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TAINTED BLEU


Sacha Bleu left her family's Louisiana farm after a series of tragic circumstances. She took a bus out of town, and the final stop was Miami, Florida. Sacha found a place to stay and struggled to survive in a strange city without her family or financial support. She had a job at a local show bar and was attacked one night after work. Sacha was emotionally and physically scarred but alive. She became a successful business owner with help from a family inheritance two years later. 
Sacha tried to adapt to life in Miami but kept struggling with emotional setbacks triggered by the extreme trauma in her past. Everything changed when she met Homicide Detective Pierce Braxton. She kept her past hidden while Pierce had dark secrets of his own. A stalker, bloody death threat, and murder will send Sacha on an emotional journey of betrayal, lies, and sacrifice. Can Sacha accept her past to conquer her fears and save her own life?






  
  Chapter 1

Sacha Bleu


Miami, Florida 

The humidity in the room made it difficult to breathe, and the rusted blades on the fan didn’t cool the air. I was exhausted and hoped my life would start improving. 
“Tony, I can’t work tonight.”
“Yeah, you can,” his tone was nasty as usual. 
I didn’t have the patience for it, but I took a deep breath and tried to sound calm. “I’ll be there to pick up my pay.” 
“Why can’t you stay and work?” Tony sounded annoyed as if he wasn’t the one needing a favor. 
He was a jerk. 
I snapped at him. “I can’t. I told you no.”
“Then you’re fucking fired.” 
Tony was the bartender and on-site manager of the Tricky Kitty. He was a sneaky bastard and his mouth was as foul as his body odor. 
“The cash drawer was short twice this week,” I told him and waited. 
There was silence on the line. 
King Asshole was speechless. 
Finally. 
“What do you want?” he spat. 
“I’ll work six hours, but I’m getting paid for eight.”
“Done,” he hissed before I could finish talking. 
“I want time and a half too,” I listed my demands. “And I’m keeping all my tips.” 
Tony muttered, “Fine! Don’t be fucking late!” 
I ended the call and wondered if Kelly was in. I clicked on the bedside lamp and hurried to check the peephole. The coast was clear, but the hall always reeked of cigarettes and mold. I opened the door, ignored the awful smell, and rushed to Kelly’s. He didn’t respond to the first knock. 
“Please answer.” I knocked harder and froze when the metal door scrape the concrete steps. 
Someone was on their way up. 
I rushed back to my room and closed the door. My hand shook, but I waited with one hand on the lock. There were footsteps and then a door slammed down the hall. I quickly turned the lock and sagged against the door.
Hopefully, the landlord was drunk and asleep. Things have been really difficult, but I was grateful to have the room for one more night. 
I went in the bathroom to shower. The pipes squealed and rattled behind the broken bath tiles. It took a while for the old showerhead to spit out water, but I checked for bugs and cautiously stepped in. My eyes stayed on the drain the entire time. My skin felt clean but the towel was so harsh. 
My things were hand-washed every night with cheap soap. Even my underwear felt brittle. My dress was still on the towel bar. The old iron came with the room and conked out days ago. I hated the skimpy dress and was glad it would be my last night wearing it. I ignored the wrinkles and put it on. 
I was back in the room and feeling down. The bed creaked and rusted springs felt like they’d give under my weight. I sighed and put on my worn-out stilettos. 
Someone knocked on the door. I flinched and my heart started beating like crazy. There was no way I could stay if the landlord was waiting in the hall. 
I stared at the door, hoping the person would go. 
“Sacha, open the door,” Kelly’s voice was muffled. 
My relief was instant. I tried to hurry but stumbled on my way across the room. I hit the wall with a loud thud and groaned in pain.  
“What are you doing?” 
“Trying not to fall on my face,” I told him and flung the door open.  “Kelly, you scared me.” 
He took in my appearance. 
Kelly always said whatever was on his mind. 
He sighed, “Are you still avoiding the landlord?” 
“Yes, but I’ll be paying my back rent tomorrow,” I limped to the bed and grabbed the bonding glue. 
“You can’t keep repairing those,” Kelly pointed at my cheap shoes.  
 “I’m not paying sixty-five dollars for a new pair.” I started gluing the broken heel. “What did you do tonight?”
“I had dinner with friends. It was fun, but theater people are so damn dramatic.”
