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            I’M NOT A PROTECTOR. I’M A DAMAGED EX-CON.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The last thing I need is an innocent little thing thinking I’m her happily ever after.

      

        

      
        She’s naive and pure, the kind of woman a man like me doesn’t deserve, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t notice the way that uniform hugs her petite curves.

      

        

      
        The moment she slipped me her number, It snapped me back to reality and those dirty fantasies went right in the trash along with her number.

        So, I kept my distance—until that night.

        Saving her felt like redemption from my past.

        Falling for her was where I screwed up.

      

        

      
        Now the shadows from my past have returned and I’ll stop at nothing to keep her safe.

        Even if that means I have to lose her forever.

        I thought I could have a taste and walk away. 

        Instead, I stole her innocence and broke her heart.

      

        

      
        This isn’t a fairytale sweetheart and I’m no knight in shining armor.

        This time the big bad wolf just might eat you alive.
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      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Know those days where you swear it’s Thursday, but the universe is insistent on treating it like a Monday?

      Welcome to my Thursday.

      Normally I’m pretty good balancing trays, coffee, orders, and traffic with baristas at Perks, the café I manage in Chicago. I’m an artist—a painter, more specifically. Or at least in another life I was. Steady hands are needed to create works of beauty.

      But today? Apparently, whoever is directing traffic for my life is deciding to mess with me in the worst way possible.

      This morning I spilled coffee that somehow missed my apron and landed squarely on the sleeves of my white button-down blouse. My hairdryer finally bit the dust, so my auburn hair is wrapped into some sort of topknot that’s not as cute as the women on Pinterest make it out to be.

      But the coup de grâce? The exclamation point on an already shittastic day? Dropping a tray of samples on the floor when he walked in. Hence the trail of obscenities that I thought I said in my head, but judging by the looks I’m getting from customers, were very much verbalized.  

      Great. Not only am I a klutz, but I’m also a foul-mouthed klutz.

      I don’t even know why I’m freaking out. The customers are all regulars. They’ve seen their fair share of spills and broken mugs.

      Okay, I do know why.

      It’s because of him. Mr. Dark and Dangerous.

      “Girl, why are you a hot mess express today?” my best friend and coworker, Tori, asks me as she bends down to help me pick up the tray full of mini sandwiches I dropped on the floor. “This is completely not like you.”

      As we scramble to pick up the scattered sandwiches, I look up to see Mr. Dark and Dangerous at the counter, ordering a large black coffee.

      It’s always the same. I don’t have to see the front of him to know what he’s ordering.

      Though I can’t see the transaction, I can see his very firm backside that leads up to his muscled back and broad shoulders. Then there are the tattoos that travel up and down his arms. Arms that fight a daily battle to stay confined in his tight T-shirts.

      I’m drooling. I know I am. He’s the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen in real life.

      “Quit staring at Mr. Dark and Dangerous or we’re going to have to get the mop for the puddle you’ll leave on the floor. And with your luck today, you’ll slip on your own saliva.”

      I shake myself out of my not-so-subtle stare and walk back behind the counter. He’s leaving now, and I can’t help but peek one more time at the man who has rendered me speechless since the first time he walked into Perks.

      I had just started—only been here for a few weeks—when he walked in. I literally stopped all movement. I had never seen a man like him. Yes, he was hot in that bad boy kind of way, but there was something else about him.

      As soon as he came to the counter and looked down at me—I’m 5’3” on a good day, so everyone looks down at me—I became enthralled.

      His eyes. They were like dark chocolate but so . . . intense. That’s the only word I could think of to describe them.

      I could barely greet him when he came up to order. Thankfully, he ordered his large coffee, tossed $5 on the counter and nodded before turning to leave.

      And that’s how it is every single time. How is it that when he visits, it’s the highlight as well as the worst part of my day?

      “Are you ever going to talk to him?” Tori asks, bumping my hip to knock me back into reality. “Your eyes bug out every time he walks in. He must know that you like him. Just talk to him! At least ask him his name so we can stop calling him Mr. Dark and Dangerous! It’s a fun nickname, but man is it a mouthful.”

