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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Tomorrow, is a new day to a fresh start. I will walk away from my recent past, find the girl I used to be, and spend the rest of my life trying to wash the filth from my soul. I pray a lifetime will be enough.

      A few weeks ago I accepted a challenge that turned out to be nothing but a manipulative ploy. I was predictable when I thought I was unexpected. I was cunning when I thought I was innocent. I was a fool when I thought I was clever. I was losing every moment I thought I was winning. I was hitting rock bottom when I thought I was soaring toward a new, brilliant future.

      For the first time, I made a decision to step out of my ordinary life and do something unexpected. Unfortunately, it was criminal, immoral, and wrong. I know the cost was more significant than the student loan debt I acquired pursuing my dream. The cost was permanent and everlasting. I have lost a part of myself forever. My innocent, naive, and guileless ways are gone along with everything that was good about me.

      I am not proud of the person I have become and the things I have done. I agreed to destroy a person I did not know and judged him based on falsehoods spoon fed to me. I ate it up because it justified my desire for a new life, a pathway to a career of my choosing, and free from the burden of student loan debt. I sacrificed the very goodness of my soul, my integrity as an honest person. I destroyed the trust of a man who will hate every breath I take, but will forever have my heart.

      Bryant was never an angel and very far from perfect, but in a fantasy that never was, he could have been my hero and the perfect kind of love. Bryant is the man that I will compare all others to, and he will always have the truest part of my soul because I fell for him before I knew I had to destroy him. Before I did anything that could hurt anyone, especially him. I never knew love could hurt so much.

      He was the target, and if he learns of my lies, he will hate me. I might soon meet the wicked man they warned me about. I do not want my memories of him to be tarnished.

      Tomorrow I will contact potential employers in California and begin a new life. I will try to forget. I will put the things I did while in Chicago behind me but cherish the memories of the man who first captured my heart. My first love, my first loss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            A New Start Over Impossible

          

        

      

    

    
      Day 21—Friday Morning, October 24th

      

      The lingering scent of a flooring store and fresh paint permeated my senses as I wandered around the new apartment. My new apartment. The kitchen had brand new appliances, nothing fancy, but they still had the bright yellow energy saver stickers affixed to the doors. I set my bag and phone on the peninsula countertop and pulled a stool from beneath the breakfast bar.

      Everything was neutral, sterile, and lifeless. My phone chimed, I knew it was Bryant and I ignored it. The time was a little after ten, it had to be him. That is when he was supposed to be released on bail. My eyes teared and I bit into my lips.

      No more tears.

      With a deep, cleansing breath, like sooty pollution, I walked through the other rooms trying to deny the filthy aura hovering around my being. More of the same beige walls, white trim, and hollow, lifeless boxes. The larger bedroom was connected to a bathroom, trimmed with the basic essentials. Next to the bathroom was a walk-in closet that was a third of the size of the one attached to the room I used at Bryant’s.

      Across the hall, there was another room and the main bathroom. My phone chimed again, and I reluctantly responded to its summons. I turned, pacing and squeezing back the tears. I knew he would not listen. Two more texts chimed in succession, and I grabbed the phone fearing he could be in serious trouble.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bryant Received 10:09 am

      

      
        I’m out for now. What a nightmare. Where are you? Work? Susan sent me a text that said you were gone.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Received 10:31 am

      

      
        Please text me back. I am sorry, but it will all be okay. I just got home and I know you aren’t at work.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Received 10:35 am

      

      
        I’m worried, please text me. I am losing my mind.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Received 10:38 am

      

      
        Found note and pictures. Need to talk to you. I need to know you are ok!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Received 10:38 am

      

      
        PLEASE!

      

      

      

      

      

      Wrapped around me, my arms were as comforting as thorny vines. I caused this. I slid down the wall, not knowing how it was possible to cry so much and not stop. I did not think I would ever stop. My thumb hovered over the text bar, his words blurred from the tears clinging to my eyes.  Another text came through.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bryant Received 10:43 am

      

      
        I am confused, I get you are hurt by the pictures and what they look like, but I don’t understand everything else. How can you deserve “this” and your karma comment.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Received 10:44 am

      

      
        Please text me back. We need to talk about this. Or not, I need to know you are safe.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Received 10:45 am

      

      
        Allie, I swear to God if you don’t respond I am going to lose my mind! I get you are hurt andangry, but you are torturing me! I love you, Allie.

      

      

      

      

      

      Torturing him? He loves me? How can he not have figured it out?

