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The battle to trust and communicate, fan the flames in Nia and Derek’s already over-heated relationship. It’s their way, a way back to one another.

A way back is further complicated by a constant threat to Nia’s safety. There is a traitor in their midst. Friendships are tested and broken, and Nia’s choices cause irreversible damage.

Their road to freedom and happiness is rough and terrifying, but it is the only way home.
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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the love of my life, my husband, William Patrick Johnson. There isn’t a chance in hell I could’ve done any of this without you. When I started this journey, I didn’t even know how to copy and paste. You held my hand and helped me every step of the way. I love you. This one is for you. Thank you for being my everything. From our very first kiss, I knew, with you, I was home.


CHAPTER ONE

“Please, Nia, you have to eat something. You can’t teach on an empty stomach.” Brooke was in my office, attempting to get food into me.

It had been three weeks, three weeks since I saw Derek kissing Mandy Hamilton in his trailer—three weeks since he let go.

I grazed my fingers over the wrapper of the protein bar. “Tomorrow is Derek’s birthday.”

“I know. I can’t believe you haven’t heard from him.”

“I can. The look on his face when he saw my engagement ring sitting on the kitchen island said it all. He was done. I miss him, but after what happened with Mandy…I don’t see a way back from that.”

“Are you sure? You never gave him a chance to explain.”

“What’s there to explain? I saw it with my own eyes. Mandy stripped her top off in his trailer. I know they were rehearsing, but still. I keep asking myself what would’ve happened if I hadn’t walked in to surprise Derek with lunch that day. How far would things have gone?”

“I’m sorry. You’re right. It’s just hard to imagine what Derek was thinking. He loved you so much.”

“He did love me, but not enough to say no to Hollywood. That was never going to change.”

“I wish there was something I could do.”

I opened up the protein bar and took a bite. “Are you kidding? You’re doing everything for me. Thank you for letting Molly and me stay at your house. You’ve been taking great care of both of us.”

“I love having you. With Tom out of town it’s a win-win for both of us.”

“I really appreciate it. I couldn’t impose on Julia and Phillip. It’s only been a month since she had the miscarriage.”

“Yeah, but I’m glad they’re spending so much time together. As far as I can tell, it’s brought them closer together.”

Jake popped his head in the doorway. “Sorry to interrupt. I was just wondering when I could drive you home today, Nia.”

Even though Derek and I broke up, Jake was still my driver and bodyguard. It was a constant reminder of Derek and Larry Wall. Larry’s parole hearing was less than a week away. He could be getting out of jail. He could be coming after me.

“Actually, Jake, you have the night off. Brooke’s going to drive me, and I’m going to teach Lacey’s private class tonight.”

His sparkling green eyes narrowed. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

Brooke flashed him a sheepish grin. “You will when you text your girlfriend, Lacey.”

Jake cleared his throat. “Oh, I see. Thank you. I will pick you up tomorrow morning at the usual time?”

“Yes, eight o’clock. Have a great night.”

Jake hurried out with a skip in his step.

I exhaled. “Yeah, it’s all so romantic those first few months. Is it just me, or does falling in love suck the life out of you?”

“It’s just you, for now. You won’t feel this way forever.”

“Won’t I?”

“Nia, I know it doesn’t seem like it right now, but one of these days you will fall in love again. After my divorce, I thought I was destined to be single, and now I’m happier than ever.”

“I doubt it. My heart’s closed for good. My walls are up so high you’d need a load of dynamite to get them down.”

“I get that. It’s exactly how I felt. But time really does heal all wounds. In the meantime, could you do two things for me?”

“Of course. Name it.”

Brooke took my hands in hers. “I think you need to have a good cry. You haven’t shed a single tear.”

I hung my head. “I shed all my tears in LA. There aren’t any left. I’m afraid I can’t do that for you. What else you got?”

“You need to take better care of yourself. You haven’t been eating enough. You’ve lost a lot of weight. I’m worried about you.”