“Kelly, you’re a theater person,” I reminded him.
“Isn’t that ironic? Sacha, you were off tonight.” 
“That’s true, but I need the money.”
Kelly shook his head, “I offered cash for your rent so many times. You won’t take it, but don’t mind working in that makeshift hell.”
 I felt so ashamed. Kelly was always looking out for me. Food, cleaning supplies, and everyday things that used to be taken for granted. I didn’t want him covering my rent. It was too much and would cause problems for him in the long run. We didn’t have the money to move or it would’ve happened, that much was for sure. 
“I appreciate you offering, but I’m fine, really.” 
“You’re still too proud to accept help,” Kelly sighed. “Come on. I’ll fix your hair,” he took products out of his backpack. “Where’s your brush?” 
“On the dresser,” I told him and scooted closer. 
Kelly spritzed my hair and then grabbed the brush, “Sweetie, I can fix your hair, but the bags under your eyes are a different story.” 
“I’m tired, but I’ll be okay after a few nights off.” 
“Honey, are you depressed?” Kelly touched my chin in a silent prompt for the truth. 
“Yes. I keep hoping things will get better.” 
“Aww,” Kelly sighed. “I’m not surprised. You’re in that shithole every night,” he went back to brushing my hair. “Everything will get better. I have an idea. Why don’t you come work at Switch?” 
“Kelly, the club is for men.” I reminded him. 
“So what,” he replied. “I’ll do your makeup and pick out a great outfit. Who would know?”      
I laughed, “Your boss would.”  
Kelly sucked his teeth, “Miss Boss Bitch loves being the only feline in the club, yes, that’s true, but we can’t let her see you out of drag because one look at your gorgeous face, and she’ll spit fire and pull her hair out by the roots.” 
 I laughed. Kelly always made things better. 
My hair was feathered in wispy layers around my chin minutes later. I studied my reflection in the dingy mirror.
“I don't know how you do it." 
“It's a gift,” he put away the products. “I would tell you to quit that dump tonight, but you won’t.” 
I quickly changed the subject. “Don’t you have to work tonight?” 
“Yes. I have an early set,” Kelly explained. “I’ll be home. Come to my place when you get in.” 
“I will,” I promised and tried guiding him to the door. 
Kelly knew my plan and didn’t give in easily. 
“Give Sable my love,” He frowned, “Sacha, you’re rushing. Is this really your last night?”
“Yes. I’ll pay my rent and look for another job tomorrow. I’ll borrow the money from you and come work at Switch if all else fails,” I kissed Kelly on the cheek and shooed him out the door. 
My finishing touches were cheap rhinestone earrings and my gold locket. It was the last gift from Mom, and all I had from my life before. I never went anywhere without it.
I grabbed my handbag and hurried to leave the building. It didn’t take long to hail a taxi. I was blocks away before I remembered my wallet. My Louisiana driver’s license was tucked inside, but I didn’t need it for anything. My life didn’t have any happiness. Too much happened. How could I get back everything I lost? 
I was deep in thought when the taxi squealed to a stop. I looked out the window, not wanting to leave. 
 The driver yelled over his shoulder, “Are you getting out or what?”
I looked at the meter and gave him my last crumpled bills. The taxi sped off before the door was even closed.
I stood on the curb, willing the awful feeling to fade. The neon sign kept blinking as a reminder. I hated the Tricky Kitty and didn’t want to go in. I could try saying I needed cash for the taxi. That was true since I was flat-broke, but Tony would probably hand over enough for my fare. I had to work. There was no getting around it.
 I went in. Tobacco smoke, sweat, and body fluids created a rancid stale odor that sunk into my pores. The tables around the t-shaped stage were packed. Men were slumped on stools at the bar. Tony was overcharging for drinks as usual. He was trying to joke with me. I threw up my middle finger on the way past. He didn’t say anything after that. 
I went into the locker room. One of the girls said Brock was off. That was one more thing added to my terrible night. Everything went wrong when Brock wasn’t around. The guys didn’t look out for us girls, working the floor. 
I put my things in a locker, tied the pink lace apron around my waist, and headed straight into hell.  