      My entire chest cavity ached from sobbing and my stomach clenched in my gut. My head throbbed with fullness making me nauseated.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bryant Received 10:45 am

      

      
        Please. I don’t fucking beg… But I am begging you!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Received 10:46 am

      

      
        I was never with anyone. I don’t care what the pictures imply. I touched no one since the first day I met you. Please believe whatever you think you have done is nothing to me. I don’t get it. Forget texting—CALL me or I will call you…

      

      

      

      

      

      Five minutes passed by and the agony tearing me apart had yet to subside. I almost caved and called him, almost, but I couldn’t. Then my phone rang. It was him. I ended the call, and he didn’t leave a voice mail. Four more called, same story.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bryant Received 10:58 am

      

      
        How do I know you are safe? All I can think is that someone got to you. So help me, if you are simply punishing me for those fucking pictures, consider me punished.

      

      

      

      

      

      Scrambling to my feet, I rushed to the bathroom. I thought I would be sick as my body rebelled against my sobs. I clung to the bright white porcelain bowl. I pushed back and rested on my feet briefly, and when the threat of dry heaves subsided, I wiped my face. My nasal passages were so swollen that I was barely able to blow air through my nose. From the other room I heard my phone chime again.

      Pulling myself to my feet with the weight of my sins heavy on my shoulders, I turned on the water to rinse my puffy, tear-streaked face. I dared to look at myself and almost lost my composure again from the sight of me.

      So pitiful.

      Young and stupid, but I looked old at the same time. I smoothed my hair back with my wet hands and headed for the fridge to retrieve some ice. I needed to reduce some of my puffiness. My throat was raw and tasted like blood. On my way, I scooped up my phone where I had left it on the floor.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bryant Received 11:01 am

      

      
        You have one hour to contact me to let me know you are okay or I am coming for you, and I WILL find you, Allie.

      

      

      

      

      

      Despair filled my soul. Why did I ever think I could just walk away from him? Why did I believe I wouldn’t matter? Unless he doesn’t know. The thought was daunting and I felt paralyzed with desperation to prevent him from ever knowing the truth and wishes of being about to disappear with him forever. I wanted to keep us shrouded from the truth—my guilt and betrayal.

      But that would never happen.

      My hands were burning from the cold of the ice as I slid myself down the wall and then repositioned the crescents of ice in the paper towel. Silence consumed me, except for the hum of the refrigerator and the innate buzzing in my ears. Anxiety torturing me.

      Just as I settled on the floor with a cluster of ice chunks wrapped effectively in a wad of paper towels the doorbell rang. At first, I just sat there, but then remembered Stephanie was bringing my stuff. It took all of my strength to make myself get on my feet. Through the peephole, I could see Nelson. I opened the door, and the brisk chill of the air took my breath but soothed my hot face.

      “Where’s Stephanie?” I looked around him and saw no truck only his black car, the nonconvertible version of Stephanie’s new car.

      “She’s at home.”

      He pushed me back and let himself into the apartment. He put his hands on his hips and surveyed the space, biting his lower lip, so the deep black patch of lip pubes stuck out stretched over his teeth. I did not like him before, and the feeling had not changed now that he was my brother-in-law.

      “Get out.”

      He turned his beady eyes on me and shoved me against the wall. I had not expected him to lunge into me. Never had the man put his hands on me in anyway.

      “Listen to me. I don’t care what you think you know about this whole scenario, but you need to stop accusing your sister of things. She was with me the entire time and never screwed your precious, Bryant.”

      “Let go!”

      He laughed. “Such a baby, look at you. You seriously thought you’d get your way in the end, didn’t you? You thought you’d screw the man over and still get to keep him. Didn’t you? You’re dumber than you look.”

      He shoved me hard in the shoulder and backed off.

      “Fuck you, Nelson.” He didn’t carry the bulk of Bryant and seemed far less threatening. I was fed up with being controlled and manipulated. I needed to take a stand, and for some crazy notion, I thought I could stand up to him.

      I was wrong.

      He turned back to me snarling and pressing his body into me, instantly I started shoving him back, but he would not budge.

      “Learned some grown-up talk, didn’t you, whore. Or are you offering? Heard you managed to keep little Bryant by dangling your sweet little cherry over his head. I assume you want that burden eliminated still, am I right? Begging to be fucked?”

      Repulsion and terror raged within me at the thought him touching me. I knew my sister had horrible taste in men, but Nelson was the king of the skeezers. I bucked and fought beneath his weight.

      “Get off of me!”

      He laughed and thrust his hand between my legs. I tried to scream, but I was muted by his bristly wet, nicotine mouth crushing against mine. I turned my head and shoved the heel of my hand up under his chin, but he caught my wrist absorbing the brunt of my strike. Still, his other hand groped between my legs.

      “Let go!”

