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Prologue

 


She watched from her vantage point,
crouched by the side of his car, her eyes fixed on his front door.
The gun felt good in her grip. Swallowing hard, she removed the
safety.

The door slowly opened, and a dark
figure emerging through the shadows made her heart quicken. He lit
a cigarette, throwing the match on the ground as he walked toward
his car. She sucked in her breath as her finger tightened on the
trigger, then quickly pulled it.

He slumped to the ground.
Slowly she walked to the body and stood over him. He looked up at
her and tried to speak, but all she heard were moans gurgling up
from his throat. She looked into his terrorized eyes, satisfied
that the last thing he saw was no compassion in her own, and then
with a boot-clad foot, kicked him in the ribs, being careful to
avoid the blood seeping through his shirt. “Bet you thought you’d
never see me again,” she sneered as she aimed the gun at his
forehead then pulled the trigger again.


Chapter One

 


Maggie Allen stood behind
the counter eyeing the customers beginning to fill the booths. She
grabbed her order pad and a pencil. A familiar couple seated
themselves in her station. Inwardly, she seethed with anger as she
watched them, but outwardly, she was bright and cheerful. She hated
having to put on a false front but knew it was a requisite of the
job to treat all of her customers with friendliness, even those she
couldn’t stomach.

“Hi, Brant. Janna,” she
said in the cheeriest voice she could muster. She flipped the order
pad to a clean page. “What can I get you two?”

“Coffee. Hon?” The man
nodded toward the beautiful petite blond at his side.

“The same.” She smiled at
Maggie. “Did you hear about our new house?”

Maggie looked into her
sparkling baby blue eyes. “Yes, I hear it’s quite a showplace.” She
forced a tight smile. She’d give anything to be called away from
their table instead of enduring their phony attempts at
friendliness. They were up to something. That she was sure
of.

“You and Chris should come
over some night for dinner and we’ll give you the grand tour,”
Janna gushed, dramatically throwing her arms up in a flamboyant
gesture. “It’s like a palace!” She gripped Brant’s arm. “We never
dreamed it would be so beautiful! Did we, honey?”

Brant smiled keeping his eyes glued on
Maggie, but Maggie knew he was hoping for some reaction from
her.

“Promise me you’ll visit
very soon,” Janna continued.

“Thanks, Janna,” Maggie
said with the same tight smile. Now she was certain that the
invitation was given only for Brant’s satisfaction. There had to be
an ulterior motive behind it. Any gesture of kindness from those
two usually came with a high price. She looked at Brant, but his
finely chiseled face gave her no clue as his steely gray eyes
peered back at her with a rigid and pretentious smile on his lips.
He reminded her of a drill sergeant.

Her father had looked like
that—always barking out orders and waiting for everyone to kowtow
to his inhuman demands. He lived by only one set of rules—his
own—and damned be the person who dared disobey him. Her life
growing up with him had been hell, and she’d always felt she was
raised in a prison camp instead of a seemingly normal to the
outside world middle-class home with all the comforts and luxuries
to satisfy any child. If her father hadn’t been in the picture, she
would have had an almost perfect childhood under her mother’s
care.

She hadn’t been happy and
consequently hadn’t felt loved. She’d tried to get close to her
father so many times, but the frigid atmosphere around him kept her
at bay, thus keeping her from getting to know him and him from
getting to know her. As far as she was concerned, he was only the
man whose sperm had given her life. There was no love or bonding
between them, and he seemed contented to keep their relationship
that way, so she accepted it.

Her mother defended him
until the day she died, telling Maggie that she should try to get
to know him. It had never done Maggie any good trying to talk to
her mother about him. In her mother’s eyes, her father was perfect
and always would be. She loved him, and it was a love Maggie
couldn’t understand. Occasionally, though, she would catch her
mother with a far-off look in her eye. At those times, her eyes
were filled with such sadness that Maggie wondered what really was
in her mother’s heart. After her mother’s death, the relationship
with her father deteriorated even further. He was a stranger, and
their relationship was not destined to change.

She mourned her mother’s
passing and suffered alone while her father buried himself in his
work, and she buried herself in her studies. She missed the long
talks and the comforting shoulder her mother freely offered when
the high school frustrations of life became too much for her. She
filled the void with her friends and activities as her father
distanced himself further from her. He provided the necessities of
life to her, but little more.

