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	PROLOGUE


	 


	 


	 


	Abby attempted to push up off the ground where she had been sitting for the past hour, deep in thought. Halted momentarily by excruciating pain as she attempted to put her weight on the right arm, she sucked in a sharp breath, switched to her left arm, and struggled to her feet. Regaining her balance, she stood stiffly and looked down at the dual headstones, swiping angrily at her wet cheeks. She kissed her fingers and gently laid the symbolic goodbye on top of the cold, unforgiving slab of rock. She would forever carry this picture in her heart as a reminder of what might have been, but she had no plans to ever stand in this place again. 


	The judge had reluctantly signed the emancipation order that morning, making her the captain of her destiny now. She had turned sixteen two weeks previous, well below the legal minimum age to be considered an adult, but the state hadn’t stood in her way when she made the petition. The fact that not another living soul could be located that cared what happened to her had been driven home by echoing the judge’s booming voice in the courtroom void of anything but legal representatives of the judicial system. She had dutifully sat through all the therapy sessions, produced the answers they wanted to hear and was able to prove an ability to provide for herself. After all, she had already been working full-time for six months at the time of “the incident,” as all the legal documents titled the pivotal moment in her life. 


	The judge had suggested additional therapy sessions, but it was not mandated, and she had no intention of putting herself through any more of that futility. She was told she needed to attend school. Abby thought that was obvious if she ever wanted to make anything of the mess her life had become. She needed to prove to herself she could do it and make her mom and sisters proud of her, wherever they were now. Most importantly, in the sealed document, the court allowed her to change her last name, taking her mother’s maiden name and repudiating any connection to the one she had been given at birth. 


	Four months of going through the motions and sloshing through the foggy surreal existence of a world left tattered had her ready to move on to whatever came next. She turned and looked up the road to the small town she had called home and then further, to the bright red house peeking out around the trees, just up the hill. The yellow crime scene tape still wrapped around the property, marred the landscape, and made her slide slightly into the morose. Shaking her head quickly, refusing to allow room for the memories, she picked up the bag at her feet. Turning, she kissed her fingers again and laid them upon the second headstone, whispering, “I’m so sorry…I won’t fail again…” 


	Wiping another tear away, she swung the heavy suitcase carrying all her worldly belongings onto her one good shoulder and headed to the bus station. She had no idea what lay beyond the tiny town she had always known but knew it could never be as bad as the reality of this place she had called home. 


	 




 


	 


	 


	CHAPTER 1


	 


	 


	 


	Twelve Years Later      


	Abby continued typing away at the keyboard to realize that the windows' light had long ago faded. She switched on the desk light and, rubbing her neck, rotated her head, trying to massage the kinks out. She had been compiling the report in front of her for most of the afternoon but wanted to be done by Friday so she could enjoy the crisp fall air by taking an extended hike up her favorite trail. She had worked for Halseth Inc. for six years now since finishing grad school. Process engineering was not what she had dreamed of as a career; at first, teaching seemed a good fit for her future, but after a few engineering courses in school and the encouragement of a supportive counselor, she had found her niche. 


	Abby was always asked to come in on any Halseth projects when one of the company’s divisions required one of the manufacturing lines be overhauled or redesigned to fit a client’s needs. As a diverse manufacturing entity that outsourced many of the lines to the world’s entrepreneurs, governments, or expanding enterprises, there wasn’t much that one division or another of Halseth, Inc. didn’t produce. 


	The US government had awarded the current project and demanded she receives security clearance to work on the manufacturing process team for the first time. Her boss had not hesitated when asked if she kept secrets well; in fact, he said there was no one better. She had worked herself into an ulcer worrying about the clearance, not knowing if “the incident” so many years ago would affect their decision or not. She had a meeting with HR in which she had to answer many uncomfortable questions, but Mr. Halseth had reassured her that the information was strictly confidential. She had answered everything precisely with no emotion, but after the interview, she had gone into the bathroom and thrown up from the stress she had bottled internally. It had forced some of the seasons past to be brought forward, and that was something Abby worked hard to prevent. 