      He did, but I had not expected him to slap me. The residual sting and throbbing cheek proved that it had happened. I know I stood there a second with my mouth hanging open in shock. He still had not released my wrist, and I jerked my knee up into his crotch. As he crunched forward, I twisted about the time his fist grazed the side of my head. I shoved him hard, ran for the bathroom, and locked myself inside. He recovered faster than I had expected, and was at the door the instant it locked. I knew he could rip the thing off its hinges or just simply punch through it with ease.

      “You are insane, Nelson. I am calling the police!”

      He slammed his palm against the door. “You little bitch, go ahead call them! I have something to share as well. Like how you and Kirklen planned the whole club scene. How you tried to screw over the hot-headed bookie for a shit ton of money.”

      “I didn’t plan anything!” I screamed.

      “You just went along with it,” he laughed maniacally. “You are a whore, Allison. A lying whore. And stupid enough to think he would fall in love with you.”

      “What do you want?” I was not crying, but my voice was hoarse as I shrieked through the door.

      “You need to apologize to your sister and don’t go harassing her about shit you know nothing about.”

      He was fortunate I didn’t own a deadly weapon, or I would have killed him. “You came over here to shove me around and bully me just to make me apologize to my sister? What’s the real story, dickhead?”

      His voice grew quiet and haunting, “You haven’t the slightest idea who I am, do you?”

      “I know who you are, you are a psychotic asshole. Does that sum it up?”

      “How’d you like that fatty Matt’s hands all over you, sweetheart?”

      Twisted in confusion, I scrunched my eyes tight, “What are you talking about?”

      “Puh-lease, your little innocent act may work for Bryant, but not me. Your boyfriends from the fitness room.”

      “How do you know about that?”

      “Because I set it up, you dumb bitch.”

      I was silent, stunned wordless. Then I looked at my phone and turned on the recorder. “Bullshit!”

      “Really? Apparently, you are an epileptic, cute little act, Allie. Bet you looked real sexy. You scared the shit out of them though. Bravo.”

      I gasped, “Why would you set that up? I could have been hurt. You hate me that much?”

      “This has nothing to do with hate. They wouldn’t have killed you, fucked you up, but you would have enjoyed it. After all, you were so eager to rid yourself of your little issue. All you had to do was ask, I’d have helped you, baby sis. Still will.”

      “You are sick! Get out of my apartment. You just married my sister! How can you talk to me like this?”

      “Because you are a filthy, money-grubbing whore, and you want it worse than any slut I’ve ever met.”

      “Shut up. I hate you!”

      “Lucky for you, you are a likable whore, after all, you fucked over Bryant real good and got a shitload of money to do so. Even your sister never made a score so big.”

      “It wasn’t worth it. None of it was worth it.” The words gasped out of me, too shocked to cry.

      “Never made a score so big?”

      “You need to apologize to Stephanie, tell her you are sorry and that you were upset. That you know the pictures were not her. Tell her you know everything she did was to help you. Tell her that you appreciate her gift of a new life. You, little shit.”

      “Appreciate it? She used me! Manipulated me. And she already admitted they were her.”

      “Well, you fucked that up, didn’t you?”

      “Just leave me alone!” My mind raced. If I call the police, he might say something that would incriminate Bryant or me. Surprisingly no tears came, but the nausea was threatening me again.

      “Not only are you a whore, you are ungrateful. For the money and still having your life.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Don’t forget to count your lucky stars, Lil’ Mooch.”

      I jumped when my phone started to vibrate in my palm. I ended the recording and answered.

      “Is Nels over there? He was supposed to get the truck and come get me.” I knew he would be pissed if I told her.

      “No. No, I haven’t seen your husband.”

      “Weird.”

      “Look, I am sorry I got pissed at you. It’s not your fault. I am just having a hard time dealing with the fallout. I’m not sure how I will ever live with myself.”

      “He is a prick, Allie. Total scumbag. Don’t lose sleep over him.”

      “But the asshole I helped is more of a monster than Bryant. By leaps and bounds.”

      “Marty?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He’s harmless.”

      “You and I must have a different definition of harmless,” I scoffed.

      “What did he do?”

      “Threatened me.”

      She blurted out before I could finish. “He’s all talk!”

      “You called him the Crypt Keeper! Said he’d ‘rip my heart out and…’”

      “I was exaggerating! I wanted you to get the job done and over with. You needed for it all to be over!”

      “Bullshit! I already knew your words were true, Steph.”

      “How so?”

      “When he was squeezing the life out of me.”

      “You must have really pissed him off.”

      “Yeah, I guess. Kirklen never laid a hand on you?”

      “Nah, nothing serious, he’d get a little pushy or grippy. Likes things on the rough side, kinky as fuck, but never left a lasting mark. But he was never pissed at me either.”

      “TMI!” I paused shaking the icky image of Marty and Stephanie out of my head. “Wish I could say the same.”

      “Oh, here’s Nels! See you in a bit.”