The night went by with nonstop drink orders. I politely turned down requests for my phone number to keep the tips coming. Flamingo was dancing her second set. She seductively untied the strings on her bikini, shook her breasts in a man's face, and twirled around the pole a final time. Flamingo’s set ended with her bikini bottoms in one man’s mouth and another guy’s face in-between her legs. The guy licked her clit like an obedient dog. Flamingo counted seconds, patted his head, and moved on. 
The Tricky Kitty had an eight-second rule which meant the dancer could choose a sorry bastard and give him eight seconds to rub, finger, or lick any part of her body. The trifling rule made the girls on the floor work quicker and smarter. Our dresses rode high on our thighs as we twirled like graceful ballerinas. We balanced trays on sore wrists and avoided the hands that tried to molest us.
 Flamingo left the stage right before the lights flickered. We fixed our aprons because the tips were about to increase. Sable danced the opening number and finale each night. I thought back to when we met.
 It was my first night there and it went terribly. I was walking past the dressing room when she called me. 
“Hey, Frenchie,” her voice echoed in the hall.
I went back to the doorway, “Hello.” 
“Where are you going ?” Sable asked. 
“I want to leave and never come back,” my emotional answer was  unexpected, but my night was really bad. 
“I just want to go home.” 
Sable probably didn’t understand home wasn’t Miami. She relaxed at the vanity with a cigarette, “You can’t leave now because those desperate fuckers are still out there.”  
I shrugged, “I’m not worried about them.”  
Sable pulled her locs over her shoulder and checked her reflection in the vanity mirror. 
“Frenchie, you’re not in Kansas anymore.”
I was surprised by the phrase she used and sat on a stool to talk, “I’m from Louisiana.” 
Sable laughed, “I thought you were from overseas.”  
I smiled, “No, I was born here.”
She was amused, “Interesting. How did you get the accent?” 
I shook my head, “It’s a long story.”  
“I’m a good listener,” Sable puffed her cigarette and relaxed. There was noise in the hall. I waited for things to quiet down and talked to Sable about the loved ones I lost, and the not so great choices I made. 
She listened and then shared things about her past. Sable had the kind of sense a person could only learn from growing up on the streets. She looked much younger than her actual age. 
We kept talking until Tony came in the dressing room.
Sable told him to fuck off. 
I was surprised,  “Isn’t he the manager?” 
“Fuck him,” she took a drag on her cigarette. “You gotta have thick skin around here, Frenchie, don’t take bullshit from these assholes.” 
Sable tilted her head back and let out a long stream of smoke, “Toughen up. Don’t trust the girls because most of those bitches are thieves. They’ll steal your panties if you let them. Lock your shit up and stay away from the guys.” 
I was confused since half of the people working there were men. “Are you talking about the customers?” 
“Yeah and the bums who work here except Brock,” Sable put her cigarette out in the ashtray. “Be smart, don't tolerate disrespect, and don’t leave alone after your shift.”
I took her advice to heart and eventually found out what the reference to Kansas meant. Sable didn’t know how true it was. My life on the farm, and the settled-in lifestyle with Devon in Baton Rouge didn’t compare to nights at the Tricky Kitty. 
I was having a difficult time adjusting, but Sable and Kelly kept my spirits up. I never told my friends about the money I’d receive because a year seemed like a lifetime away, but it was eight months later, and I was close to the inheritance date. I planned to put my degree to use and find a decent place to live. 
The bell chimed, signaling last call.
I snapped back to the present and rushed to fill drink orders as the  congas started low and rose until they shook the floorboards. Sable came on stage in a leopard print gown. Her bronze locs were pinned up, and the gold earrings and choker gave her the look of royalty. 
Sable flicked her bangled wrists and exposed her thigh. The men whistled and called her name. The music was louder, and the lights created a brilliant halo around her. Sable sashayed down the catwalk as the men stood to pay homage. She dropped her gown. The men cheered when they saw her gold bikini and showered her with bills. 
The music swelled. Sable rode the beat, and the men  were mesmerized by her belly dance. Her performances were spectacular. I usually cleared empty tables before her final set. I was on the last one when someone squeezed my thigh. I spun around and shoved the guy. 
He stumbled, “What’s wrong? Don’t you wanna dance?”
“Stay away from me!”
“You and that African bitch can fuck my brains out.“  
“Fuck you,” I replied. 
He taunted me, “I was hoping you'd say that.”  
I calmly placed ashtrays and beer bottles on the tray, but my nerves were rattled. He should’ve been kicked out, but the bouncers were at the bar with Tony or flirting with the dancers. 