	When the clearance had finally come through, and she was brought in fully on the new assignment, she had felt the weight of several boulders lifted from her shoulders. Her career was all she had these days and faced with even a remote possibility of losing something she had worked diligently to master had wrecked her peace of mind. She smiled to herself, remembering the evening she finally received word of passing the security background. It was the first time she had imbibed a glass of wine from the bottle she had saved from a professor who told her to enjoy it one day when she had conquered her greatest fear. Facing her history being brought out for an audience was that debilitating secret fears she found herself celebrating that night.


	The sudden buzzing of the cell sitting on her desk brought her back to the present with a start. She grabbed the phone and grinned when she saw “Tessa” on the caller ID.


	Tessa had been her best friend and confidante for the last twelve years. She was the person most important in this world to Abby and the only one privy to her demons. Tessa didn’t believe in putting in the hours at a job that Abby did, which meant there was a lighthearted scolding about her late hour in her future.


	Tessa was an interior designer who could make a friend of anyone she met. Her job allowed her artsy, free-spirited side to run free while still earning her a wonderful living. She loved life and attacked each new adventure with her heart wide open to new opportunities. Abby envied that freedom. She was much more buttoned-up and reserved in her careful approach to anything outside her staid routine. She had studied hard, made few friends, and guarded her secrets like a maximum-security prison. Abby liked the order, which could be controlled, and hated surprises. She was honest to a fault, which put some people off, and she found it uncomfortable to meet and read new people. As a result, other than Tessa, Abby had no friends.


	“Hey, Tessa. What’s up?” Abby asked with a smile splitting her lips.


	“You are supposed to be here. That’s what’s up. Or did you forget?’


	Abby looked at her watch and gasped. It was almost 8 p.m., later than she had realized.


	“Sorry, I lost track of time. You can go ahead without me.”


	“Not a chance. Get your skinny butt out of the office and home. Now!” Tessa said in a motherly tone, tinged with a hint of sarcasm.


	“I’m leaving,” Abby grinned. “See you in ten.” There was no arguing with Tessa unless she wanted to risk her showing up at her office and busting her chops until she gave in.


	They had a standing Wednesday night dinner and comedy episode watching appointment. This night was one of the few social events that Abby made time for regularly. The time was primarily to allow Tessa a chance to catch Abby up on all her escapades. Tessa also made sure to be a listening ear for any of Abby’s stories, but those were few and far between. Work, running, hiking adventures, sleep, and more work summed up Abby’s life. Despite having lived for 28 years, sometimes it seemed that she was still waiting for her life to start. Those demons she tried to keep locked out of her conscious thought held her captive in the safe little world she had constructed for herself. Allowing people in meant having to explain things she would rather not; besides, she was broken and didn’t know if she could expand and be the person someone else needed her to call her friend. Even as the confidence in her work grew, it seemed her belief in Abby the person continued to remain elusive.


	As she headed to her car, she smiled again, thinking of Tessa. As a person who exuded happiness and joy, and love, Tessa added enough balance in Abby’s life for ten people. The problem was that someday, Tessa would start a family of her own, and Abby wasn’t sure what she would do then. 


	She and Tessa had met just a few short months after “the incident.”. By referring to it, she could usually put the details at the edge of her mind and refuse to allow the darkness to invade her consciousness. As a newly emancipated 16-year-old, she had walked away from her tiny hometown in Wisconsin and headed for the big city. Once in Chicago, she had used some of her hard-earned money to get a horrible little rent-by-the-week hotel room, found a job waiting tables at night, and enrolled in school.


	She met Tessa on her first day at her new high school, trying to act like just another new kid. Tessa was popular, full of life, and sweet as could be. She had that All-America cheerleader look. She was five foot nothing, blonde, with big blue eyes. What she lacked in stature; her happy, bigger-than-life personality made up for in spades. She appeared unaware of the gaggle of boys that followed her everywhere. Abby was a few inches taller, still short by the standard, and brunette with average hazel eyes. Nothing in her appearance made the boys care to breach the walls she had put up. She and Tessa had algebra together, and Tessa had asked for some tutoring help. During the long study sessions, they had become friends despite being opposites. While Tessa gabbed freely about everything, Abby preferred to practice her wallflower routine, never mentioning her family, not knowing the first thing about fashion, and working full-time when not at school. She didn’t date and was more reserved than any of Tessa’s other friends. Still, after a few tutoring sessions, Tessa had gotten her to share a bit, and soon a friendship had blossomed.