When her father died, she
never shed a tear at his funeral, but instead felt relieved
watching his casket slowly entering the freshly dug grave. She
hated him for all the pain he’d brought to her life, but mostly for
never apologizing for that pain. When he died suddenly from a heart
attack, she was left alone in the world with no one to give her
advice, good or bad. She set out to make her mark in the world and
had until life dealt her a terrible blow. Now she was here, but
Brant would never let her forget where she’d been.

“I’ll get your coffee,”
she said, breaking Brant’s penetrating gaze. She returned a couple
of minutes later with their beverages. She set the cups on the
table and then made a hasty departure.

As she waited on customers, she
occasionally stole glances at Janna and Brant. They had no
intention of following up on the invitation. It was just another
slap in the face to let her know that they had money, success, and
power. Their new house was one more bitter reminder to her of all
she had lost. They infuriated her, and their only purpose for ever
stopping in the diner was to rub her nose in it. She looked
disgustedly at them in their designer clothes amid the regulars who
were usually clad in jeans and T-shirts.

Cedar Pines, Pennsylvania was the type
of city, which distinctly separated its citizens into two
groups—those who had wealth and those who did not. If you fell in
the middle somewhere, as did most of the inhabitants, then you
lived on the other side of town with the have-nots. But if there
was a chance you could move up the social ladder, you might be able
to live on the edge of the wealthy.

Brant was a dark, handsome,
well-conditioned, thirty-year-old detective in the Cedar Pines
Police Department. His salary could never afford him the luxuries
he craved, but Janna, at the tender age of twenty-five, was another
story. Her inherited wealth matched her beauty—she had too much of
both and was not afraid to use either if it got her what she
wanted. Brant didn’t care whom he used or hurt to satisfy his own
selfish desires. When Janna and Brant married, it was a union
destined to destroy many lives. They were a formidable team, and
God help anyone who got in their way.

She stared hard at the both
of them sitting on their thrones using their looks and money to
draw attention to themselves. She saw the empty shallowness they
both possessed on the inside and knew that someday when their
outside beauty faded, if they didn’t change their ways, there would
be no inner beauty to shine through. They would be two selfish,
miserable human beings. Her prophecies brought her little comfort
now, though, as she struggled through each day of her
life.

“Remember to give us a
call when you have a free evening, Maggie,” Janna said brightly as
Brant squeezed a few bills into her hand. “Keep the change.” He
tipped his hat.

Maggie struggled to
maintain her composure. “I’ll let Chris know.” She watched their
departure.

Shelly Burgess squeezed her
arm. “They’re quite a pair.”

“Yes, but a pair of what?”
Maggie replied with a cunning grin as she looked at her co-worker’s
pretty face. She liked Shelly. She was a slightly overweight but
very hardworking single mother of two active boys, Tommy and Terry.
Her main goal in life was to raise her boys with the best she could
possibly give them. Her wonderful sense of humor and wholesome
friendliness immediately drew people to her.

Shelly laughed and the
dimples in her cheeks became prominent. “I hate people like them,
especially Janna. She doesn’t have a clue what it’s like to have to
pinch pennies just to keep a roof over your head and food on the
table.” She sighed wistfully. “I’ve always wondered why some people
have everything and others have to work and struggle so damned hard
for everything.” Her eyes narrowed. “It seems so unfair. Every time
I try to put something into the boys’ college fund, I get hit with
an unexpected expense. It seems like I can never win.”

“I know how you feel,
Shell.” Her eyes sparkled. “However, your two little boys are the
best gifts you could ever ask for, and nothing in this world or any
amount of money could even compare to the joy you get from
them.”

She smiled. “I know, and I
thank God every single day for them. I just wish I could do more
for them. I don’t want them to have just the basic necessities of
life.” She sighed. “I know I’m such a cliché, but I do want to give
them the moon!”

“You already have. The
love you give them is worth more than any material things. The
quality time you spend playing and talking with them means more
than any toy ever could. They may not see it now, but someday they
will, and these times are what they’ll always remember—the happy
times they spent with their mom.”

“Whenever I’m feeling
doubtful, you always put things into the proper perspective for me,
Maggie.”

“That’s what I’m here for,
my dear,” she said with a wide grin.

Shelly laughed. “You’re
definitely one of a kind.”

She patted Shelly’s arm as
a pensive look came over her face. “I wonder if Janna was close to
her parents growing up. She mentioned nannies and servants as being
an integral part of her life, but come to think of it, she never
talked about doing things with her parents as a family. That’s so
sad if the people you were closest to were nannies and servants
instead of your own mother and father.”