      I opened the door half expecting to see him standing there waiting to pound my face in. A draft chilled my body, and I closed the door he left wide open.

      “Asshole.”

      Puddles surrounded the scattered pieces of ice on the tile entryway. I gathered them and wiped up the mess. There was no garbage bag in the trashcan, something I would need to buy soon. My eyes settled on my phone I left on the counter next to the paper towels.

      “You have one hour.”

      I swiped up my phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Allie Sent 11:43 am

      

      
        I am not going to call. I am fine. Are you okay?Even if I believed you, it wouldn’t change things.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bryant Received 11:44 am

      

      
        I have been all over looking for you, where are you? I am fine.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Allie Sent 11:45 am

      

      
        Is the guy going to live?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bryant Received 11:47 am

      

      
        According to Xavier, yes. The cops have a different idea. Mandrey said the guy has a fractured skull, but will be okay. I might have to paya huge sum out for damages.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Allie Sent 11:48 am

      

      
        Thank God. So no manslaughter or murder charges.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bryant Received 11:50 am

      

      
        No, aggravated assault and a handful of other charges, however. Where are you? Can I come and get you? I need you home.

      

      

      

      

      

      Dumbfounded I stared at my phone trying to understand his request.

      Home? How can he want me back with him? He doesn’t know.

      My spine prickled in fear.

      Or he does and wants me to pay.

      
        
          
            
              
        Allie Sent 11:52 am

      

      
        Bryant, this is goodbye. I am not coming back. You can’t come get me. I am sorry about everything, please forgive me. Move on and enjoy life. You have a second chance.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bryant Received 11:52 am

      

      
        NO

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Received 11:53

      

      
        I won’t accept it, my second chance is with YOU! I will do anything you ask. Anything.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Allie Sent 11:53 am

      

      
        No, we can’t be together. There is nothing to do.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bryant Received 11:54 am

      

      
        I’ve hurt you, I will fix it. I forgive you for whatever it is you *think* you’ve done. Please don’t walk away from me.

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart throbbed, making my pulse jump in my temple knowing he had not yet figured out my part. I was almost happy, but it was just a matter of time before he learned the truth about what I did to him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Allie Sent 11:56 am

      

      
        What I think I have done? Clearly you don’t know or you’d want nothing to do with me. You will think differently just please don’t come for me. I hate myself and you will hate me too.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bryant Received 11:57 am

      

      
        I don’t think I could ever hate you. I have never loved anyone, until you. How could I hate you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Allie Sent 11:58 am

      

      
        You will. Just remember I am sorry, I do love you, I wish I did not, it wouldbe easier. Goodbye, Bryant.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bryant Received 11:59 am

      

      
        Please don’t hurt yourself. Please, please don’t. Let me come get you. I love you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Received 12:00 pm

      

      
        Damn it, Allie. I LOVE YOU.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Allie Sent 12:02 am

      

      
        I’m not going to hurt myself. Is that what this is about? You can’t come get me. I am fine. I love you. Goodbye.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Bryant Received 12:02 pm

      

      
        NO.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Received 12:03 pm

      

      
        I promise, I will find you. You can’t shut me out.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Received 12:04 pm

      

      
        I NEED YOU, Allie.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Allie Sent 12:06 pm

      

      
        STOP, don’t make me block you, please. You don’t need anyone like me in your life. Trust me on this. I am not responding again.

      

      

      

      

      

      Tucking my phone into my bag, I was amazed my eyes remained dry, but if I dwelled on the conversation too long, I was going to cry. Luckily, Stephanie burst through the door. Five men followed her carrying furniture and boxes. It took me a second, but none of it was my furniture or even our old furniture.

      “What is this stuff?”

      “A gift.”

      I watched two of the men carry in a brand new plastic wrapped queen mattress and box spring. “Where’s Nelson?”

      “He had something to do.”

      I stared at the men, box after box. “I can’t believe he is okay with you spending your money on me.”

      “It was his idea.” She beamed and it was so clearly a lie.

      “I find that hard to believe.” She shrugged and grinned from ear to ear.

      They are buying me. I can’t let that happen.

      “Steph, I can pay for this stuff. You don’t have to⁠—”

      Interrupting, she said, “No, actually, you know that storage I said your stuff was in? Well, it was the dump.” She faked grimaced, clenching her teeth together.

      “What?” I gasped, I had no volume left to yell. My vocal cords were raw.

      “He didn’t save anything, just threw it all away.”

      “My clothes, books? What about my artwork?” I didn’t think I had any tears left.

      She shook her head, her eyes were icy and cold, but she was trying to act as if she was sorry. “Everything is gone. Sorry, I figured your old clothes would be useless once you got a taste of style.”