None of this would be happening if Brock was around. 
I moved onto the next table but was grabbed from behind. It was the same guy, and he reeked of cheap whiskey. 
“I know you want my dick, Cherry pie.” He kept trying to pull me close. I kneed him in the crotch, well, that pissed him off. He lunged. I hit him with a bottle. He fell on a table. It gave under his weight. He hit the floor in a drunken heap. The music ended when Sable jumped off the stage half-naked. Everything got wild. Bouncers were trying to control the crowd. That wasn’t working.
Tony shoved me. “You’re fired.”  
I hit him in the face with the serving tray. 
“You crazy bitch,” he groaned and held his nose. 
“I have your bitch right here,” I threatened to hit him again. 
Tony backed off after that. 
I threw the serving tray, done with being pushed around. It was complete chaos. Dancers were fighting with the men over money. I looked around, knowing it was officially the lowest point in my life. I went into the break room, took off the apron, and grabbed my things.
The place was almost empty when I came back but Sable wasn’t around. 
Tony leaned on the bar with a dish towel pressed to his face. “My nose is probably broken.”
“I threw the lace apron on the bar. “I hope so. I want my money.”
“We just lost cash thanks to you,” he spat. “I’m not giving you shit.” 
I walked around the bar and pushed a bottle of vodka off the shelf. Tony flinched at the sound of glass breaking on the floor boards. “You’re gonna pay for that.” 
“I'm not paying for anything,” I broke two more liquor bottles. “I want my money.” 
I was about to clear the top shelf when Tony rushed to the cash register. He shoved money into my hands.
 “Take it! Just take it and get out.” 
I quickly counted the bills, put them in my bag, and left the bar. The air was fresh but cool at three in the morning. I walked toward the main street. It didn’t take long for my adrenaline to fade. I called Sable but it went to voicemail. She could handle herself, but hopefully, everybody else was okay. 
I tucked the phone into my bag and kept walking. My quick strut turned into a slow wobble. It took effort to keep my broken heel from splitting. There was a chill in the air, and I wished I had a sweater. There were two more blocks to go when I turned the corner and bumped into someone. 
“Oh, excuse me,” I said without looking in his direction.
“You’re clumsy ain’t you, girl,” the stranger’s laugh sounded hollow. 
“I’m sorry, I didn’t see you,” I tried walking around him, but he blocked my path. 
We stood under the broken street lamp. 
“Hey, aren’t you one of them strippers from the show bar?”  
The plaid shirt and blue jeans registered in my head. He charged me. We hit the ground and my head connected with the curb. 
He grabbed my neck, “Are you out here looking for sex?”
“No, I’m not,” I tried to talk more, but my head felt heavy and there was a numbing pain. 
“Yeah, you are,” he punched me. 
My cheek split, but I kept pleading with him to stop until blood filled my mouth. 
 “We’re just getting started,” he wiped his bloody hands on my dress. “You have a big gash on your head.” 
 I tried moving away from him, but the pain was intense, and it was hard to focus on anything. My vision blurred more. I hit him and was snatched up and pulled into the alley. The stench of spoiled meat mixed with the smell of rotten fruit. My head throbbed and I wanted to vomit. He put his nasty mouth on mine. I tried resisting and was thrown against the wall. I felt something cool and sharp at my throat. 
“I should kill ya now,” he touched between my legs.
 “I can’t wait to be inside while you’re still warm,” he licked the blood from my face. 
I couldn’t move but my eyes started adjusting to the dull light in the alley. There was trash and broken glass covering the ground. The knife in his hand glinted as he tried pushing open my legs.
I shifted to look at him and was punched hard in the side. There was a loud crunch and sharp pain. 
“You shouldn’t have looked at me, now your ribs are broken. We’re gonna have fun,” he slashed my shoulder with the knife. 
I bit down on my lip but didn’t scream as the cut opened and blood spewed down my arm. 
He waved the bloody knife, “I’ll kill you quickly if you beg.”
“Fuck you,” I spat blood in his face. 
I shoved him before he could strike, and the knife scraped the brick. I hit him harder. He lost his balance and stumbled into a trash pile. 
I ran toward the street, but the heel on my stiletto broke and my ankle snapped. I tried to keep going but was tackled from behind. We hit the ground and glass cut into my palms and knees. He choked me until I bit his forearm and held firm. He stabbed me in the side. It was the worst pain I felt in my life. 