“I’m just not hungry.”

“But you need to eat more. If you don’t, I’m afraid I will have to resort to extreme measures.”

“What extreme measures?”

Brooke smiled. “I’ll tell Julia.”

I grabbed the protein bar and crammed it into my mouth. Brooke laughed.

After I finished, I said, “Wow! You really played hardball. And, you’re right, I don’t look very healthy. I should set a good example. Maybe after tomorrow I’ll turn a corner. Derek’s birthday has been weighing on me. I was thinking about going to his house tomorrow and picking up my stuff.”

“That’s a good idea. It’ll be a big step in moving on.”

“I don’t really want to walk in that house again. All of my memories of Derek will come flooding back, but I have to.”

“I’ll go with you if you want.”

“No, that’s okay. I need to do this alone. I just have to figure out a way to give Jake the slip.”

“Tell him I’m going with you. If you need to go to Derek’s by yourself then you should do it. I bet you’ll start to feel better the next day. You might even get your appetite back.”

Walter James appeared in the doorway, sweaty from his private spin class.

“Hey, Nia, I wanted to tell you Christa is doing a great job. I miss taking class with you, but you should know you’ve got yourself a top-notch instructor.”

“Thanks, Walter, that’s good to hear. Is Christa in the fitness room?”

“Yeah, she asked me to tell you she needed to talk to you about something.”

“Okay, I’m on my way. Brooke, I’ll see you after class.”

I hightailed it to the fitness room to talk to Christa. Christa Howard was in her thirties with long, auburn hair. I didn’t have the opportunity to chat with her much. She was quite the hustler, traveling from gym to gym. She taught over twenty classes a week. How did she squeeze them all in? Her infectious grin made her popular with the members. Her toned, curvy figure probably made her popular with men.

“Hey, Christa, you needed to talk to me?”

She shut the door. “Yeah, I hope I’m not overstepping. But you’ve been on my mind. I wanted to say how sorry I am about you and Derek. You were such a beautiful couple.”

I stared at the floor, not relishing the conversation. “I guess it just wasn’t meant to be.”

She sauntered toward me with a twinkle in her dark eyes. “If it’s not too personal, can I ask who broke up with who?”

My fingers rubbed my temples in frustration. “I suppose, at the end of the day, I broke up with him. I don’t like to talk about it.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry. Is it okay if I give you a hug?”

A hug? What could I say? “Oh, sure.”

Christa wrapped her arms around me. She held me tight, a little too tight. Her full breasts pressed against me. The floral scent of her hair permeated my nose. She broke our embrace, and grasped my face. Her lips puckered in a sly smile. Without warning, she brought her mouth to mine and kissed me. Her lips were so soft and gentle. What the fuck? Am I a lesbian now? She expelled a faint moan.

I snapped my head away from hers. “Um…what are you doing there?”

“Nia, I’m sorry. You can fire me if you want to, but I’ve been wanting to do that for a really long time.”

“Well…huh…that’s flattering…I guess. I didn’t know you were… It doesn’t matter. I just didn’t know you were gay.”

“I’m not gay. I choose not to limit myself. There are so many pleasures to enjoy. I want to experience everything.”

My eyes darted about the room. “I suppose it’s nice to have options.”

She chuckled. “Yes, I like my options. Not every woman turns me on, but you do. I think you’re so sexy, and you have a great ass.”

My hands clutched my bum in protection. “Oh, thanks… Your ass is nice too, but—”

She ran her fingers through my hair. “Before you finish that sentence, just hear me out. I know you’re not over Derek, but I could make you feel good. We could just play. You wouldn’t have to touch me if you’re uncomfortable. It would be about me pleasing you. I would love to taste you.”

This was so not happening, and yet I didn’t want to hurt her feelings or embarrass her. “That’s…you know, very generous of you. I’m going to go with, no, but thanks.”

Her lips brushed my cheek. “I understand. If you ever change your mind, I’m here. In fact, can I make a little confession?”