      And there was the sliver of truth in her admission. She told him to get rid of it. I’d have never gotten rid of anything of hers that I knew she cared about.

      “Don’t start bawling. It’s gone, Al. Grow up.”

      My art was gone—I could not speak. Everything I was, gone. Everything within me that had made me Allison Jane was also gone. I could hardly remember who I was before this. Never had I been this consumed with so much sadness and guilt that I could not even express it. My heart ached like it would burst. Never had I thought about what would or would not happen if I just did not wake up tomorrow. I almost wished I had been put out of my misery—the way Nelson—no Stephanie—must have assumed I would never come back if they trashed all of my things. Nothing for Stephanie to remember me by, she would never want me dead. Would she? Collateral damage that just happened to make it out alive, so far? There were no guarantees I would remain breathing. Or did she just figure I would end up in prison, too?

      Shit.

      “You never planned on me coming back…”

      “Oh for fuck’s sake, A.J. Of course I did. I didn’t think you’d want all this kiddie stuff. You had drawing from high school still.

      “College. Not high school.”

      “Oh, well, how was I supposed to know?”

      “I don’t know, maybe pick up your phone and ask? God, I can’t believe you’d do this to me.” I was stunned shocked and it sent my thoughts spiraling.

      “You had to grow up some time. You are a big girl. You need big girl things,” she cooed like I was a sad puppy and her sweet talking would make everything all better.

      The only piece of the original me that remained was the reality that I was still a virgin, but even that small piece of innocence was no longer innocent as it was used to manipulate and tease devious men. I was hollow. Empty.

      I forced myself to stay moving and unload the things Stephanie had purchased. All classy and perfect. The opposite of me.

      Within a couple of hours, my living room was set, bedroom arranged, bed made and curtains hung. The apartment looked like a showroom. Even the kitchen was outfitted in small appliances and flatware. The small table in the informal dining space was set for a table for two. A setting that would never be used.

      I needed space. As I hugged my sister, it was the most empty, heartless hug I had ever experienced, further proof of how broken I had become. Thanking her, I promised we had made amends. Attached to strings including no hard feelings or resentment.

      She bought it, ate it up like fire does oxygen. I had become an actress—a liar, just like her. The only difference was she didn’t know the new me.

      Stephanie waved to me from her car as I disappeared into the apartment. Leaning against the door, I quickly typed an email to Kirklen and asked for a recommendation with the agency in California as soon as possible. I needed to escape and start over. I would never do that here. Not when Nelson thought I was a piece of property, his property and wished me dead. I was nothing but a burden.

      After logging into my bank account, I gawked at the amount, $24,793.23. I could not have earned that much money. My worth could not have been that high. Kirklen was buying me and making my responsibility in the conspiracy to destroy Bryant undeniably. I would never be free of him—any of them.

      My stomach rumbled, and I knew I needed to get something to eat.

      Another present was Stephanie’s old car. It was paid off, and in her name, so creepy brother Nels the vampire had no say with what she did with it. The five-year-old sedan was nothing fancy, but a good car. I insisted she take money for it, but she refused. I let out a sigh and turned to look at my new home. It did look like a home, but not mine. I suppose if I tried I could make it my own, but there is no way I could stay.

      With enough money to run that is what I intended to do. I had enough potential and a stacked resume to fly. All I needed was to learn how to drop the sandbags—Bryant, my sister, my guilt and my heavy heart—and I would soar. I was a better liar than I thought if I believed it.

      Tomorrow.

      Tomorrow would be the day I planned out my new life away from all of the people that made me crazy.
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      After about the hundredth pacing lap around the apartment, I could no longer ignore the call of my stomach. My nerves had settled enough that I did not feel as if I was going to vomit. Stephanie had attached the apartment key to the most annoying keychain attached to her massive set of keys along with her car key and fob. I turned over the heavy silver crown and examined the blocky collegiate style letters, enameled with glittery cotton candy pink.

      “BITCH.”

      I knew she had given this to me on purpose and not because I had suddenly been inducted into her Bitchdom. No, this was not a trophy for a job well-done. This was a slap in the face that she is the only bitch—the queen. I am nothing but a hand-me-down. She was right. I snagged the nail of my right pointer finger prying the ring open to take it off. I needed it out of my apartment, and I took it into the car and made my way to town.

      Two cars were in line ahead of me at the drive-thru, my phone chimed taking my eyes toward it and the keychain. I picked up the weighty keychain and rolled down the window. Perched on the edge of the door frame, when the car in front of me pulled away toward the window I dropped the keychain. Someone else could have it, or it could be trash. I no longer cared. The crackling, gruff voice of a frustrated college student startled me, and I ordered my food.

      Again my phone chimed as I handed my debit card over to the girl in the drive-thru and waited for my receipt, it was Bryant. I tossed it onto the seat not wanting to read what he had to say. I had managed to be tear free for five hours and did not want to start that all over again.