I gasped for air and collapsed on the ground. I felt weak and willed myself to stay limp while he flipped me over. I grabbed his face and stuck my thumb into his eye socket. He howled in pain. I moved back and kicked him in the face. He released a girlish squeal when the stiletto pierced his forehead. I yanked my foot out and left the shoe lodged in. I tried kicking him again, but he fell forward. I yelped in pain when he grabbed my broken ankle. He flung me into the dumpster. My injured ribs hit the edge. I screamed. My entire body was radiating pain, but I stayed conscious. 
“Ah, you bitch!” he yanked the stiletto out. Blood gushed from the hole in his forehead.
 I stumbled backward and used the brick wall to sit up. I put pressure on the wound in my side, but it wasn’t helping. I was bleeding too much, and the bone was sticking out of my ankle. I pulled my injured leg out of his reach. 
He hurried forward to block my path, grunting and moaning more, “I can’t see out of my eye.” 
“I hurt you bad,” my breathing was raspy. I tried laughing but coughed out more blood. 
“Shut up. Shut your whore mouth!” he picked up the knife. 
“You were ugly to begin with,” I searched the trash around me and cut my finger on a tin can. 
I  grabbed it and pushed the lid out. 
 “I’ll make you suffer,” he kept closing the space between us until I was cornered between the dumpsters. 
My arm felt numb, but that was alright. I would probably bleed out soon. I grabbed a huge glass shard and tightly held my makeshift weapons. 
I silently asked to be forgiven for my sins. I made my peace and faked a whimper. 
“Please, I can’t take anymore.” 
That much was true. My strength was fading. 
He released a sick satisfying moan. 
I ignored it and whined more, “I’m dying.” 
“You don’t have to suffer,” he sounded excited.
I mumbled, “Please, just do it.” 
“I wanna hear more. Say it, say it,” he chanted and moved closer. 
I waited until the blade was inches away from my face. I had one chance. I screamed, “Do it!” 
My outburst took him by surprise. The seconds it took him to strike were valuable. I slashed him with the can and stabbed him with the glass. I twisted it to keep the wound open.
My final scream echoed off the dirty brick walls. 
There was intense pain and then nothing. My head didn’t hurt anymore. I was dying and hoped to see a bright light to guide me. My loved ones weren’t there either. I was alone, floating in darkness. 









  
  Chapter 2 

Sacha 


Two Years Later 

Iwas in the dirty alley against the brick wall by the dumpsters. This time, I ignored the pain and stared up at the night sky. It was so beautiful. I wanted to watch the stars until I bled out. 
Breathe. Just breathe. 
The silent reminder always happened during my worst nightmares. It was of little comfort. I took a breath and came back to reality. The awful feeling faded, but I laid in a cold sweat and let darkness swirl behind my eyelids. 
I flinched from the loud thunder. There was silence followed by another loud boom. I threw off the blankets and eased out of bed. The granite tile felt cool under my feet. 
I went to the window and pushed aside the silk curtains. There was another sharp crack and my bedroom lit up electric blue. I pulled on a robe, grabbed my phone, and sat in the window seat. The storm was moving toward the shore bringing full charcoal gray clouds and howling winds. 
I shivered and wrapped my robe tighter while thinking about how my life used to be. I was born in Louisiana and raised with a deep appreciation for nature on my family’s farm with fresh-water basins and bayous. 
I’ve experienced so many good things in the different parishes. I was taught recipes and respect for traditions. I ate home-cooked meals like jambalaya, gumbo, and red beans with rice. It was southern food, Cajun style rich with savory spices. I missed the festivals and our Mardi Gras. Louisiana would always be home. 
My childhood was normal, but my parents were anything but. I never met my father. My grandparents said he lived somewhere in Southern France. Dad met mom when she was wild and free. They spent a passionate summer and cozy winter together, but Mom came home with tears in her eyes and eight months pregnant with me. 
My heart always broke a little more whenever Mom came to mind. She was vibrant and mysterious. Everything was magical when mom was around, but she never stayed long. My grandma said it was the gypsy in her blood. All the women in our family had it. Mom sang the blues and traveled all over the world. 