“I see no reason to stop now.”

“I used to fantasize about doing a three-way with you and Derek. When it comes to sex, I say the more the merrier. Am I freaking you out?”

“No, not at…” I swallowed nervously. “Yes, you’re freaking me out a little. But please don’t think I’m passing judgment. I say, you do you, and whoever else you like. I’m just not wired that way.”

“That’s cool. I hope it won’t be weird, now that I’ve kissed you.”

“No, you’re actually a really good kisser.”

She laughed. “That’s a relief. I tend to come on a little strong.”

“The crazy thing is, a small part of me wishes I was more like you. Maybe I wouldn’t be so heartbroken.”

“It’s Derek’s loss. Even if you did break up with him, I can’t believe he isn’t in Vegas fighting for you.”

“I guess neither one of us had any fight left.”

“I’m sorry. I’d better go, so you can get ready for your private. Just to make sure, you and I are cool, right?”

“Yes, we’re cool. Actually, I should give you a raise. You took Walter James off my hands for good. He says you’re a top-notch instructor.”

“Ah, sweet! I like Walter. I think he’s a great guy.”

She thought Walter was a great guy? I did pass judgment on that, just a smidge.

* * *

I was on the front steps of Derek’s house on his thirty-third birthday. Originally, I planned to fly to LA for a birthday surprise. Surely, he had a big Hollywood bash to attend in his honor. Did he ever think about me, about us?

With shaky fingers, I pushed the key into the lock, and the door drifted ajar. It was as if I opened up a fairy tale with a heartbreaking ending.

The first thing that hit me was the way the house smelled. It was a familiar scent of fresh linens and happy moments. It smelled like home.

I trudged up the stairs to collect my things. When I landed in the bedroom, my jaw quivered uncontrollably. Perhaps Brooke would get her wish. Tears threatened my eyes. I plopped on the bed and plucked up Derek’s pillow, clutched it to my chest, and rocked myself back and forth.

“Please, God, I can’t cry. If I start, I won’t ever stop.”

My body trembled giving way to the inevitable. I buried my face in Derek’s pillow. A slight sob escaped and the floodgates opened. I curled up in a ball and wept on the bed. It was our bed. A place where we made love so many times I lost count. He swept me away in this very room. He swept me a way to our bubble, our safe place—our sanctuary.

I convulsed in agony as the tears flowed. I was a fool to think I was strong enough to come here and collect my things, as if I was over him. I still loved Derek. I loved him so much. I didn’t know how to stop loving him.

This was a mistake. I have to get out of here. I could come back another day, with Brooke.

“Nia.”

I jerked up and found Derek standing before me. His face bore the same somber expression I carried for weeks. I pressed my lips together to squelch my quaking jaw.

I found my voice and said quietly, “I know I shouldn’t be here. I just came to pick up my stuff. I promise I’ll leave. I shouldn’t be here.”

Derek’s gaze captured mine. “Baby, where else would you be? This is your home.”

There wasn’t a single shred of strength in me. My body caved in on itself. I lost control and sobbed.

Without a moment’s hesitation Derek rushed to my side and gathered me to his lap.

He crushed me to his chest. “Shh… My sweet girl. It’s going to be all right. I’m going to make this all right. Please give me a chance to make this all right.”

I melted into him while his words swirled in my head. I couldn’t take them in. All I could do was relish his touch and his scent. It was like giving water to someone dying of thirst. Eventually the tears subsided and my breathing calmed.

“Sweetie, look at me.”

I peeked up at him and stared into those beautiful blue eyes, full of hope and regret.

The back of his hand caressed my cheek. “I missed you.”

He brought his mouth to mine. My lips opened to him and granted him access. His essence overwhelmed me. His lips were in a frenzy devouring my neck, my mouth, my very soul. I traced my fingertips over every contour of his face, committing it to memory, his strong jaw line, the bridge of his nose. Was he real? He consumed me as if he was starving. The sound of our heaving breath resonated in the room. What was I doing? Nothing had changed. Nothing would ever change.