      I laugh at my best friend, who made up the name when we realized we didn’t know his. Unfortunately, we’re not like Starbucks, so we don’t ask for names when we take orders. Maybe we should start doing that?

      I might not know his name, but I know he’s the star in my fantasies every night. And that’s just fine for me. Honestly, even having him there is too much to handle.

      “Tori, you know I’m never going to talk to him. What would I say? I can barely look at the man— can you imagine me trying to talk to him?”

      If she thinks I would ever have the guts to talk to him, she’s out of her mind. I’m not exactly experienced when it comes to men. I’ve only had one serious boyfriend and that ended horribly. But it brought me to Chicago and the start of my new life. Everything happens for a reason, right?

      I moved to Chicago about six months ago—a dream I’ve had for so long I can’t remember a time I didn’t want to be in this city. In those dreams, I was a famous artist living in the Windy City, with my paintings displayed in my own trendy gallery in Hyde Park. My parents would drive in for my exhibits and show nothing but pride on their faces as their only daughter was living her best life.

      But life happens. Dreams change. In ways you’d never expect. I’ve experienced that more times than I care to admit.

      Instead of a famous artist, or even a budding one, I’m the manager at Perks. It’s nice. I have great co-workers, and meeting Tori was more than I could have asked for when I moved here. Where I’m petite, slender, and can be on the quiet side, she’s tall, athletic, and is the life of the party.

      We’re a great balance. She gets me out of my comfort zone, and I rein her in. Or at least try to.

      “I can help you. You know I always know what to say to guys,” she says. That might sound cocky to some, but I know it’s the truth. “I mean, let’s at least find out his name. What about, ‘Hi. I’m Annabelle. I don’t know what to scream out when I use my vibrator thinking of you every night, so how about you give me something to work with?’”

      I throw my towel as I laugh at my ridiculous best friend.

      “You’re insane. You know that will never happen.”

      “I just want you to be happy. And to have fun. You don’t have enough of it. And I bet Mr. Dark and Dangerous could provide plenty of fun, if you know what I mean.”

      I shake my head and walk away. She won’t give this up, and I don’t have another comeback. I’m sure he would be fun. More fun than I could handle.

      He’s Mr. Dark and Dangerous—covered in tattoos with testosterone oozing from every pore on his hard body.

      I’m a virgin from the suburbs who would have no idea how to handle a man like that.
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      “You’re going to need to sign these. And here’s the purchase order for the new mats, so you’re going to need to review those before they’re processed. Oh, and be sure to check on those new gloves and wrist wraps you purchased that aren’t in yet.”

      No one told me running my own gym would come with so much fucking paperwork.

      After I scribble my barely readable signature on the last form, I sit back and take a sip from my cup of coffee. My afternoon caffeine jolt from the place a few blocks over always does the trick.

      I turn my desk chair around so I can look down at the main gym. There’s a ring to the right where two kids no older than 19 are sparring. To the left is the octagon, where a class is currently being taught. And there’s another section with mats on the floors and walls.

      And it’s all mine. I did this.

      Who’d have thought that I, Jaxson Kelly, fuck-up from the South Side, convicted felon and son of a lowlife bookie, could pull something like this off?

      I continue to watch the action in the gym for a few more minutes, deciding that I’m going to get in some ring time tonight, and turn back around to see Reggie, my business partner and co-owner of the gym, still standing in front of my desk.

      “Dude, why are you still here? Don’t tell me there are other forms to sign.”

      “I had one more thing to talk to you about, but wanted all the signatures first because it could piss you off and I didn’t want you throwing me out.”

      I’ve known Reggie for a few years now. We did time together in prison. Me for being on a second strike and knocking some fucker out cold, who didn’t know the meaning of the word no despite being a cop. Reggie was in for burglary. We were in the same cell block, and even though I’m not the talking type, Reggie and I became brothers. You need someone on the inside to keep your head on straight.

