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He came devoted to her, and she ended up saving him...

A foiled plot, somehow un-foiling itself. 

A man, desperate to drown out his rage. Nicholas Vanhallen feels more helpless than ever. Lost, without his woman at his side. Lost, after committing an atrocity he can't come back from. He knows what he has to do. He knows whom he has to get away from. But, what he doesn't know kills him even more.
What he doesn't know is how to win back the love of his life.
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My text messages. Why the fuck didn’t I check my damn text messages?

I threw back my third whiskey and poured myself a fourth. I wanted to drown my fury toward my brother, otherwise I wasn’t liable for the life I choked from his fucking neck. I sat there in the back of the dive bar, unable to move or process what had happened. 

And yet, I couldn't get that damn radio broadcast out of my mind.

It wasn’t just the radio anymore, either. They had that bullshit up on their website, and people had stolen snippets and quotes. It was being repeated everywhere, quoted on social fucking media, and uploaded to Instagram with pictures of me and her superimposed into the background. I tortured myself for hours going over that shit, watching it quickly trend on Facebook and TikTok, people mouthing over the words, with fake tears dripping down their cheeks.

“Woe is the rich girl who has it all!”

“How dare her parents give her everything, including good men!”

“I just want to be Daddy’s spoiled little girl forever and always get my way all the time!”

No one was focusing on the real issue. All they heard was some rich girl complaining to another rich guy about shit no one understood. And, ironically enough, very few people latched onto the fact that Jacq had been hit by her mother. I mean, clean across her fucking face. Everyone was too caught up in making fun of us that they hadn’t yet sat down and listened to the severity of the conversation.

Then again, that was how pop culture worked.

The bartender switched out my third whiskey for a fourth, only this time there was a plate of french fries put in front of me on the table. I slowly looked up at her, watching as she quirked an eyebrow at me.

“Only way you get to keep drinking is if you eat,” she said.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I murmured.

She shook her head as she walked away, and I pushed the fries into the middle of the table. If nothing else, I’d call a fucking cab, have my ass toted back to my condo, and I’d tear through my whiskey there. In some respects, I wanted to drown myself, get myself completely away from this nightmare I’d created. And in other respects, I wanted to have enough liquid courage in my system to literally kill my brother.

Then again, it wasn’t all his fault.

Why the fuck did you hit Record in the first damn place?

Oh, yeah! It was still to bury her father, just in another way. To bury him and his wife for repressing their daughter the way they had been, to free her completely from their chains of bondage. To force them to own up to the mistakes they’d made with her before I bartered for her freedom, face-to-fucking-face.

“That’s not happening anymore, Jimbo,” I murmured.

Because had it not been for me pressing that damn Record button—no matter the reason—I wouldn’t be in this position in the first damn place.

“That your new nickname now?”

I froze at the sound of his voice, then slowly looked up, watching as Will came into view. I stared up at him, dumbfounded, wondering if he’d come to gloat. Come to tell me he told me so. Come to berate me for being the person he always wanted me not to be. I watched him slide across the booth seat and reach for a french fry. After the bartender brought over his usual beer, he leveled his eyes with me.

“I thought I’d find you here,” he said.

I wasn’t in the mood to talk. My mind was too preoccupied with what Jacq must be going through. I was worried about her, petrified for whatever state she might be in right now. The storm she must’ve been facing with her parents, I couldn’t even imagine it. And I’d weathered some serious ones with my own damn parents. That recording broadcasted a few hours ago had brought out all their demons, all the skeletons in their closet at once, practically.

Not only had I hurt her, but I’d positioned her against her family. I’d painted her to be the rebellious child I was instead of the angel she’d always been to her family. The girl that simply wanted her own life while still making her parents proud. And happy.

I hate myself.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“First of all, to know how you’re doing right now,” Will said.

I shrugged, taking a sip of my drink. “I’m good.”

“You don’t look good.”

“Then, trust your eyes,” I bit out.

He reached for another french fry before leaning back into the booth cushions, his eyes never wavering from my face.

“I heard the interview on the radio,” he said.

“Yeah, well. It’s all over the internet anyway.”

“By tomorrow, that thing will be on the front page of every newspaper, magazine, and gossip trash collection.”

“Did you come here with a point?” I asked.

“No, because the smell of your breath tells me I’ve already proven my point,” he said.

I groaned. “I can’t believe I fucked up this bad. I should’ve listened to you.”

“Yeah, you should have.”

“Will, I swear to you, I didn’t—”

He held up his hand, stopping me in my tracks. He picked up another french fry and tossed it into his mouth, chewing as he picked up his beer. He washed it all down, chugging the damn thing before beckoning for the bartender. After requesting some ketchup and another beer, he sighed.

“So, work’s shit. Had a guy land his first punch on me at the club a couple days ago,” he said.

I paused. “Really? Small talk?”

“Yep. Small talk. Wanna know where he hit me?”

I rolled my eyes. “Where?”

“Right in the dick tip.”

“Wait, some dude punched you in your nuts?”

He grinned. “Figured you’d enjoy that little tidbit. You always told me some half pint would swing and catch me there. And I rolled up on my first half pint a couple days ago.”

I snickered and shook my head as I continued sipping my fourth drink of the night.

“That’s what you get for having long legs,” I said.

“Yep. Had to go to the doctor and everything. Thankfully, shit’s okay. But damn. That man had some muscle behind that punch.”

I chuckled and shook my head before the smile fell directly from my face.

“What the hell am I gonna do, Will?” I asked softly.

The bartender came back around with Will’s second beer and some ketchup before he spoke.

“For now? We drink. And then after you finish feeling sorry for yourself, we’ll figure out a way to fix this shithole you've dug,” he said.

“And get her back?” I asked.

