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        * * *

      

      
        
        Learning to love is the best hack of all.

      

      

      

      Three hundred and thirteen days ago, Veronica Allen was a fierce and independent woman ready to kick life’s ass and take names. Fear wasn’t even in her vocabulary. Three hundred and twelve days ago, she shattered like a china doll under a sledgehammer.

      

      
        
        What a difference a day makes.

      

      

      

      Clayton Briggs was building his perfect life. A successful business, check. Dream home, check. Dog named Roscoe P. Coltrane, check. The only thing missing was a woman with a “take no prisoners” attitude to share it with.

      

      
        
        That last checkmark was proving elusive.

      

      

      

      Could Clay’s dream life include a woman needing to rebuild herself first?

      

      Could Ronny lasso her fears with power tools and reclaim herself in the process?

      

      
        
        There's only one way to find out, and that's to hack it.
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      “Wait! I'm sorry, this is your home too, and I have no right to tell you not to have a guest.”

      Jess’s shoulders dropped and she turned to face Ronny. Her body and face had relaxed but she was clearly at the end of her rope. Ronny wanted to scream, Please, don’t give up on me! I’ll get better, I promise, but she knew it for the lie it was.

      She was damaged beyond repair and she’d lashed out at the one person who cared. There was no getting better, or “fixing” her, no matter how hard Jessica tried. Ronny was ruining her best friend's life with her inability to move forward and let go of the past.

      Jess hugged her and she froze. After a few moments she regained her composure and returned the embrace but not as eagerly as she’d hoped. Heck, if I can’t even hug my best friend without cringing what hope do I have for a normal life or a relationship . . . or children.

      Jess ended the embrace and gazed up at her with pity in her soft brown eyes. It was a look Ronny hated. Who wanted to be pitied?

      Not for the first time, she looked down at her friend wishing she were more like her. Ronny thought Jessica was beautiful with her brown eyes and hair, average height and weight. Being average wasn’t an insult and it helped Jessica blend-in.

      Unlike Ronny. She stood out like a sore thumb no matter what.

      Not only was she freakishly tall, measuring a bit over five foot eleven, she was a natural red head, and her eyes were unusual too. Almost violet in color, her mother called them Elizabeth Taylor eyes.

      Her differences had always been something she’d played up. Wearing purple eyeliner and clothes to make her eyes pop. Donning heels to look even taller and keeping her hair natural.

      She used to relish the attention being so unusual brought her, but now? Now she wore brown contacts when she went out, if she went out in public at all. She dyed her hair but the color washed out within a week. Plus, she wore baggy clothes and walked hunched in on herself. Yet more things stolen from me.

      Maybe if I hadn’t dressed that way, I wouldn’t be in this mental mess today?

      Ronny knew these questions only spiraled her down to the depths of despair and shame. The logical part of her knew it wasn’t her fault, but sometimes she couldn’t seem to hold on to that truth.

      Unbidden, tears sprang to her eyes. When would she stop feeling him on top of her, inside her? When would his words go silent? “Do you know how many times I came in and watched you at night? How much self-control I showed by not taking you any of those times?”

      “Hey, now. Don't cry. I can read up on leaky pipes and probably fix it myself. No worries,” said Jess.

      Ronny knew the pipe repair was only half of it. Jessica wanted to get Clayton over here so she could rekindle an old flame that was extinguished prematurely. He was all she’d talked about since running into him three days ago at Food Bear.

      Jessica didn’t think Ronny knew she drove into the next county when she went out hoping to run into him accidentally. Next county out here is only twenty miles but still.

      All those trips were in vain because Clay had literally moved not ten miles from Gram’s house. Well, my house now. God, how she wished she’d moved here two years ago right after her grandmother passed. For a hot minute, she had entertained the idea, but quickly discarded it in favor of the hustle and bustle of city life.

      Taking a deep breath, Ronny knew she had to do this for her friend. Jess had done so much for her and she couldn’t pay her back by not allowing other people in the house they shared. Other than her trips to “accidentally” run into Clayton, Jess did practically nothing for herself.

      “Call Clayton, ask him to come fix the pipe. I’ll be fine. I’ll just stick to my room with headphones on and you can call me when it's over.”

      “Are you sure, Ron? I don’t want to set you back.”

      “It’s been three hundred and twelve days and I haven’t really gotten far enough to have a setback. A setback would indicate progress, which I haven’t exactly excelled at. Backward at this point would be in that apartment . . .”

      She couldn’t even bear to repeat what had happened. She’d seen numerous counselors and none of them could give her back her power or independence. Her sense of self-worth didn’t exist anymore.