 “It’s not about the road or the shows with your mama,” Grandma said. “She loved your father until it hurt. I don’t know why their relationship ended, but it broke your mama’s heart clean in two. She’s out there running from or looking for something.” 
I was just like mom, years later. 
Running from the past, and looking for peace. 
My phone chimed. I answered without checking the display because Veronica called every morning at the same time.
“Hey Ronnie,” I tried my best to sound normal.
“Hi. Did you have a rough night?” 
Veronica was concerned, and I felt awful for her worrying so much.
 “No more than usual,” I tried to sound convincing, but there was silence on the phone before she kept talking. 
“We have three cancelled appointments. The bridal party will be here at eleven. Debbie called out.”
“This is the third time this week.” 
“Yes. She called out twice last week too.” 
I sighed feeling the regret, “We have to fire her.”
“I know. I’ll put up the help wanted sign again.” 
 “Thanks. How many are in the bridal party?”
“Around twenty,” Veronica groaned in frustration. “We need reliable help more than anything. Our client base is growing month after month, and two stylists can’t keep managing it all.”
“You’re right. Hopefully, we’ll hire people who can commit to their schedules. I’ll ask Kelly to help out in the meantime.”
“Sounds good. I started on the flowers, and the ivory serving trays are out,” Veronica said.
 “Thanks, I’ll pick up pastries from Nona’s. We’ll have plenty of time to set up before the bride arrives with her friends.” 
“Oh. I almost forgot. The repair man checked the broken massage table. It couldn’t be fixed. I ordered another one.” 
I smiled, “Ronnie, you’re the absolute best.”  
“And that’s why I’m paid well,” she laughed. “We can go over the details for the bridal shower when you get here.” 
We ended the call. I went into the bathroom to turn on the shower and cringed at my reflection in the mirror. The dark circles under my eyes felt tattooed on. 
Veronica suggested yoga and meditation because I spent my days and nights at the spa. Nonstop working didn’t bother me in the slightest. I should at least be successful if I planned on spending my life alone. 
Negative thoughts. 
They came and went. One minute, I was okay, and the next, it was back to falling apart, but I tried being grateful every day. It was tough because there wasn’t an amount of money or a measure of success that could replace what I lost. The pain faded over the years, but the memories stayed. It was hard to stay positive when I couldn’t stop living in fear.
 Veronica would be upset over my negativity. She was my support system through the ups and downs. I got up every day and put on a brave face for her and everyone working for me. Veronica wouldn’t hesitate to point out any differences in my behavior. 
We met under a painful circumstance. I was in physical therapy at the time, and my therapist mentioned a support group called the Powerful Ones. Meetings were held on Tuesday nights in a church basement. It sounded cliché, but I needed sanctuary from my past. 
I felt more alone than ever while standing in the entryway to the chapel. I lost everything, and it hurt to question it, but I went downstairs to the basement. The wide metal doors were open and chairs were set in a circle next to an old brick fireplace. 
Everyone seemed friendly, but I decided to leave. 
“Are you here for the group?” a woman asked. She wore dark sunglasses, and her long brown hair covered most of her face. 
I told her that I was leaving but turned around when she asked why. It wasn’t her concern, but I didn’t say it. 
I replied, “I don’t belong here.”
She crossed her arms as if I offended her. “Where is here? Do you even know what this group is about?”
“Veronica, she can leave if she wants,” a timid man in a wrinkled suit spoke up. 
“I know, Harold,” Veronica replied. “I’m asking her why she came.” 
There was an awkward silence. I felt nervous and glanced around at the people in the room. 
“Maybe she can’t speak English,” a girl in a Rockstar t-shirt said. “She has an accent but not Spanish like yours, Veronica, but hers is French, maybe?”
Veronica sighed, “Molly, she just spoke in English.”
Molly glanced in my direction, “Oh, that’s right.” 
Veronica kept staring. It wasn’t rude but very straightforward. I decided to be honest. 
“I wanted to see what the group was about.”
 Molly smiled, “You can stay if you want.” 
“Thank you, but I’d rather not.”  
 “It seems odd to stop in just to leave a minute later,” Harold stated. 
My cheeks flushed in shame. “Someone suggested it to me. The group,” I rambled, “But I don’t know if I’m staying.”
“You already decided since you don’t want to tell us why you’re here.” Veronica said. 