      We came up with the idea of the gym one night during chow, and at first we played it off as a pipe dream. Then as our release days got closer, we knew we needed something when we got out, and neither of us wanted to work for someone else.

      So here we are. I take care of operations; he keeps us in the black. And clean. That was the one thing we were dead set on—making sure this business was on the straight and narrow. Between the two of us, we have too many ghosts from the past, and we know we need to keep them there.

      I take another sip of my coffee, waiting for Reggie to drop whatever bomb he’s holding. I consider throwing the coffee at him if I don’t like what he’s about to say, but it’s too good to waste.

      “How is that coffee place? You go there a lot.”

      “You want to talk to me about coffee?” I know he’s stalling. And so am I. I’m not telling him that even though the coffee is damn good, the scenery is much better. More specifically, the cute little redhead I could fit in my pocket.

      “No. Okay. Here goes,” he takes in a deep breath. “We’re going to need to put one of the new classes on hold. I was taking out the trash today and noticed when I walked in the back alley that someone fucked with the outdoor camera. We might be in a better part of town than where we came from, but you know we can’t not have security. And honestly, it needs an upgrade. That’s going to cost money, which means we can’t afford to pay another instructor.”

      He’s right. This news does piss me off.

      “Cut the kickboxing classes for now, but let’s try to get them on the schedule no later than three months from now.”

      “I was thinking of the self-defense instructor. He costs more money and⁠—”

      “No!” I bark at Reggie. He’s seen my temper before, but even this is taking him by surprise. “The self-defense class stays. I don’t care if I have to pay for the new fucking system out of my own pocket if that’s what it’ll take to keep that class going.”

      Reggie takes a few seconds to gather himself after my outburst. I’m not surprised this takes him by surprise. We might have done time together, and he might know more about me than just about anyone else, but he has no clue about everything I’ve been through. And why offering this class means so much to me.

      Hell, it’s half the reason I opened this place: to ensure women could protect themselves.

      If I couldn’t protect her, at least I could help protect others.

      I don’t let my mind go down that road. I’m already wound up tight and need to go a few rounds. Thinking of my baby sister won’t put me in the right headspace, and I don’t need to accidentally beat the shit out of another sparring partner.

      “Okay. Well then, I’ll fix the schedule and delay the kickboxing classes. And I’ll do my best to get them back on the schedule sooner rather than later.”

      “Thanks, man. Sorry I blew up like that.”

      He shakes his head and stands up to leave. “No worries. Just didn’t know you were so passionate about self-defense classes.”

      And he won’t ever know the reason behind it. No one will. Ever.
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      I can’t believe I just pulled that off. I couldn’t keep the smile off my face as I finished wiping down the counters in the café.

      Tonight was a big night for Perks. About a month ago, I had an idea for live music a few nights a week—just for a few hours, until we closed at 11. The owner loved it and told me to run with it. We have so many musicians in this city—some who are trying to make it big and some who just want to perform on the side—that it wasn’t hard to line up acts for the next month.

      We always do well during the daytime hours, but nights have always been a bit slow, and I thought this would boost the night crowd.

      And boy, did it! So much so that once the night began, I didn’t stop serving drinks until we turned the lights up at 11. And luckily, there were no spills, breaks, or any other type of catastrophe today.

      Even though being the manager at Perks isn’t exactly my dream job, it was nice to feel a sense of accomplishment. Right now I have the same feeling I used to get when I finished a painting: the satisfaction of completing a project and seeing an idea come to life. It’s something many people take for granted. I used to. And I never will again.

      Life is too short to not celebrate the little victories. We aren’t promised a tomorrow.

      We were a skeleton crew, just me plus Kristina, a nice girl who works a few hours a week after school. Earlier in the day, someone had called in to say they couldn’t make it, and no one wanted to pick up a last-minute shift on a Friday night, so I got it. I’d rather not work on a Friday night either. But it’s not like I had anything else to do other than continue my latest Netflix binge with takeout Chinese food.

      The problem was that Kristina, still being 17, couldn’t stay after 10 p.m. So it was just me closing up the shop.