“Derek, stop. I can’t do this.”

He clutched my face in his hands. “I can’t stop. I won’t ever stop. I came back to fight for you. Please, give me another chance. Let me hold you in the tub and explain.”

I wriggled off his lap and stood. “There’s nothing left to explain.”

“There is so much you don’t know. I’ve been working like a dog, trying to figure this out so we can be together. You have to believe me, sweetie.”

My voice shook. “Please don’t call me that. I can’t take it.”

He came to me and grasped me by the shoulders. “I can’t take living without you. It’s eating me alive. I love you. You are mine, and I am yours. We belong together.”

“But you let go. You promised, no matter what, you would never let go. You let go.”

I shrugged him off and dashed for the hallway. His footsteps thudded behind me. I flew down the stairs to the door. I couldn’t look back. I would splinter in two if I did.

He shouted after me. “Nia, I’m not giving up. I will never give up on us.”


CHAPTER TWO

After I cried myself to sleep last night, I soldiered on to work with Molly in tow. My little black puppy—who wasn’t so little anymore—was a constant source of comfort. I nicknamed her my hip pocket. She followed me everywhere like a dutiful friend. Today she would be my security blanket of joy. She never ceased to make me smile.

As we trotted through the door of the country club, Shannon paced the floor.

Once she spotted Molly and me, she raced to my side. “I’ve been trying to reach you. I left you like a thousand messages.”

“Sorry, I saw Derek last night, so I turned my phone off.”

“Derek’s in town?”

“Yeah, but it’s a mess. I can’t talk about it. Why did you leave me so many messages?”

“I was trying to warn you. Someone’s waiting for you in your office. I tried to get rid of her, but she demanded to see you.”

“Is it Sonya Reed? Should we call the police?”

“No. It’s your stepmother.”

My stomach sickened instantly. What the fuck was Evelyn doing here? “Seriously, my stepmother is in my office?”

“Yes. She’s a psycho! One second she was kissing my ass with compliments, and the next she threatened me if I didn’t let her in your office.”

“That is vintage step mommy dearest. I should get this over with.”

“Do you want me to call someone? This woman is looney tunes. Maybe I should call Brooke, or…Derek?”

“No! Don’t call anyone. Especially not Derek. Come on, Molly, it’s time to look pure evil in the face.”

Molly and I made our way to my office. Before my eyes fell upon Evelyn, my nose recognized the reeking stench of her signature, cheap-ass perfume.

Molly let out a shrill bark that jerked Evelyn out of her seat. Her voice dripped with soured honey. “Oh, there you are.” She looked me up and down with her stoney, dispproving glare. “My, don’t you look well.”

My spine straightened. “What are you doing here, Evelyn? I told you never to contact me again.”

She plastered on her fake smile and hit me with the danger tone. It couldn’t be trusted. “Oh, don’t be silly. I felt terrible how we left things. I thought long and hard about what you said. And, you’re right. Maybe all these years I’ve treated you unfairly. Perhaps I was even a little jealous. I’m here to make amends.”

My stepmother didn’t make amends. She made trouble.

Molly jumped up on Evelyn, causing her to stumble. “You bring your dog to work?”

“Yes, Molly comes everywhere with me. I know you’re allergic to dogs, but she’s not leaving.”

I plopped down a new toy for Molly and she went to work on destroying it.

Evelyn settled back in her chair. “That’s fine. I’m not allergic any more.”

“How convenient.” I sat and stared her dead in the eyes. “You flew across the country to make amends? Let’s not kid ourselves. You don’t like me, and I don’t like you. What’s really going on here?”

The real Evelyn slipped through a little. “I don’t appreciate your accusing tone.”

“I don’t appreciate you showing up where I work, unannounced. So either tell me what this is really about, or I’ll call security and have them escort you off the premises. It’s your call.”