“It must have been lonely
for her, even though she’d probably never admit it to
anyone.”

“I’m sure it was, and
you’re right. She’d never let on if it had bothered her. My father
is another story, but I remember my mother always being there for
me. Some of my fondest memories are when I’d spend hours in the
kitchen baking with her and she’d listen to all of my troubles.
We’d sit late at night in front of a crackling fire, and she
patiently taught me how to sew. That’s what I mean about what
you’re doing now with Terry and Tommy, honey.”

Shelly nodded. “I guess I’m
lucky because I’ve always been close to both of my parents. Maybe
that’s part of my problem. I’m trying too hard to be the boys’
mother and father.” She ran a hand through her short-cropped brown
hair. “I know my parents want to help the boys and me, and as much
as I appreciate their offer of help, I want to make it on my own. I
need to know that I can do this one thing and do it right. Does
that make sense to you, Maggie?” She shrugged. “My parents barely
have enough to keep their own heads above water, but they would
sacrifice their own needs for me and the boys.”

“It makes perfect sense to
me. You’ve got a strong, admirable character, Shelly, and that is a
special gift your parents gave you. Not many young women in your
situation would feel the way you do, but instead would probably try
to grab everything they could get their hands on. Your
extraordinary strength and values are what you’re instilling in
your own children. Be proud of that. You’re doing a great job with
them, the same way your parents did with you.”

“Thanks, Maggie.” She
sighed as she looked at her tables. “Luke needs a refill. Guess I’d
better get back to work.”

She nodded. “It’s going to
be a scorcher out there later on so I guess I’d better get some
more iced tea going.”

****

Later Maggie sat at her
kitchen table, a half-eaten salad in front of her. It was too muggy
to eat anything hot. Her window fan and the fan in the corner of
the kitchen didn’t seem to offer much relief from the stifling
heat. It seemed to hang in her small trailer making her feel as
though she were trapped inside a metal trunk.

She gazed out of the
kitchen window at the thickening clouds then slowly stood up,
scraping the chair across the worn linoleum floor. She hoped the
impending rainstorm would give some relief to the heat. She was
restless tonight, and a feeling of loneliness overtook her. She
hated these melancholy moods. Sometimes they’d creep up out of
nowhere, almost suffocating her.

She eyed her meager
possessions. This was all she had to show for years of her hard
work. It hadn’t always been this way. Once she had everything she
ever wanted or could possibly want, but that seemed like a lifetime
ago. Right when she was at the top, an error in judgment caused her
to topple and land in a crumpled heap back down at the bottom. All
she could do was lie there wondering what had happened and try to
claw her way back to the top. But that was never to be again. Her
life would have to begin anew.

Today she lived in a tiny,
rented, rundown trailer, barely able to afford the monthly rent and
utilities. She was grateful to have her job as a waitress, even
though it paid only minimum wage plus whatever tips her customers
gave her. She had quickly learned that a customer would be more
willing to part with his hard-earned cash if she were friendly. In
time she felt a distinctive bond growing with the regulars, as they
became the family she yearned for, filling the empty void within
her. Her friendliness toward them soon became less forced and
instead genuinely sincere. She’d grown accustomed to their stories
and jokes, and when they talked about their families and
adventures, she felt like she was a part of their lives.

The brightest spot in her
life was Chris Jacoby. He filled the longing in her that no man had
ever been able to. He was the strength she lacked and the passion
she desired. She looked out the window again as the first drops of
rain began to fall and wondered where Chris was tonight. He worked
too hard on and off the job, trying his best to give the material
comforts she lacked, but most importantly, the love she so
desperately craved. Lately he’d become distant, and it worried her.
Maybe she was so naïve and desperate to hold onto him that she
couldn’t pick up the signals anymore. Her insecurities gnawed at
her.

For the past couple of
months Chris had barely touched her, and she’d convinced herself
that he was just tired from the long hours with his construction
job. After all, the nice weather provided the go-ahead on many
projects that had been held up because of the prolonged winter
weather. Doubt slowly crept in. Could the real reason for his
aloofness be that he just wasn’t interested in her anymore and
didn’t know how to tell her?

Had she missed every sign
he’d been putting up? Why hadn’t she been alert to his late hours
and frequent nights out with the guys? It was occurring with
increasing frequency. Was that the reason he wouldn’t relinquish
his apartment and permanently move in with her? Had he grown tired
of her? Didn’t she matter even a little to him? Could he just walk
away and forget what they’d shared? Her head throbbed, and she
rubbed her aching temples wishing she could shut out her screaming
fears.