      None of them could help her accept how she’d given up to the point that when he’d died of a heart attack—hours into her assault—she’d just lain there, unmoving. Barely breathing. It wasn’t until Jessica called her about missing their coffee meet-up that she’d snapped out of the trance.

      It was like he'd stolen all her accomplishments, both past and future when he took her body without her permission. She was a useless husk of what was once a vibrant woman with a talent for design and a zest for life. Veronica Beth Allen was nothing more than a ghost. A ghost who haunted her late grandmother’s country home and dampened her best friend’s love life.

      “Only if you’re absolutely positive. You mean more to me than anyone and I don’t want to cause you pain.”

      “The only way you'll cause me pain is if you keep putting your life on hold for me. Besides he’s the only thing you’ve talked about, so, yes, I’m positive.”

      Ronny was not positive, but she knew that Jess had been crushing on Clay for a long time. They went on one date in college but decided to just be friends. That didn't extinguish the torch Jess carried for him though.

      After Jess ran into Clay three days ago, she finally added a detail that made some things click into place. She'd loaned him money to start a construction business. He’d paid her back with interest in less than two years, but Ronny got the distinct impression that Jessica felt like that should count for something. Like maybe he owed her. It was the one thing about her friend she didn’t like. No human being owed another in any emotional or physical way . . . ever.

      My landlord said I owed him for teasing and for wearing certain clothes.

      Stop it.

      Ronny was almost positive there were no deep feelings involved between the two of them. But he still mattered to Jess for whatever reason, so she would put her needs aside for once.

      “You're the best, Ronny. I won't ever let anyone I invite into your home hurt you. You know what this proves to me?” She could do nothing more than shake her head. It didn’t prove anything other than what a basket case she was.

      “It proves to me that you are getting better. You aren’t beyond repair, as you seem to insist. The Ronny I know is stronger than she thinks.” Another quick hug and Ronny was extended beyond her tolerance for the day.

      “I’m going to go call Clay now.” A giddy Jessica danced down the hall. Seeing her friend happy almost made it worthwhile to know there would be a man in the house and them at his mercy . . . almost.
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      When Clay pulled up to the address Jessica had given him, there was a slight hint of familiarity, but nothing he could grasp. He was slightly surprised it wasn't a sprawling country home. Jessica liked things over the top. I guess if you have the money you can do things whatever way you want.

      Clay didn’t have the same luxury as his friend, but the truth was, he liked things modest. Even if he had a surplus of money it would still be this cozy style country home he'd buy. He was a simple man with simple tastes. He didn’t drink imported beer or drive a fancy car. He patted his twenty-year-old truck as he lifted the toolbox from the back. Yep, it suits me just fine.

      Stepping onto the creaky but sturdy porch, he noticed a note on the door instructing him to just enter and go to the left and the bathroom with the leak would be down on the right.

      There weren’t any vehicles parked in the drive, but they could be in the barn he noticed to the right of the house. Jessica must have had to run out. Doing as the note instructed, he made his way down the hall and to the last door on the right. Opening it revealed not a bathroom but a bedroom. A quick scan told him it was most assuredly Jessica’s room. It was decorated with red silky and satiny materials. The furniture looked like it cost more than what he paid for his entire trailer with furnishings did.

      The bed linens even had a designer logo repeatedly printed on them so no one could mistake them for a sheet set from Wal-Mart.

      Even with all her money and champagne taste, Jessica was a good person at heart, a little uppity when around her rich friends and family, but good people. Which was rare in his experience among the Richie Rich’s of the world.

      Just as he was about to step into the bathroom, the door to the sauna in the corner opened and out stepped a barely covered Jessica.

      His eyes briefly skimmed the cedar planked and smoked glass box sitting catty-corner across from the entrance.

      “Jesus.” He stepped back bumping into the bed he’d just been eyeing and landing on his ass with a bounce.

      “So eager to jump into my bed I see.” Her voice was dropped low. She laughed like it was a joke, but Clay wasn’t convinced. She’d made no secret from the day they met that she wanted more from him.

      Jessica didn’t take no for an answer so he took her out once just to show her how incompatible they would be as a couple. Clay could barely afford his used books at the time they met, and she was sprinting around campus in a brand-new sports car.

      He ate Ramen for lunch while hers looked more like a three-course affair with food he’d never heard of. Clay was happy they never crossed that line because she’d meant a lot to him as a friend—even though they grew apart over the years—and they would have never had that had he given in.

      Plus, Clay was convinced her fascination with him was based solely on his no. She wanted what she couldn’t have.

      To be honest, Clay found it a little intriguing, how she could act so wholly different depending on the company. When they hung out, she wore jeans and drank beer just like him, but if her rich friends or family were around, she acted more like them.