      Finally, the girl handed me my card, and I rolled forward to the other window to collect my food. My phone chimed again and then continued into a solid ring. It was Bryant.

      “Damn it.”

      I let it go to voicemail and kept driving home. It nagged at me until I could not help but listen to his message. It was not nearly as enlightening as I had hoped or feared; instead, it was simple: “Call me.” I shook my head and shoved a handful of fries in my mouth before pulling back into traffic out of a nearly empty parking lot outside a dental clinic, his sad, sweet voice lingering in my brain.

      My phone rang again.

      “Shut up, stupid phone!”

      I glanced at the screen expecting to see Bryant’s name but instead saw a number I did not recognize. I let it go to voicemail. Two more chimes sounded from my phone, and I seriously thought I was going to lose my mind. I shoved the phone into my bag. I was relieved to see the empty apartment complex. It appeared no one else lived here yet. The structure was brand-new. Not even landscaped.

      Tossing my bag onto the overstuffed sofa, I perched myself up at the breakfast bar and devoured my meal. If nothing else the Coke was terrific, and I had an excellent reminder why I did not eat fast food. The so-called food was a greasy lump now sitting in my belly.

      After cleaning up my trash and washing my hands, I collapsed on the bed of my new room. My thoughts drifted to the phone in my bag and then settled on Bryant, the way his hands touched me softly, gently. Sometimes too intensely. Never once hurting me. His stare burned behind my lids when I closed my eyes, the fear and anger within them the night he found out my ribs were hurt. The nagging little voice in my heart tormented me, “He’ll forgive you… You made a mistake… Beg for forgiveness… Bryant will take you back. He loves you.”

      I woke to the sound of banging fists and the frantic dinging of the doorbell. How long I had been asleep I was unsure. My head throbbed, and my arm was wet from my own drool.

      Seriously, Allie. You are a mess.

      I checked the peephole and saw Nelson. My fingers shook as I quietly picked up the door chain and slid it onto its track. I still was not going to open it. He would just kick it off the hinges.

      “Allie, open up I know you are in there.”

      “No! What do you want?”

      “Check your damn phone. What in the hell is wrong with you?”

      “I don’t know, some prick slammed me against the wall, assaulted and slapped the shit out of me earlier.”

      “Quit being so fucking dramatic. Look at your phone, you are in trouble.”

      No shit.

      I scoffed thinking about the menace pacing outside my door. I pulled out my phone: Bryant, Bryant, Unknown Number, Bryant, Bryant, Steph, Steph, Bryant, Steph, Susan, Saul…

      Jesus!

      I walked back to the door thumbing through the calls. “What in the hell is going on?”

      “Just open up.” The hairs rose across my back as I took in the predatory stalking of my brother-in-law. His black hair was spiked, and a mess, the dark shadow coating his face in rough stubble completed the vampire look. I opened the door but left the chain in place.

      “Just take a shower?”

      “It is raining. Open the goddamn door.”

      I fumbled with the chain and opened the door. The black jeans, boots, and leather jacket didn’t help. His tall, thin, muscular frame was deceivingly powerful, as I had found out the hard way. He was taller than me by only a few inches, but significantly out-powered me. I had not realized I was backed against the wall until he looked at me, narrowed his eyes and barked at me.

      “I’m not going to hurt you. Have you checked your messages?” I shook my head. “You better, stupid.”

      I played messages on the speaker:

      Bryant: “Call me.”

      Bryant: “… Fuck …”

      Unknown: “This is Detective Reynolds. We need you to come in for some more questions, as soon as possible.”

      There was excessive dead silence on the message.

      “Oh my God!” I stared at Nelson wide-eyed.

      “Did you let them know you were leaving?” He asked, like he was a genius and I had the IQ of a soybean.

      “No, I did what Kirklen wanted and left!”

      Bryant: “Allie, you need to call into the police department. I don’t know exactly what is going on, but I’ll try to find out.”

      Bryant: “They need to ask you some more questions, specifically about your blood test. Call me or call them.”

      Steph: “Hey Sweetie, just got a weird call. You need to contact Detective Reynolds or Detective McAster. I think that was his name.

      Steph: “Where are you? They said they hoped you had not left town. Were you supposed to stick around?”

      Bryant: “I think they are taking me in again. If you don’t call them, they may put a warrant out for you. Xavier told me to tell you to call immediately. I love you, please—now I am scared you did something stupid.”

      Steph: “Pick up, Allie Jane. Bryant just called me! He is freaking out about you. He thinks you are going to hurt yourself. You wouldn’t be that fucking stupid would you?”  Her voice muffled and then I heard her say in the back ground. “Go fucking find out if she is alive! Jesus!”