Chapter Two

 


Chelsea Howard lay
seductively on the bed watching Chris empty out his pockets. He
carefully placed the items on the bureau. She patted the spot next
to her. “Coming to bed, honey?”

He kept his back to her.
“I’m going to grab a shower.” His voice was without
feeling.

“I’ll be waiting. Don’t be
long,” she purred running her hands down her long slender
legs.

He shot her a disgusted look as he
made his way into the bathroom. When he closed the door, he saw his
reflection staring back at him in the full-length mirror on the
back of the door. He studied his face realizing that the man
staring back at him was a skeleton of his former self. His eyes
looked hollow and sunken in, and his normally ruddy,
healthy-looking complexion now looked ashen as though he were ill.
Then he realized his outside appearance proved the agonizing
turmoil inside of him. A battle was being fought within his own
heart.

His eyes caught sight of the small
counter above the sink where Chelsea had placed his shaving
supplies and deodorant. His toothbrush was in a holder next to
hers. He became uncomfortable as he looked around the room. This
was not what he wanted or had planned. He rubbed his weary eyes and
studied his face again.

Up until a few weeks ago, he was
good-looking for his forty-five years, with a healthy head of curly
brown hair and a strong muscular build. Aside from the rigorous
demands of his job, he kept in shape by going to the gym three
times a week and jogging whenever he could. Most people took him to
be ten years younger because of his boyish looks and friendly
smile.

He recalled how surprised
Maggie had been when she’d learned his age. He was a regular patron
of Tom’s Diner long before Maggie had even begun working there, but
from the first moment he’d laid eyes on her, he wanted to know her
better. For months he had silently kept a watch on her. He knew she
was single because she didn’t wear a ring and hadn’t mentioned any
one particular man in her life, and he hadn’t seen any one man
paying special attention to her. Later Tom and Shelly confirmed
that fact for him.

Maggie was beautiful with
auburn hair, sparkling sea-green eyes, and a slim but shapely
figure. She always had a friendly smile for him and laughed
good-naturedly at his silly jokes. He’d built up a rapport with her
over time and then one day realized he was beginning to feel the
stirrings of something deeper.

He hadn’t had feelings like
these in a long time. The last time he’d felt like this over a
woman, he’d been crushed when a few days before his wedding day his
bride-to-be had been killed in a freak accident. He vowed then to
never let another woman come near his heart. He couldn’t bear the
crushing pain of losing someone again. He’d almost come close to
the life he’d always wanted, but when Jill had been so senselessly
snatched from him, it forever ended his own dreams, and he felt
like he had died along with her in the gas explosion that ripped
apart the office building she’d been working in.

He submerged himself in his
work, building a reputation as one of the best construction foremen
Cedar Pines had ever seen. He’d come from a long line of
hard-working men and felt bonded to the city and land where his
ancestors had begun. He was an old-fashioned man with old-fashioned
ideas. He dated occasionally, but whenever he saw a woman was
becoming too emotionally attached and expecting more than he was
able to offer, he backed away. He didn’t mind being single, but he
still sometimes wondered what it would be like to be married with a
couple of kids and a wife to come home to every day. His job paid
well, but if winters stayed as harsh as the past few had been, the
salary sharply declined. He’d learned to budget for the off months
and still live comfortably. He’d thought of buying a house, mostly
as a project to work on in the winters, but it was just a pipe
dream that had disappeared as quickly as Jill had. He didn’t put
much effort into making it a reality and stayed put in his small
bachelor apartment.

He was for the most part
contented with the way his life had mapped out in the years since
Jill’s death. That was until the day he saw Maggie Allen. There was
something about her that made his heartbeat quicken. Many times he
stopped in the diner just to watch her as she waited on customers.
He longed to get to know her better, but outside of the diner. He
was surprised that after fifteen years a woman as sweet and fresh
as the early morning dew had stolen his heart. He didn’t know how
it had happened, but then maybe his heart was waiting for the woman
who would mend him and make him whole again. He came alive when he
talked to Maggie, and all of his dormant emotions exploded to the
surface.