      The truth was found in her eyes most of the time. It was clear to anyone who cared to notice, that while she enjoyed the finer things in life, she wasn’t happy acting like a rich bitch.

      Bottom line though, he owed her big time. He wouldn’t be where he was today if not for her encouragement and money, so he’d do just about anything from her . . . except have sex or lead her on.

      Rather than respond to her semi-joking invitation, he opted for a friendly embrace. It was awkward with her wrapped in a towel.

      “Hey, Jess. How are you?”

      His version of friendly and hers were not exactly the same. She let go of her towel and leaned into him, trapping the deep red terry-cloth between them. Clay waited for her to end the embrace, but she didn’t. He never ended a hug first, his mom taught him that.

      You never know how much the other person might need it. So, instead of pushing her away before she got the wrong idea, Clay continued to hold her.

      Finally, Jessica stepped back, but when she did, her towel fluttered quickly to the floor leaving a very naked friend standing in front of him.

      “Oops. Sorry, it seems I lost my towel.” Her words said apology, but her twirl said it was contrived.

      Clay wasn’t a dead man, and he looked. Not ogled but looked before he could tell himself not to. He shouldn’t have, but he did. Looking at her was a natural reaction but did nothing to turn him on. He simply didn’t think of her that way and wasn’t attracted to her sexually.

      That didn’t stop her eyes from going round and her ruby lips tipping up in a seductive smile at his momentary perusal.

      More than anything he was fascinated as to how she’d been in a sauna and still had on full make-up and didn’t look the least bit sweaty.

      “Like what you see, sailor?”

      Then it hit him, this was another one of her ploys to try to get him into her bed. Clay knew he had to be firm with her. Taking no for an answer wasn’t Jessica’s strong suit. He’d mucked up by looking. Stupid, Clay, real stupid. You know how she operates.

      Clay rolled his eyes. “I don’t know how many ways I can say it, you know I adore you, but we are never going to happen. We’re friends, just friends, and we will always be friends, no matter what. But you’ve got to stop these games. Is there even a pipe leak?” Clay shook his head and turned to head out the door.

      “Clay, wait. I’m sorry, but, yes, there is a leak and I need the pipe fixed. It’s in there.” She pointed to the right. “Let me get some clothes on and I’ll show you.”

      She was pouty, he could tell this wasn’t the end of it. Jessica saw it as a temporary setback not a firm no. That was a quality he appreciated in people, just not when it came to that.

      Once she was dressed, she showed him the pipe and he got to work. For the most part, she left him alone.

      He could hear her talking to someone—the sound echoed through pipes—someone with the voice of an angel. A broken angel if he were judging from the overwhelming notes of sadness in the voice. He couldn’t make out the words, but the desolation squeezed his heart.
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      “How’re you doing, Ron?” Jess had found her lying on her stomach on her bathroom floor and reading how to for dummies books online.

      When she raised her gaze to Jess’s, her friend seemed a little down. A good friend would have immediately posed the same question.

      “Not as good as I want to be, but better than I expected?” Ronny hadn’t meant it to come out as a question, but it did anyway.

      She knew she relied way too much on her friend. Even looking to Jess confirm her own feelings rather than internalize. Somehow that seemed easier.

      Maybe because it was Jess’s phone call that pulled her into action that day. Shoving his lifeless body off her to grab her phone. She hid in the closet and blubbered to Jess what had happened.

      She would never forget her best friend’s cry of anguish as she explained. He’d been dead for God only knew how long, but she’d been terrified to move or even call the police. Jess had sprung into action and handled everything.

      When the police showed up with Jess, her friend looked like a savior and she really had been. Still was.

      Ronny also knew Jess couldn’t babysit her forever. Her will to do so would be determined by her quality of life and well, right now, that was pretty dang low. The time was coming quicker than she cared to dwell on where she’d have to look to herself.

      Jessica had been honest about applying for jobs and looking for a new place. She’d said nothing was set in stone, but Ronny figured she would be gone within a year. I can’t even blame her. She’s devoted more time to me than I ever should have asked her to.

      Veronica wasn’t above allowing her friend to stay as long as she was willing to, but the reality of being alone hit her over the head with a leaky pipe.

      She needed to learn to do some basics around the house before Jessica left. Ronny could force herself to a home improvement store if she absolutely had to if she couldn’t get a part online, but there was no way she could call a repair man into her home alone.

      Shaking off her future worries she tried to be a good friend. “I guess I should ask you the same thing, how are you doing? You have frown lines right there.” Ronny touched her friend’s forehead before rocking her body up and placing the laptop in her lap.

      Something about lounging on the cold tile of the bathroom was comforting to her. She hated her bed and never used it. Instead, she had a nest in the corner of her room she slept in.