I hated how hopeful my voice sounded, and it caused Will to frown.

“I think that chance is over. But you can make it right. And you should want to make it right. That should be your first priority, over anything else,” he said.

“Jacq’s my priority, over anything else.”

“When you pressed that Record button—no matter the reason—she was no longer a priority. She took a back seat to what you wanted. Especially with as emotional as she sounded in that recording. That’s what selfishness gets you, no matter what your intentions were. Remember that.”

I nodded slowly as my eyes panned over Will’s shoulder. My best friend. My confidant. The only person I had in my life who I still trusted not to mislead me for his own selfish gains. The only person I really could trust, ever, was telling me there wasn’t any hope. That in no way, shape, or form was I ever going to get Jacq back. The thought made me sick. It forced tears behind my eyes I wouldn’t let anyone see. I drowned the bile working its way up the back of my throat with the rest of my watered-down whiskey. Then, I held up my glass toward the bartender, signaling for another.

“You want some of these fries? Or are you gonna drink until you puke?” Will asked.

I shrugged. “Maybe I’ll just drink until I pass out, then you can leave me on the floor to wake up in the morning and do it again.”

“Can’t say that’s a good look.”

“I don’t give a shit about looks anymore,” I murmured.

I could have sworn I saw Will grin at that comment, but I didn’t take the time to care. I listened as Will got on his cell phone, ordering a pizza to be delivered to the bar, along with some breadsticks. I rolled my eyes as I sat back. No matter what anyone did, they weren’t getting me to eat. I didn’t want greasy food to soak up the alcohol. I didn’t want to puke my guts up until the alcohol was gone. I wanted to flood my veins with it. I wanted to drown the marrow of my bones in it. I wanted my brain to be floating in alcohol by the time the night was finished, in the hopes it would erase all these memories.

All the lovely memories with Jacq that were now suddenly torturous, icy daggers to my fucking gut.

“All right. Food’s gonna be here in thirty. And if you don’t eat, you’re done drinking. Got it?” Will said.

“Yes, Mommy,” I said mockingly.

“You can be pissed all you want. But I’m not gonna carry your puking ass out of this place because you don’t know how to cope.”

“Then, you shouldn’t have come and found me.”

“That really what you want? Because if it is, I’ll get up and walk out of this place right now. Leave you alone to stew in your misery and cook yourself up just right. That what you want, Vanhallen?” he asked.

“You sound like your father right now, you know,” I mumbled.

“Good. Because right now? You sound like a petulant child.”

“And now you sound like my father.”

“Well, maybe it’s time to own up to a few things your mother and father have told you over the years that are actually true,” he said.

His words were like daggers to my soul, but I also knew he was right. Will was always right. For years, he’d tried pulling me away from my family. He’d tried keeping me on the right track, even when I felt there was no right track to be had. I sighed as I twirled my fifth glass of whiskey with my fingertips, feeling the world slowly tilt on its axis. It felt nice, not being able to gather my thoughts. It felt nice, sitting here with my best friend.

But all the alcohol in the world didn’t drown out the sound of Jacq’s voice as it came filtering through that fucking radio station.

Her tears. Her sobs. Her anger and her frustration. The defeated tone of her words and the way her tears clouded her voice at times.

“Nick?” Will asked.

I slowly lifted my head, struggling to focus on my best friend’s face as I felt something wet leaking down my skin. I picked up my hand, missing my cheek a couple of times until I finally got it right.

When I pulled my hand away, I realized I was crying.

“Fuck,” I whispered.

“We’ll get you through this. All right?” 

But that was the issue. I didn’t want to try and get through anything unless Jacq was on the other side of it all.
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​Chapter 2
Jacqueline
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I sat in the driveway of my family’s estate, feeling Clara squeeze my hand tightly. My only reprieve from all this was the fact that my landlords let me extend my lease through the month, despite the drama currently unfolding. I’d sped back to the penthouse to make those phone calls, to see if I was being kicked out for what had happened. I mean, the look on the security guards’ faces said it all. Everyone in the damn city had heard. And soon, with the topic trending on social media, the entire world would hear the transaction.

While I heard the worry and the hesitation in the landlord’s voice, they let me extend things through the month.

For a price that was two thousand more a week.

Clara called it “extortion,” but I called it a miracle. After all, they could’ve kicked me the fuck out and given me nowhere to go. Especially since I knew my parents would never let me come back to the house. Not after something like this. And while I knew Clara would take me in, I didn’t want to backpedal or burden her like that while I wallowed in my sorrows.

I had to admit, part of me was still trying to relentlessly cling to my independence.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to come in with you?” Clara asked.

I shook my head slowly as I gazed at the front doors of my parents’ mansion.

“I’m sure,” I said softly.

“I could provide support. Interject when they try to run you over.”

“It’s going to be a bloodbath. I don’t want you in all that,” I murmured.

She squeezed my hand tightly before she let go, then stroked across my arm softly. I drew in a deep breath as I unclicked my seat belt.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to go inside with you?” Clara asked.

I opened my car door. “I’m sure. I know for a fact this won’t take long. Maybe thirty minutes before I get chased out of there. But can you get into the driver’s seat? I don’t think I’m going to be able to drive after what happens.”

“You think it’s going to be that bad?”

I sighed. “I know it’s going to be that bad, and I’m simply hoping it isn’t worse than what I’m already imagining.”

Clara threw her arms around me, and I hugged her close. I knew my parents knew I was here. Their butler always alerted them, wherever they were, when someone pulled up into the driveway. I’d been sitting here for damn near an hour, trying to muster up the courage to go inside. It had been five hours since that broadcast happened. Five hours since the entire nation heard the shadowed, inner workings of my angry thoughts toward my parents.

I knew I had to go
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