It took him weeks to build
up the courage to ask her out. He eagerly waited, like a teenage
boy with sweating palms, for her answer and was elated when she
accepted his invitation. He soon found they had much in common, and
at first the twelve-year age difference bothered him, but she
constantly assured him that it didn’t bother her. He fell
completely in love with her before he knew what was
happening.

His thoughts took him back
to the first time they made love. She was the most passionate,
giving woman he had ever known. She possessed a gentleness that
made him, watching her from a distance, want to embrace her,
thankful that she was his. Just being close to her made his heart
skip a beat, and he’d never lost that sensation with the passing of
time, instead feeling it only intensify with each new day. There
was no denying that this was the woman he wanted to spend his life
with, and he’d almost been ready to pop the question when a
curveball named Chelsea Howard was thrown at him hurling his whole
life out of balance.

He’d never intended to get
involved with Chelsea. He wasn’t even attracted to her, but one
night after he’d finished putting up some bookshelves for her,
she’d handed him a cold beer and asked his advice on a personal
matter. She was just a kid to him, and he’d only wanted to offer
her guidance as a father would to his daughter.

As they talked, she kept
supplying the beer and he kept drinking it. She seductively crossed
her long slender legs several times as they conversed, and his eyes
couldn’t help but travel up to her hemline, which showed her young
tender thighs. Now looking back, he realized that he was being set
up. She’d charmed him and made him feel twenty again, complimenting
him on all the areas his male ego loved, inflating him until he was
ready for the kill. She’d made him briefly forget that Maggie was
the only woman he wanted and loved.

He was sick to his very
core afterward. There was no excuse for what he’d done, and there
was no changing that fact. After their one-night stand, he tried
avoiding Chelsea, but she began showing up in the places she knew
he’d be. She was a close friend of Janna Evans, and even though
Chris had nothing personal against Janna, he couldn’t stand her
husband Brant. He’d known Brant ever since Brant was a young boy
and Chris had been hired to do some remodeling on the Evans’ home.
During his breaks, Brant would sit asking all kinds of questions.
As Chris worked that summer, he thought it odd that Brant had few
playmates, but in time, even at such a young age, Brant’s nastiness
showed through in the way he treated the few boys who came around.
He was a selfish, self-centered boy, and as Chris’s work on the
Evans’ home came to an end, Chris realized why the boy was avoided
like the plague.

Since that time, Brant had
considered Chris a friend and occasionally invited him to social
functions. Chris only attended knowing it was better to have Brant
for a friend rather than an enemy. Brant’s reputation was well
known, and his malevolence came full circle when he joined the
police department. It didn’t take him long to infiltrate his
self-absorbed power with a few of his coworkers who secretly shared
his wickedness but had been uncertain how to put it to use. That
was until Brant Evans came along.

Chris recalled the
conversation he’d recently had with Brant when Brant had
unexpectedly shown up at his apartment.

“We need to talk,
Jacoby.”

Chris eyed him suspiciously
knowing from the way he held himself erect and the squaring of his
jaw that Brant wasn’t in the mood for games. But then, Brant Evans
didn’t possess even the remotest sense of humor as far as Chris was
concerned. “What can I do for you, Brant?”

“You know that my wife and
Chelsea are best friends.”

He nodded. “I’m aware of
that.”

Brant leaned against the
doorjamb. “It seems we have a problem.” He thoughtfully pulled on
his chin.

Chris shrugged his
shoulders and frowned. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Is
there something I can help you with?”

Brant laughed. “Get off it,
Chris. For God’s sake, you don’t just fuck a young beauty like
Chelsea Howard and walk away. What the hell’s the matter with
you?”

Chris ran his hand through
his hair as the color drained from his face. “What happened between
Chelsea and me was a big mistake. For Christ’s sake, Brant, she’s
just a kid. It never should have happened.” He emphatically shook
his head back and forth wondering why she’d even mentioned that
night. He supposed it was another sign of the times that he hated
so much. Years ago a woman never would have mentioned the most
intimate details of her sexual experiences to her friends. Or at
least he’d always assumed that women were above the locker-room
mentality of men. “I’ll always regret it.”

“But it did happen.” He
squared his shoulders. “She cares about you, Chris. You know how
emotional women can get. They’re not like us when it comes to sex.
Right away they expect us to feel as bonded to them as they become
to us.” He snickered. “If you don’t, then they become all emotional
on you. It’s like PMS, only it never stops. Send her some flowers
or candy to show her you care.”

“I don’t think about
Chelsea that way, Brant. Like I said, it should have never
happened.”