I felt defensive. “Are you the group leader?” 
“No, but this is for people who want to be here,” she replied and then murmurs of agreement rippled through the small group. 
I sighed, “I didn’t mean to offend anyone.”
“It’s alright, sweetie,” a woman in a bright yellow sundress chimed in. “The first time is the hardest.”  
Everyone silently waited for my answer. 
“I would like to stay,” I confessed. “I need to be here right now.”  
Veronica smiled, “What’s your name?”
“Sacha, and it’s good to meet everyone.” 
Harold, Molly, and everyone else said hello. They chatted and ate snacks before the meeting. I sat next to Veronica and asked about her sunglasses. She sipped her diet soda and then revealed her face. 
I covered my mouth because her eye was black and swollen shut. There was a huge bluish-purple mark across her cheek, and her other eye was bloodshot. 
“Did they get the guy who hurt you?”
“I’m married to him.” 
“Did you call the police?”  It was a personal question, but her husband should be charged for what he did. 
“Not this time. Raul is a powerful man in New York. I tried to get help before and received  one of the worst beatings ever. I stopped asking for help and started fighting back.” 
 “I can’t imagine living through that,” I admitted, knowing it wasn’t a good thing to say. 
Veronica didn’t seem to mind.
 “It was tough,” she stopped talking and glanced at the metal doors and then jumped up. “Oh, hell no.” 
“Hey, we’re in a church,” Harold reminded her.  
Veronica touched her shoulders and chest in a cross. “El Diablo is here,” she motioned to the door. 
I glanced at the attractive man. He politely smiled and didn’t seem offended by Veronica calling him The Devil.
“Donald, please not tonight,” someone said.  
“I’m sorry about last week,” Donald told everyone.
“We’ve accepted your apology,” the woman in the yellow sundress spoke. “But you can’t stay.” 
“Why not?” Donald pleaded with them. “I really need support.” 
“You have to find a different group,” Veronica crossed her arms, not willing to give in. 
Donald glanced around. “I’ll sit by myself and be quiet.” 
“We can’t let you stay.”
“Get lost Donald!” 
“Not again!”  
“Donald the group agrees,” Veronica said. “You have to leave.” 
“You dirty cunt,” Donald spat and kept ranting. 
I was in shock by the awful things he was saying, but Veronica was so calm. She looked him in the eyes.
 “I wasn’t the one with an erection at the last meeting. Donald, we all saw it. We don’t want to hear your fantasies, and we’re not putting up with your bullshit.” 
 “Fuck you,” he threw up his middle fingers. “Fuck all of you,” Donald ran up the steps. 
Veronica shook her head, “He’s running like someone is chasing him.” 
I looked around, wondering if I was the only one feeling weird about what happened. Everyone went back to whatever they were doing. Things settled down.
 I sat near Veronica to talk. She was born in East Harlem and was the youngest of five girls. Her dad died when she was a baby, and it was tough for her growing up. Veronica didn’t mind talking about her life. 
“I met Raul when I was nineteen. I was young and infatuated with the idea of being in love. He had fast cars and a lot of money. Raul made sure I felt like a princess with pretty clothes and expensive jewelry. We married on my twenty-first birthday. I thought my life would be a beautiful dream. I still remember the first time Raul hurt me. We were in a department store. A sales guy asked if I wanted to buy perfume. Raul snapped and started shoving the man around. I thought he was crazy because nothing happened for him to act like that. I asked Raul to stop and received a slap across the face. I was forced to leave the store and thrown into the car. Raul cursed and said terrible things on the drive home. I felt scared because there was no way out of the punishment he would give. He kept threatening me while parking the car near our house. I jumped out and ran. I don’t know why I went toward the house and not away from it. Raul caught me at the door. I was punched in the face, shoved into the house, and thrown across the foyer. I cracked my teeth on the floor. Raul grabbed my neck, and the expensive pearl necklace broke as he choke me. I watched the pearls scatter and understood my marriage was finished, so I just went limp because I didn’t want to struggle anymore. Raul punched me a few times and said to clean myself up. The walk up the stairs to our bedroom was painful, but I felt relieved to be away from him. I locked the door, crawled into bed, and cried. I stayed in the bedroom the following day because I was too afraid to come out. I sat at my vanity, horrified by how badly bruised my face was. I went downstairs that night. The foyer was filled with red roses, and those expensive Tahitian pearls were restrung and wrapped in a pretty gift box. Raul came out of the study with tears in his eyes. He wasn’t very emotional, so that was shocking. Raul promised he wouldn’t hurt me again. I was beaten two weeks later because his dinner was cold. Raul stopped apologizing and kept hitting me.”
