going, the burn and soreness a welcome distraction.

It’s not long before I break, run clean out of steam, almost collapsing by a maple tree in the park. Palms pressed to my knees, I double over and hustle for air, throat parched.

This is the first time running since Mom died. With the stress being laid on thick, fitness had been the last thing on my mind. But ever since Andrew’s proposal two weeks ago, my anxiety attacks have returned with a vengeance.

Last night he asked me—translate demanded me—to move in with him. Arguing that now that Mom’s “out of the picture,” he doesn’t see the need for us to be living apart and my struggling to pay my rent. 

I had an intense panic attack after that conversation. 

Less than two weeks. I have less than two weeks left in my apartment before I have to move in with him, and at the rate my heart and mind has been going since that conversation, I just might end up in a mental institution before the week is over. 

I need to get out. I need to get out. I need to get out. Out of my head. Out of my body. Out of my life. 

I can’t move in with him. There’ll be no going back from that. I’ll be stuck. There’s no time to save up cash for an escape to Brazil. If I’m going to run, I have to do it now. Until I get enough squirreled away for that big escape to my mother’s homeland, I need somewhere to hide. 

Before, I couldn’t run because of Mom. Now it’s just me. Maybe I could hide in a shelter for abused women or something. 

Or Graham! Rational Lotty inputs.  

I think about this. Graham is probably back from his trip by now. Would he let me hide out at his pad until I’m able to make a better move? Or maybe swallow my pride and borrow some cash from Sarah to start me off in Brazil. Sarah, being from a prestigious family of old, old money, had her own greens when she met Dad. She’s actually the one who loaned him half of his very first investment. So although Dad divorced her, she’s much better off now than before. Even remarried to George Weston, a wine tycoon in San Francisco, and now she and Graham are living it up in ever-sunny California. It would be a great hideout from Andrew. Sarah’s kind and forgiving and she’s always liked me regardless of me being the “affair child.” She’ll help me. Of course, she will. 

She will, Rational Lotty assures me. 

Just as it has been since last night, rendering me sleepless and restless, my mind is racing with a million thoughts at once. I’m literally on the verge of tipping over. I’m freaking out. I’m desperate. So desperate right now. I’ve been up running since 5 AM, thinking it would help me ease the tension, but instead my thoughts are wilder, heavier than before. I just want to grab someone, anyone, and beg them to take me home with them. To hide me. To protect me. 

Irrational, I know, but I can’t help how helpless I feel.

Straightening, I lean back against the coarse bark of the tree, focusing on every inhale and exhale, as I watch early morning fitness junkies jog by me, earphones in, breaths labored, sweat dripping from their skin. 
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