Brant slowly shook his
head. “Now, Chris, what kind of a man are you? You’re going to
choose an over-the-hill conniving bitch like Maggie Allen instead
of a tender young thing like Chelsea?” He scoffed. “What the hell’s
the matter with you? You’ve got an opportunity most men would beg
for. What does Maggie have that would make you throw away a chance
with Chelsea?”

Chris’s
muscles tensed. “Maggie has something that women like Chelsea will
never have, and that’s called class. You have no right to call
Maggie names. Just keep her out of it. You know nothing about her,”
he angrily replied as his hands formed into tight hard
fists.

Brant threw his head back
and laughed. “Well, I call it as I see it, and with Maggie I don’t
see any class, only a washed-up whore who destroyed her life
because of her corrupt ways.” He sniffed. “Her partner in crime
even dumped her when the heat was on.”

Chris looked into Brant’s
devious eyes. “Maggie’s past is none of your damned business. She
was set up! The bastard used her!”

Brant continued to laugh.
“Boy, she certainly has you hoodwinked.” His eyes narrowed. “You’ve
been pussy-whipped for too long.”

Chris shook with rage. He
lost control over one of his clenched fists, which suddenly came up
and with a resounding thud when flesh meets flesh, connected
powerfully with Brant’s jaw.

Brant stumbled backward.
“You’re going to be sorry for that, buddy,” he warned rubbing his
jaw as he walked to his car. “You can count on it!”

Chris knew that Brant’s ax
would eventually fall on him. He just didn’t know when or how, only
that it would. Brant would never allow anyone in Cedar Pines to
gain the upper hand on him. He would wait until Chris least
suspected before striking.

His brief fling with
Chelsea had been eating away at his insides like a cancer ever
since the night it had happened. Maggie had begun sensing something
was wrong. He saw it in her eyes in the way she looked at him, and
he supposed she wondered what she’d done wrong. He desperately
wanted to come clean to her and plead for her forgiveness. But he
was a coward. She would leave him for his indiscretion and she’d
have every right to. He couldn’t bear life without her.

He had hoped in time things would just
return to normal and they would marry and he could put the affair
with Chelsea behind him. Chelsea would be out of his life for
good.

Instead, he found it
progressively more difficult to live with his dishonesty, and his
tormented soul wouldn’t allow him to eat or sleep. He’d wake up in
a cold sweat worried that Maggie would find out. Every day he
tiptoed around her, wondering if she knew or when she would find
out the truth. He became moody, and instead of turning to the woman
he truly loved, unburdening his soul, and begging for her
forgiveness, he distanced himself from her.

He began making up excuses
for not spending the night, as much as he longed to hold her and
erase that night with Chelsea from his mind. His one night of
betrayal continued to haunt his thoughts day and night. He’d broken
the trust he so cherished with Maggie. How could he touch her now
after his infidelity? He’d dreamed of the day they’d start a family
of their own, but now that could never be. He was trapped and there
was no way out.

Chelsea was expecting his
child, had insisted he move in with her and take responsibility for
their unborn child. He felt like scum. He didn’t have the decency
to tell Maggie he was moving in with Chelsea. How could he tell
her? What could he possibly say that would make his unfaithfulness
easier for her to bear? She would never believe it was only a
one-night stand. He couldn’t stomach witnessing the pain and
distrust that her eyes would hold for him. What would it do to her
when she learned he was expecting a child with Chelsea, a child he
had so desperately wanted to give her? A child she so desperately
ached for? “God, what have I done?” he moaned.


Chapter Three

 


Maggie’s dark mood stayed
with her as she cleared the table and put the few dishes in the
sink. She stared at the silent phone, rechecking the answering
machine, then poured another cup of coffee and carried it to the
tiny living room. She didn’t know whether she should be angry or
hurt, but she wouldn’t bring herself to call his apartment, not
this time. She was tired, and suddenly she felt very used. Was she
only a place to sleep over when he was horny? She assumed he would
have made some sort of permanent commitment to her by now. After
all, they’d been seeing one another for over two years, but lately
every time she brought up the subject of solidifying their
relationship, he had an excuse.

A couple of months ago, he
was the one who’d implied he wanted to marry her. Or did he bring
up the topic just to pacify her? She didn’t know what to think
anymore. The last time she’d mentioned his lack of interest in her,
they’d gotten into an argument and he’d stormed out of the trailer
in a huff, not returning until the following night. Should she have
given her trust to him? God knew how many times in her life she had
given her trust too quickly only to have her heart ripped out, and
then been abandoned to wallow in her pain and torment. She believed
Chris was different. She’d given her heart and soul completely to
him, and she didn’t know how she’d get through it if he ever hurt
her. She couldn’t face that pain again.