	Abby winced, remembering the night that friendship had been cemented. A dish had shattered on the floor of the kitchen, and suddenly the walls of her mind had come tumbling in. Abby’s eyes had clamped shut. She remembered struggling to calm herself and chanting that the panic attack would pass. She had held her body so rigid that at first, she had not felt Tessa’s arm around her shoulders or heard her soft, comforting words. 


	“Abby?” Tessa had rubbed her arm lightly. “Abby, tell me what is going on. What happened?” she had whispered.


	The blackness threatening to breach the edges of her consciousness had begun to recede, and Abby had forced herself to open her eyes. With her head still lowered, glancing around, she had secured the scene, ensuring only Tessa’s presence. 


	“I…need to tell someone about it,” she had whispered. Then, as if a floodgate had opened, she revealed all the dark secrets that had been tucked safely away in the recesses of her memory alone. Tessa hadn’t said a word as the nightmare was unfolded for her ears to bear. She just sat, listened, and been a friend through that entire night, so Abby didn’t have to be deserted in that dingy hotel room she occupied. They had eaten canned soup and talked about so many other things that night. The episode had forged a bond between them that had not wavered in any measure to the current day. 


	A couple of days later, Tessa had approached her at school with an offer Abby couldn’t refuse. Tessa’s parents had agreed to let Abby stay in the guest room of their large comfortable home in the suburbs. She could help around the house to help pay for her meals so she would be able to quit the night job and focus on her education. Tessa’s family had been a godsend. She would always be thankful to them for offering her a decent place to stay and the closest thing to a family she would ever have. She had mourned with Tessa when her parents died in a car crash during the girls’ sophomore year of college. She and Tessa had several key days a year to celebrate their lives and remembered those not so fortunate to be here today. Tessa’s parents had given both Tessa and Abby a firm hold on adulthood, and that was something Abby cherished as the best gift of her life, despite the short time she had them in her world.


	Abby had worked hard finishing high school, making up the time she had lost, and was accepted to college on a math scholarship. Again, Tessa had found the “college lifestyle” much more her speed, while studious Abby had used it to solidify her future. Through the years, they had been roommates and confidantes. No one else had appreciated or understood the bond, but they were the halves that made each other whole. Tessa ensured Abby had some fun, and Abby had made sure Tessa stayed on task enough to graduate. Abby found the job with Halseth during the final semester of grad school during an employment fair attended by many of Chicago’s biggest and brightest companies looking for fresh recruits to join their ranks. Mr. Halseth himself had been at Abby’s school that day and had spent time drawing out the restrained young woman. Somehow, he had been able to see her intelligence and potential and offered her a job on the spot, without the normal second interview. The home office and largest manufacturing branch of Halseth was about 45 miles outside the hub of Chicago. Through one of her customers, Tessa had found a big wonderful Victorian home a short distance from Abby’s workplace. The house had been split into a side by side duplex, and in her normal whirlwind way; Tessa had moved them in before Abby had time to worry about the decision to rent the gigantic house. Tessa had done a great job with the decorating, and Abby loved going home to her own space each night, with the security of her only neighbor being Tessa. 


	At work, they called her names when they thought she wouldn’t hear. She tried not to let it bother her. Being a “brainiac” had put her in a position that insured that she did not have to agonize over money as her mother had, that she no longer had to scrimp and save just to know she would have enough food for the next day. Being called “Crabby Abby” was harder to take, but she realized that she probably came off that way. Sometimes in the quiet of her heart, she wished she could be a different person, free from the darkness that had shadowed her youth and always remained a constant reminder even on the brightest of days. Then she would remember the pictures on her bed side table and realize that it could be so much worse. She lived for those who were not able to be here now – and for that alone, she had over the years come to be appreciative and not let the little things bother her. 


	Maneuvering her car into the driveway, Abby sighed and shook her head, bringing her thoughts back to the present. At the door, she couldn’t help but laugh at the pulsating ball of energy that greeted her. 


	“About time,” Tessa teased. “The Ziti is congealing!”