      My eyes fixed on Nelson. His beady orbs pierced me, daring to say one single word to him. I opted to keep my mouth shut. Finally her voicemail ended.

      Susan: “They called Bryant in, and he might have been put into custody again. I don’t know why, but you need to call. Are you okay? I reminded them about you being assaulted earlier. Bryant is just about losing his mind. Call, please. I am afraid he will do something stupid.”

      Saul: “I just got called in and questioned—again. Bryant told me to find you. I don’t know where to start. I got your number from Kirklen. Jeremy might have been arrested. I don’t know what is going on, but I think they are going to issue an arrest warrant for you if you don’t show within twenty-four hours.”

      “Oh my God!” I looked at Nelson. He was standing listening to the messages with his arms crossed tightly against his chest as he chewed on a thumbnail. “Can they do that? Can they arrest me for leaving? No one told me I had to stay.”

      “You need to call, now,” his tone was not malicious. He almost sounded kind. It was odd.

      I selected the unknown number, and it rang until the voicemail picked up. I said, “Hi, this is Allison Michaels. Please call me back I will be waiting for your call.”

      I immediately dialed Bryant’s number. It went straight to voicemail. I brought up his texts.

      
        
          
            
              
        Allie Sent 9:37 pm

      

      
        I called in. I fell asleep. I told you I would not hurt myself. I’m fine. I would not do that to you or anyone else.

      

      

      

      

      

      While I was on the phone, Nelson called Stephanie and let her know I was fine, and I sent a text to Susan and Saul to let them know I called in and was waiting for a callback. I waited for Nelson to get off his call before asking him about Mr. Kirklen.

      “He won’t do anything. He will look innocent in the whole thing. Look, I have got to find out about the three dipshits and find out if they squealed to save their own asses.”

      He left me standing in my own personal nightmare. I did not think it could get worse. It had sounded like the guy was going to live and everything would be fine. How could everything get even more messed up?

      My phone was nearly dead, as usual, and I pulled the charger out of my bag to plug it into the outlet closest to the peninsula. The phone buzzed as the battery began to charge and then it kept buzzing. It took me a second to realize someone was calling.

      “Hello?”

      “Is this Allison Michaels?”

      “Yes, this is Allison. You left me a message. What is going on, Detective Reynolds?.”

      “Ms. Michaels, you have had many people in a panic here, where are you?”

      “I went home.”

      “Home? You indicated that you would be with Bryant Kirklen, reachable there.”

      “I did? Oh, I forgot. I decided to heed your advice. I needed to get out of there?”

      “Well, we need you to come in immediately for a few questions. Where is ‘home?’”

      “Can I answer them over the phone?”

      “No. Can you be here tomorrow at 8:00 a.m.?”

      “I am in Iowa.” There were a few moments of silence and then he responded.

      “I see.”

      “Bryant thought it was about my blood test.”

      “When did you see him?”

      “I didn’t. It was a message on my phone. I fell asleep. Is Bryant being held again?”

      “No, why?”

      “I just had a bunch of crazy messages and people speculating.”

      “I will say, there has been some paranoia that you may have been hurt or hurt yourself.”

      “I told him I was not suicidal! Never tried and never would kill myself.”

      “Told who?”

      “Bryant.”

      “Why would he think that?”

      “I don’t know, other than I was breaking things off with him and I suppose I sounded depressed and you know his past. I think he thought history was repeating itself.”

      “I am glad to hear you decided to put some distance between you two, but I wished you had informed me you intended to leave the state. It complicates things. When can you get here?”

      “If I drive straight through it will take me all night, and I don’t know if I will be able to get a plane sooner.” I paused thinking of whether I should open the Kirklen can of worms. “Detective Reynolds? How much trouble am I in because I left?”

      “As long as you are back here as soon as reasonable, I think things will be fine. I did not tell you to not leave the city. And I said it would be a good idea to stay away from Bryant. That was my fault.”

      “Okay, I am so sorry about all of this.”

      “Ms. Michaels, I believe you are.”

      “Thanks…” I hesitated, and at last blurted, “Have you looked into Bryant’s brother?”

      “Nelson?”

      “Whoa, wait. What did you say?” My heart pounded so hard in my chest it could have busted through my ribcage.

      “Nelson. Maverick Nelson.”

      “No, I meant Martin Kirklen.”

      Holy hell! Nelson is his brother too?

      “No, should we be?”

      “I can’t say, but he did hire me.”

      “Understood. Goodbye, Ms. Michaels.”