It was then I took a good long look at her. When she first entered my life, her grand ways and imposing posture intimidated me. Today, she appeared smaller than I remembered. Her deep frown lines and pale skin showed signs of a chink in her rigid armor.

She bunched up her fists, and exhaled. “Fine. I’ve gotten myself into a bit of hot water. I was hoping you could help me. Not for me, but for the girls. You’re my last hope. Do you still have your father’s inheritance?”

“You came all this way for money? How could you be out of money? Dad was a great provider.”

She drew her lips into a hard line. “Just answer the question. Do you have the money, or don’t you?”

“No, I don’t have the money. I already wrote to you months ago and told you most of it went to a charity I started.”

“Well, what about your rich fiancé? He probably has more money than you could ever spend.”

The pad of my thumb brushed over my vacant ring finger. Somehow, we managed to keep our breakup out of the press. I heard rumblings that Mandy put out a story saying she came between us, but Derek released a statement debunking her claims. I couldn’t let Evelyn discover the truth.

This was like a game of chess. “Why don’t you tell me what happened, and I’ll see what I can do.”

“I made a bad investment. All the money your father left me is gone. I have the house, but I can’t make ends meet.”

She unclenched her fists. My eyes fell on her perfectly manicured nails. She saw me spy them and said, “I’m telling you the truth. I got a job at a salon. It doesn’t pay much, but I get my hair and nails done for free.”

It was difficult to picture Evelyn working. She was more of the type to prattle on about how busy she was, even though she had zero demands on her time.

I appreciated her earnest effort to get a job, and yet I wasn’t completely satisfied. “I believe you, about the job. I’d like to know why you risked everything for one investment.”

She let her guard down. “Peter assured me it would pay off handsomely.”

“Peter? As in Peter Hanson from the neighborhood? Why in the world would you trust him with anything? Dad couldn’t stand him.”

Peter Hanson openly flirted with Evelyn at every neighborhood get-together. She ate it up like a lovelorn teenager.

The pieces of this fucked-up puzzle were fitting together. “Are you involved romantically with Peter Hanson?”

Evelyn contemplated her next move. “I was very lonely after your father died.”

“Answer the question.”

“The truth is, I was involved with him.”

“It’s only been five months. Out of respect for Dad, couldn’t you have waited, or at the very least not fucked Peter Hanson.”

She jumped up. “Don’t you dare speak to me like that with your foul mouth, Meagan.”

I leaned back calmly in my chair, ready for checkmate. “It’s my office. I’ll speak to you any way I want. If you don’t like it, leave.”

“Are you sure that’s how you want to play it? I hear the tabloids pay plenty of money for juicy stories. I can see the headlines now. ‘Derek Pierce’s fiancée leaves her father’s widow penniless.’ Or better yet, ‘The secret breakup of Derek Pierce and his fiancée.’ I know Derek denied it in the paper, but that empty ring finger tells a different story. You’ve got two choices. Give me the money, or I’ll make your life a living hell in the press.”

“You actually are pure evil. Why my dad saw any good in you is beyond me. I’m calling security. You’re getting out of my life for good.”

“Go ahead, call security. You’ve just told me everything I need to know. You and the great Derek Pierce did breakup. It’s written all over your face. I knew you wouldn’t be able to hang onto him. He’s too good for you.”

I snapped to my feet ready to charge her when Derek burst through the door. “Sorry to interrupt. Sweetie, you left this morning without your engagement ring.”

What the hell was he doing? Beads of sweat formed on my brow. Molly went bonkers. She hadn’t seen him for weeks. She whimpered and cried.

Derek played it off. “Molly, I just saw you this morning, silly girl. He bent down to pet her. She calmed immediately.

He rose and touched his lips to my forehead. “Here, angel, here’s your ring.”

He slipped the ring on my finger, just as he did when he proposed. Only now my hand trembled. Derek squeezed it in a gentle, reassuring manner. I made the mistake of glancing up at him. The love in his eyes for me nearly knocked me off my feet.