	 


	***


	 


	The next morning Abby was busy putting the final touches on her presentation. It was the first time she pitched her project to the entire management team and board of directors. She felt nervous, excited, and a touch nauseous at the prospect. It was a big step forward, not only professionally, but personally for her, and she wanted everything to be perfect. She read the words that she knew by heart, attempting to find even the tiniest of flows in the logic.


	Her boss, Jeff Davis, gave a light knock at her door and poked his head inside her office door.


	“Got a minute?”


	Glancing up from her presentation, she nodded. “Sure.”


	Jeff looked uncomfortable as he took the seat across from her desk. He looked past her out the window and inhaled deeply, finally turning his full attention to her direction.


	Abby folded her hands on her desk and watched him outwardly calm, aware she would not like what was coming based upon his posturing. Her stomach churned, and her throat constricted from the tension she could feel permeating the room. She hated surprises, good or bad; she didn’t like not knowing. Control and order, everything in its place, was her comfort zone.


	“Abby, you are doing a great job here.”


	She waited.


	“It’s just that   well - you are not exactly a people person.”


	“Understood. But you pay me to fix processes, not people,” she stated matter-of-factly.


	“Yes, but many of those processes involve people.” 


	“Are you firing me?” She didn’t know where this was going but wanted resolution before the anxiety consumed her. 


	“No!” He gasped. “It’s just that – well - we think maybe the meeting this morning -”


	She waited again. Just say it, she screamed at him in her head.


	“Abby, this meeting is particularly important. There is a big announcement coming, and we think that maybe you should let Steve do the presentation. I know it was agreed that you would be given a chance to manage this entire project, including the initial presentation this morning, but we feel that maintaining the status quo and letting Steve be the spokesman will continue to serve us well.”


	Abby sat back and counted to ten in her head. The room was so quiet she could hear the clock tick-tock, helping soothe her churning soul. She never gave away a single emotion, but it took a few seconds for her to gather the appropriate words and temper the riptide threatening to swamp her calm facade. Steve reminded Abby of a salesman; he could sell candy to a dentist she had once heard a co-worker say after one of his better sales pitches to a client. Abby had hoped that someday her hard work would be acknowledged, allowing her more opportunities within the company but also to challenge herself to overcome personal obstacles. She realized that this was not to be that day, and after another moment, let him off the hook graciously. 


	“Understood.” She repeated. While she was rattled on the inside, she needed this job and fully understood her limitations. If allowing Steve to make the presentation would make the team feel more at ease, who was she to stand in the way of that due to her foolish pride? She knew that while he was the mouthpiece, he would seek her out afterward to answer any questions that came up. His “leading” the team would mean all the work for her and all the glory for him. While frustrated, she reasoned that she did sometimes make her coworkers uneasy. She would continue to bide her time and hope that maybe someday, her chance to crawl out of the shadows would come. 


	“We still would like you there, present a united front.” 


	“Absolutely. I will put the presentation out on the server for Steve. Let him know I’m here if he has questions.” She turned back to her computer. Jess exited rapidly as if not wanting to risk any further confrontation.


	She saved the file and then set to answering emails for the next hour. By the time she stood, smoothed her suit, and started the slow march to the meeting, she was prepared to face everyone in the conference room with her mask of indifference firmly in place and her inner turmoil quelled.


	The conference room was filled with a diverse crowd of division managers, project team members, and others who took up the conference table's sitting positions. Every seat was already spoken for at the table; Abby selected a post against the wall and thought wryly that she had been left outside the inner circle as usual. As the presentation was set to begin, she took pride in knowing that the idea about to be launched was her brainchild. She looked forward to Mr. Halseth’s feedback. 


	Jack Halseth was very much a hands-on owner. He had a habit of stopping by her office to seek her opinion on various aspects of the business, and she thoroughly enjoyed her interactions with the kind, intelligent man. She loved his frank nature and non-filtered, opinionated dialogue. He had built the company out of nothing into the multi-national corporation that it was today. When his wife had passed away over a year ago, his love of business had waned, and Abby knew someday he would retire soon. She would miss his presence in her life more than anyone other than Tessa. Jack always made her feel valued, welcomed her input, and respected all her boundaries without question. 


	Flipping her notebook open to take notes, she silenced her cellphone and looked up just as the final three suited gentlemen joined the meeting. 