      My stomach was flopping back and forth again, and the tingling was rolling over my spine as I grasped the countertop. The doorbell rang, and I jumped to open it thinking it was Nelson again. I stepped back naturally, but every part of my being wanted to propel myself forward until I got a good look at the face staring me down. It was like the man I knew had snapped and what was standing in my doorway was a broken hulk of a man hellbent on revenge. His expression was deadly. He was furious, but also terrified.
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      “Bryant,” whispered from my lips and his face melted into relief. He was soaking wet. The rain had intensified since Nelson left.

      “What are you doing here?” I grabbed his arm and pulled him inside, shutting the door behind us. I slipped the chain into the track and peeled the leather jacket he wore from his shoulders. The soaking wet coat was far more cumbersome than when dry and I hung it over the chairs in the kitchen.

      “I had to make sure you were okay.”

      “I am fine. I told you.”

      This man would haunt me for the rest of my life.

      “You don’t look or sound fine, what is wrong with your voice?”

      “Nothing,” I turned away from him not knowing how I would had the bruise Nelson left me. Bryant stepped closer.

      “You have to come back, or you are going to be arrested. I will not let that happen to you.”

      Stepping back into the shadow of the room, he took another step closer until we were toe to toe. “It’s okay, I just spoke with Reynolds.” I could not believe he was standing before my eyes. “You are still soaked.” I ran my hand over the wet t-shirt and down the outer thigh of his dark jeans. His hand encased my wrist, and he brought it up to his chin. His other hand swept the hair from my face.

      “What happened?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I turned away and paced the floor, the best I could manage with him holding onto my wrist. He wasn’t about to let go of me.

      “Someone hit you,” he growled.

      “How did you find me?”

      “Your sister gave me the address.”

      He took a few steps my way, and tugged on my arm. I resisted.

      “How did you get here this fast?”

      “Luck. Who—hit you?”

      He reached out to grab hold of me, but I turned out of his reach—on purpose, but still tethered to him by one hand.

      Releasing an exaggerated and terribly fake chuckle, I said, “I sort of had a meltdown, someone had to slap some sense into me.”

      “Who?” His firm voice demanded an answer, but by the look on his face, he knew he would not get it.

      I held his stare and shook my head, “I am not telling you.”

      “Why?” He released my wrist. Free to move I paced further away from him, and hugged myself at my middle and nervously chewed on my thumbnail. When I didn’t answer him, he asked again.

      “Why won’t you tell me?”

      “No.” I raised an eyebrow at him like a scolding teacher. “No.” I glanced down at his fisted hands. And turned away from him again.

      “Because I am going to break their fucking hands?”

      “Exactly.” I had not noticed that I had paced myself into a corner and that he had migrated close enough that the wetness of his clothes had seeped into the edges of mine. I took a step back, pressed against the wall and held his hands.

      “Oh, Bryant. I told you to stay away.”

      “And I told you I didn’t accept the terms of your demands and I told you I’d find you.” He closed the gap I had put between us, my sweats becoming a sponge.

      “Did you bring clothes?” He shook his head and pressed his nose and mouth into my hair. “I have nothing for you to wear. I don’t even have anything for myself to wear.”

      “Well, if you had not left everything behind.”

      “Don’t.” I stepped around him and hurried to my bedroom bathroom and pulled a brand new oversized plush towel from the cupboard before he would think to follow me. I rolled my eyes thinking about how Stephanie requires luxury towels—or anything deemed the best. No one needs towels that are this expensive. I turned to find him standing in my room staring at my bed and then eyeing me.

      Not fast enough.

      “No. Here take your clothes off and wrap this around you. I’ll run them through the wash and dry them for you.”

      “I liked a part of that suggestion.” He smirked a sexy little grin at me, and I knew he had no idea what I had done to him, utterly ignorant to my part of his demise. My wicked heart sang taking in his stubble and tousled damp hair, the ends still thick with drips. But my heart immediately seized painfully in my chest, knowing I was still lying to him. I had to tell him.

      But not tonight.

      I tossed him the towel and reached back into the bathroom and pulled the blood red satin robe my sister chose for me. It matched the decor of my room, she said. It was true.

      Rushing past him and his already bare chest as he was undoing his pants, I refused to look at him. I saw the smirk on his face spread into a full out smile as he eyed my obvious avoidance. It was baffling that he was convinced he was the reason I left and that he could woo me back. If I had not been the guiltier of the two of us, it would have worked the moment I saw him standing in my doorway.

      The bedroom door clicked behind me, and I went into the main bathroom to slip out of my now damp and grungy clothes. I was tempting the wickedness inside of me. The satin was far too cool against my already chilled skin, and I had no idea how Stephanie thought this robe was suitable for cold mornings or anything. It was only good for fleeting moments of being wrapped up like a present, to disrobe seconds later. I stepped out of the bathroom to see his magnificent, towel wrapped frame filling the small hallway and my heart stalled in my chest. A hard swallow jump-started my brain and
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