      Until she noticed Jess staring at her in utter shock, Ronny hadn’t realized what she’d done. Not only was she joking, she touched her friend without asking permission.

      “I’m sorry,” she gasped as her hand flew to her mouth.

      Jess wrapped her up so fast her head swam, but she didn’t immediately cringe. “No, god no, don’t apologize.”

      This is a moment. My first real moment. That realization was welcomed and terrifying. All her therapists swore to her she would start having moments of healing. After almost a year she’d given up hope, but she just had a moment and only a second of doubt and guilt after.

      Jess had been to therapy with her a few times and she got it. Touching someone voluntarily, without asking permission, was momentous, no matter how small a touch.

      “Veronica? You were drugged and nothing that happened was your fault. Why is it so important for you to grant and receive permission even for minor touches? You said no to your attacker and he still touched you. Why is permission so extreme for you?” Dr. Davidson, her third therapist had asked while tapping her pen on her clipboard.

      She hesitated to answer but Jessica sitting by her side gave her the help she needed to explain.

      “Because, maybe if I’d not silently granted him permission to touch me over time, things may have been different. Every time he came to my apartment to check this or fix that, he’d brush my shoulder or move a lock of my hair. It made me uncomfortable, but I wrote it off and never said anything. Maybe—”

      “Veronica, no. Nothing you did contributed to his choices. We’ve talked about that. Let’s look forward for a bit and talk about moments. Moments that will start coming even if you can’t see them now.”

      “Oh my god, I had a moment,” she whispered reverently into her best friend’s shoulder before pulling back and wrapping her arms around herself.

      Watching Jess throw her hands to her mouth and her eyes start to sparkle had her bursting into tears, but not wholly sad ones.

      “I’m so happy for you, Ron. Remember what Dr. Davidson said? She said once you have one, more will follow, you just have to recognize them for what they are. You’ll be back to your old self in no time, who knows, maybe you’ll even go on a date in this decade.”

      She could tell when Jess realized it was the exact wrong thing to say. Her elation at having a moment crashed and burned. Another thing Dr. D warned her about.

      “Don’t, Jess. It’s not your fault I’m like this. So, are you going to tell me why you’re frowning?” A change of subject is what she needed, and she found it.

      “Clay.” Jess let out a sigh and looked almost defeated. “I stood in front of the man naked and he turned me down cold. I don’t know what I need to do to get his attention in that way. I know it would be so hot. Sex with him would rock my world.”

      Ronny worried her lip, not sure how to tell her friend that it sounded like he wasn’t attracted to her and she shouldn’t push it. She wanted to scold her for her tactics. To Ronny they were wrong—plain and simple. When it came to matters of consensual sex there was zero gray, only black and white. The grey was where predators exploited things.

      Grey was the color of assault and date rape and oh, I didn’t know she was drunk, or she wanted it, she just didn’t have to guts to say so. Gray was the color of a landlord who drugged the things in her refrigerator and snuck into her apartment to masturbate. Gray was where the man raped her repeatedly and said she’d brought it on herself. She’d wanted it, and him and just went out with others to stoke his jealously.

      Gray was a man making a woman believe it was her fault.

      Black or white. Yes or no.

      But instead of scolding her, Ronny said, “Well, maybe you should just move on. Find a man who appreciates you.”

      “Nope, I just have to up my game.”

      Her words struck Ronny like a blow to her chest. Nooooooooooo, she screamed inside, but couldn’t give it voice. You don’t manipulate and trick people.

      Jessica jumped up and started dancing around like she was in a music video about single women and power. Ronny couldn’t help but stare in awe at her carefree friend. She wanted that back. Of all the things she’d lost, living in the moment was top five.

      Jessica stopped and pulled her phone from her pocket. “Oh, Clay’s done. I should see him out.”

      Ronny nodded and stood. She followed her friend as far as her bedroom door before locking it and taking a deep breath.

      Today had been a rough day with her emotions and her moment. Even so, she wasn’t ready for a man to have all access to her home. Although when she heard the front door, her curiosity got the best of her and she strode over to the window. Slowly, she opened the curtain just to peek.

      She needed to know what was so special about this man that had her friend dancing around and trying to seduce him after holding a torch for him for years.

      The setting sun cast a long shadow across the grass before the man himself came into view. Fascinated, she watched the shadow bob and sway as he stepped down off the porch. He was backlit but she could see enough to know he wore blue jeans and flannel.

      Her lips turned up just a bit at how non-threatening he seemed from behind in torn denim and what looked to be a comfy shirt.

      Another moment maybe? She was looking at a man, with a tool-belt, coming from her
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