	The first two suits she recognized as Mr. Smelton, VP of Operations, and Mr. Yancy, Chief Operations Manager-- both of whom she had been in meetings with once or twice over the years. The pay grades represented in this meeting, however, were normally outside the peer meetings she attended. The last person to enter caused all thought to cease, and her entire body goes on high alert.


	Her brain registered the biggest, most striking man she had ever seen in person. He had to be about six and a half feet tall, considering how much of the doorway he filled upon entering. From a purely analytical standpoint, she thought, nature had been kind to this specimen of a man. He was wearing a pin-striped suit and blue silk tie that brought out his best feature, blue eyes the color of the ocean surf. He had a strong face, dark olive-colored skin, whether from the sun or birth; she could not be certain. He looked well-muscled and lean under the suit he wore like a second skin. Lean was an odd adjective she acknowledged considering he probably weighed two and a half times what she did. There was not a fat ounce on that perfect frame, though. Abby caught herself staring. He unsettled her in a way no one had ever done previously, and the sensation held her transfixed. 


	She dropped her eyes to the notepad in her lap after a moment and worked to exert the poker face when she looked back toward the front of the conference room. The big man wore the suit with an unspoken authority clearly stated to those in attendance. She had never met someone who could draw every eye in the room to them without uttering a word. She saw the only three other women present openly gawking at him, and one even pat her hair and stick her chest out a bit. The men all sat up a bit straighter as if they hoped to measure up in some way. Finally, Mr. Halseth walked in, closing the door behind him.


	“Good Morning, Everyone.”


	Everyone in the room quickly reciprocated the standard response. 


	“I am very excited to introduce to anyone who may not know him, my grandson, and the new CEO of Halseth, Inc.” He paused for a few seconds to allow the perfunctory applause to fade and then continued. “Brandon has been with the Hong Kong office and has been touring all of our other facilities more recently. He will begin taking over the reins from me immediately.” He didn’t allow for any discussion or communication on the subject as he brazened toward his speech.


	“His first major project is this M3N project our division has been working to get off the ground - so with that – Brandon,” he finished holding a handout to his grandson.


	The giant with the blue eyes moved to the head of the table. Abby’s heart did a little nervous jump. Her project would have to be the first one on which the new CEO would be focused. Jack had made the right decision giving the presentation to Steve; she wouldn’t do well under that kind of scrutiny. 


	“I am honored to be taking on such an important role from my granddad and am looking forward to working with each one of you,” he said with warmth and conviction that seemed genuine. 


	His voice was deep and refined, and Abby enjoyed listening to him; she was surprised to note. She was used to the overly polite, plastic speeches she heard from her supervisors, and it was a welcome contrast. She had read that he was the only grandson of Jack Halseth in a bio done about the time Jack’s wife Ellen had passed. If the papers were to be believed, he would be a multi-billionaire upon his granddad’s passing, which she dearly hoped would be many years off. Abby worked hard to focus on the presentation and not the new CEO or her wandering thoughts.


	“I am excited to get this M3N project off the ground and show what the next generation of Halseth can do. I’m ready to get up to speed, so without further ado…” he paused, glancing around the table for the presenter to stand up. 


	Steve rose, pulled his suit together, buttoning up for battle, and plastered the smile on his face he had practiced into perfection for just such an occasion. He was smooth as ice, and something about his tone always set Abby off, but he was Jeff Davis’ chosen golden boy, so she had to relax and let him present her project. This production line was so important that it was hard putting its success or failure in someone else’s hands. Unfortunately, it was the price she had to pay for not being a “people person.” She used her best breathing techniques to focus her mind on the slow inhalation and exhalations rather than the perceived drama unfurling around the room.


	 


	***


	 


	Brandon sat and attempted to focus on the presentation that Steve Roberts was giving. He couldn’t help but run a finger around the inside of the collar of the dress shirt closed tight by his perfectly assembled silk tie knot. He hated dressing up so formally, but it was necessary for his initial introduction to top-level management. When his granddad had approached him four months ago about taking over the reins, he had jumped at the opportunity. It was the culmination of what he had worked so hard to attain, his grandfather’s approval, and the passing of the figurative torch. He fully understood the weight of all those people now depending on his decisions for their livelihood. Every day he prayed he was up to the task.
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