I shook my head, “I don’t know what to say.” 
“It’s alright. I left Raul,” Veronica whispered, “And I took my jewelry including those fucking pearls. I have  two hundred and fifty thousand dollars worth of stuff.”
I smiled, “Raul is probably pissed.”
Veronica grinned. “I don’t care. I earned it with my blood and tears.” 
We talked until the meeting started. I came every week after that. I finally told Veronica about my inheritance.
“What are you going to do with it?” she asked. 
I shrugged, “Nothing. I don’t need anything.”
Veronica sucked her teeth. “Sacha, you’re rich. Start living it up.” 
“I will,” I tried saying it with confidence, but Veronica wasn’t fooled. 
“How long have you had  the money?” 
“It’s been awhile,” I admitted. 
“And you haven’t spent any of it? “Do you feel guilty because you’re alive and your mom’s not?”
Veronica wasn’t being mean, but the truth hurt just the same. 
“I miss her, and I didn’t have a chance to say goodbye,” I sobbed in anguish. “I should’ve died in the alley because I don’t have my family and money won’t change that.” 
 “Sacha, this is your chance to have the life you didn’t have before. Your family’s not coming back  but you’re alive. Appreciate their sacrifice and find happiness. They would want you to live a full life.” 
 I wiped away my tears, “I planned to give money to charities. I figured it would help with the guilt.” 
“Giving is always good,” Veronica said. “We’ll make a list of organizations and foundations. Take care of yourself first.” 
I took her advice and purchased a condo on the beach, well, two and remodeled. Veronica fell in love with a place in Coconut Grove close to the bay. I put my business degree to use and opened Guilty Pleasures Spa. 
Life was different. 
Safer. 
This time returning to the present didn’t take long at all. I checked the water temp, showered, moisturized and applied an eye treatment. I was looking better, thirty minutes later, but still felt awful. My emotional well-being took more effort than anything else. 
I took a deep breath and opened the medicine cabinet. Pill bottles covered the glass shelves, and the hard to open safety caps were child-proof but difficult for an adult who suffered from panic attacks.
 I had pills to help with sleep, pills to help cope with anxiety, and pills to provide an acceptable version of peace. The first step was to admit pills couldn’t fix me. I was broken and spent my days on autopilot because I couldn’t focus on my problems when I had a business to run. It was easier to be a workaholic and avoid my issues, but I was determined to make it one entire day without pills.
 I closed the medicine cabinet and left the bathroom. I wanted to cope on my own, but I went back for the anxiety pills just in case. 
I was in the elevator and on my way a short while later. The rain was over, and it was another warm day in Miami. I walked across the street to Nona’s bakery and was greeted with delicious smells of sweet sugary goodness.
I looked at steel racks of macaroons, pastries, and freshly baked croissants. I stopped at the bridal display.
The wedding cakes were decorated in velvety icing with beautiful flowers and elegant ribbons. I chose to purchase pastries, lemon meringue macaroons, delicate strawberry tarts, fruit-filled shortcake and an assortment of cupcakes.
I paid for the goodies and thanked Nona. My phone rang as I left the bakery. I balanced the pastry boxes and searched my leather bag. Lena’s number was showing. I answered with a smile and stepped closer to the curb. A car whizzed by. I stumbled and firmly held the pastry boxes but my phone hit the wet pavement. I stared at the green car. The tires squealed when it turned the corner. 
Lena’s voice was a prompt to pick up the phone. 
“I’ll call you back,” I rushed across the street to the  garage. My heart was pounding with every step. That car was speeding. I would’ve been hit if I chose to step off the curb. I made it to my car and quickly hit the locks. The pastry boxes were set on the seat. 
I kept checking the rear-view mirrors. It took time to calm down, but my paranoia was constant.
 I drove out of the garage and turned onto the street. A car went past, going in the opposite direction. It was the same shade of green as the car that sped down the street minutes before. I glanced at the Alabama license plate and shook my head. Why would someone drive down a street they sped through? They wouldn’t. I was losing it. 
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