She’d made a vow five years
ago to never let a man do to her again what her ex-lover Jerry had
done to her. She’d had everything then—prestige, power, and a
beautiful home fully paid for—and was quickly rising to the top in
the corporate world. She’d fulfilled her self-imposed quest to be
successful by the time she was thirty. She was a young, rising,
corporate executive until Jerry Wilder, a handsome young charmer,
new in her department, set his sights on her and wouldn’t be
vanquished until she agreed to go out with him. Reluctantly she’d
agreed, never imagining she’d be making the worst mistake of her
life. She’d given her trust and heart to him, never perceiving that
the corporate information she shared with him was secretly being
used against her and her company. They’d talked about marriage and
children. She was head over heels in love with him and assumed he’d
felt the same way about her, but he’d only used her for the
information she naively provided. She’d been too blinded by love to
see what was happening right under her own nose.

Six months later he was
gone, not only leaving her brokenhearted, but her personal and
business life in shambles. After six months in prison, the short
sentence, due to the work of a team of the best lawyers money could
buy, she reentered the world to find everything she had once
possessed gone. Jerry had fled the country when she was indicted,
and throughout the ensuing trial it was learned that this wasn’t
his first scam. He’d made a practice of it, and he was good at
seducing women. He had no remorse for the destruction he left
behind. He was a player, and unfortunately, Maggie had been an easy
target. She bitterly remembered her last night with Jerry and how
their lovemaking had been more intense and sensual than usual. He’d
been almost insatiable, and she had matched his passion, secure in
the knowledge that together they would be as inflamed in the
corporate world as they were together in bed.

It hadn’t been
uncomplicated putting her life back together. The lawyers’ fees had
taken most of her savings, meaning she could no longer afford the
upkeep on her home or to live the lavish lifestyle she’d become
accustomed to. She had enjoyed the wealthy status. She cried the
day the For Sale sign was placed in the front lawn of her sprawling
home, declaring to never again trust another man for as long as she
lived.

She pounded the pavement
day in and day out visiting every corporation head she’d even had a
passing acquaintance with. She endured meetings, conferences, and
lunches, but the outcome was always the same, even though no one
had the guts to come right out and tell her they didn’t trust her.
But she knew it just the same. She saw it in their eyes as they
quickly averted her own. It didn’t matter to them that her
innocence had been proven. She’d still shared corporate secrets,
she was a risk they weren’t willing to take. She’d been the most
trusted executive in her company and she was the last person on
earth anyone would have accused of leaking information, even if it
were to a colleague in her own corporation. She was finished in the
corporate world. Even though she knew her career was washed up, she
refused to give up until she knocked on every last door.

After a year of trying to
secure a position and her assets down to a few thousand dollars,
she resigned herself to the fact that her career in the
high-powered corporate world was definitely over. She’d have to
start at the bottom of the ladder and try to work her way up again,
but no one would even give her a second glance, let alone trust her
to step inside that world again. People she’d once thought were
good friends, even some she had helped to get where they were now,
shunned her, and instead of offering her empathy, they looked at
her as though she were plagued with an incurable disease, but she
was determined to hold her head high. She wouldn’t be beaten down
by this misfortune. She’d done nothing wrong. The only mistake
she’d made was allowing herself to fall in love with a cold-hearted
fiend who walked around in the guise of a man seducing and
destroying lives to enrich his own. He was a man without a
conscience.

She knew her career
couldn’t be resurrected so she swallowed her pride, packed up her
few remaining possessions, and moved to the poorer side of the
city, the side she’d ignored and even turned her back on for the
last ten years. Now she found herself needing to find acceptance
here. She located an inexpensive trailer for rent and quickly put
down the first and last month’s rent on it. She shuddered thinking
of living in the rundown home, but knew with some elbow grease she
could brighten it up and make it cozy. Next, she set out on her
search for a job, anything at this point would do, but she soon
realized that she had to set her sights even lower than she’d
thought when she couldn’t even secure a job as a clerk or typist.
She tired of the stern eyes peering at her as her resume was
quickly tossed aside. She’d left out her position as a corporate
executive, but just the same, her name and face had become
familiar
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