I stared at the floor. “Thank you. Thank you for bringing it. I’ll try to be more careful. Um…Derek, this is my stepmother, Evelyn Michaels. Evelyn, this is my fiancé, Derek Pierce.”

Evelyn laid it on thick. “It’s such an honor to meet you, Mr. Pierce.”

Derek regarded her coldly. “Thank you. What brings you to Vegas?”

A nervous laugh trickled from her pinched face. “Why Nia, of course. It’s been ages.”

“Evelyn, seriously, cut the shit,” I said with my anger back in tow. “Derek, she’s here for money. She fucked it all away to some loser my dad hated. Now she’s threatening to drag us through the tabloids.”

Her face flushed in sheer embarrassment. “I don’t know where you got such a wild story. I only came to…to… Yes, I’m strapped. I’m working my fingers to the bone to provide for my daughters. It just isn’t enough.”

Derek took a step in her direction. “How much would be enough? How much would it take for you to leave Nia alone for good?”

Her eyes grew wide. “What are you saying? You want me to give you a number?”

I interrupted, “Derek, you don’t have to do this. I can deal with it. I’ve been dealing with her my entire life.”

“Nia, it’s fine. I would like Evelyn to give me a number, because I don’t want her to bother you ever again. Do you have the country club’s checkbook?”

“It’s in my desk. Why?”

“May I have it? I’m going to write your stepmother a check, you sign it, and she can be on her way. I’ll replace the money in their account. It will only take a quick text to my business manager.”

Gripped with indecision, I clutched onto the desk. Should I let Derek pay her off? We aren’t even together. I couldn’t lead him on.

Derek leaned down and whispered in my ear, “Please let me do this. Don’t argue with me, baby.”

His warm breath against my skin broke me out in goose flesh. I exhaled. “Are you sure you can replace it right away? I shook my head as a sign to say this didn’t change anything. “I don’t want to…to get in trouble.”

He caressed my face and held my gaze. “It’s all going to be okay. I promise.”

I gave him the checkbook. He veered his attention to Evelyn. “So, what’s it going to be?”

When she was nervous or trapped, her chest would breakout in tiny red dots. Evelyn appeared to have a serious case of the measles. “Well, that’s very generous of you. I suppose fifty thousand dollars would help a great deal.”

“Fifty thousand dollars!” I blurted. “Are you out of your mind? Derek, you can’t give her fifty thousand dollars. It’s ridiculous.”

Derek splayed his hand on the small of my back, almost making my knees fold beneath me. “Sweetheart, let me handle this.” With a flourish, he opened the checkbook. “Evelyn, should I make this out to cash?”

“That would work.”

Derek continued, “I’m going to make you a deal. Today you’ll leave here with a check for five thousand dollars. If you leave Nia alone, and don’t plant any stories in the press, next month you can look forward to another five grand. Just know, if you attempt to contact her in anyway, the deal is off. Once the fifty thousand is paid in full, you will not get another dime from us. Are we clear?”

“Yes. Thank you for doing this for me.”

I signed it and Derek handed her the check. “I’m not doing it for you. I’m doing it for Nia.”

She folded the check and stuffed it in her purse. “I don’t know what to say.”

He gestured toward the door. “You should say goodbye. You need to leave.”

Evelyn was at a loss. She threw me a quick look—“Thank you, Nia. I promise you will never hear from me again. Goodbye”—and scampered out the door.

Derek shut the door and fired off a quick text.

I stayed behind the desk as if it was my protection. Was he going to keep fighting for me?

“You shouldn’t have done that. You don’t owe me anything. How did you know my stepmother was here?”

“Shannon called me.”

“I specifically asked her not to.”

“Please don’t be angry with her. She did the right thing. Your stepmother is a horrible human being.”

“You’re right. She is. I suppose I should be grateful to you. I mean, I am. Thank you.”

“Can we talk
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