      I didn’t mind though. I cranked up my music as I counted the money in the drawers and disassembled the machines for the night.

      With a spring in my step, I shut off the lights and locked the door behind me. It wasn’t the first time I’d closed alone, and I usually got an uneasy feeling of being on the streets alone at midnight. But not tonight. Tonight I was too excited to let that get to me.

      I decided against getting an Uber or taking a cab home. I was too excited. Taking a few extra minutes to walk to the train station was exactly what I needed to get some of the energy out.

      And now here I am—headed home and lost in my thoughts. I might be an artist—or so I still like to tell myself—but I didn’t know much about pulling together a live music night. Ask me to put together an art show and I’ll do it for you in five minutes. But music? The idea had me in knots for weeks. But the two acts I lined up for tonight loved the atmosphere and have already asked to play again. One even said he’d tell his buddies about it and try to connect them with me.

      I can’t take all the credit though. Poor Tori got dragged into this without much of a choice. She had to hear me freak out about it daily and answer my “which flyer do you like better?” questions. I probably owe her lunch just for putting up with me.

      Oh! She had a date tonight! That’s why she couldn’t come in to help. I wonder how it went. I’ll have to call her tomorrow and get the scoop. I hope it went well. I need to live vicariously through her.

      As I smile at the thought of Tori and her date, I take a second to look around. It’s dark and the only light is straight ahead or behind me. This isn’t the normal route I take at night.

      Shit! I was thinking about so many other things that I accidentally cut down the alley—the one I only use in the daytime. But at this point, if I turn around, I’ll miss the train, and I really want to get home and help myself to a celebratory glass of pinot grigio from the finest $7 bottle of wine I could find at the corner market.

      I take a deep breath, pull my purse closer to my body, and start up the alley.

      During the day, this is a great way to cut my 15-minute walk down to 10, but at night, an extra five minutes is not worth it.

      I’m about halfway down, and I can see the intersection at the other end of the alley. I let out a small sigh of relief that I’m almost there.

      Crunch. Crunch.

      What was that?

      I freeze. I know I should keep walking, but I can’t. I turn around, but don’t see anything.

      Must be a rat. That’s what I’m going to tell myself.

      Knowing damn well I don’t want to see a rat tonight, I continue my brisk walk, but before I can take another step, a hand is on my mouth and another arm is around my neck.

      Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God!

      Terror rips through me as the man who is covering my mouth brings me to his chest. I can’t see him, but his smell is something awful. I can almost taste the dirt on the hand covering my mouth.

      “What’s a pretty little thing like you doing out here all alone?” he hisses in my ear. It’s not like I can reply. I can barely think right now.

      I have no idea what to do. I’ve never been in a situation like this before. I have pepper spray in my purse, but after the high I was on tonight, I completely forgot to grab it.

      As my panic begins to rise, he keeps his hand on my mouth but releases my neck. Before I can wonder what he’s going to do next, I feel something sharp pressed against my back.

      Is that a knife?

      “When I first grabbed ya, I only wanted your purse. But now that I’ve felt you against me, maybe I should take a little more than that. Want to have some fun tonight?”

      He turns and forces me to walk deeper into the alley with him. But when he does, his hand slips from my mouth just a little. And I react.

      I bite.

      I bite his hand as hard as I can and somehow it’s enough for him to loosen his grip on me.

      I run.

      My small legs are carrying me as fast as they can. I know I don’t have much time, but maybe I can get to the end of the alley.

      I don’t look back. I just look forward. I’m going on adrenaline—that is, until I feel the ground beneath me shift.

      A pothole. I didn’t see it. I don’t think I’m hurt, but it’s awkward as I try to get up.

      I turn my head to see my attacker now standing over me, grabbing my arms and trying to pull me up. At this point, I’m just flailing and trying to get away, but it’s no use; he’s way stronger.

      But he hasn’t covered my mouth again, so I do the only thing left I can think to do.

      I scream as loud as my lungs will let me.
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      “HELLLLPPPPPPP!”

      What was that?

      I’m waiting at a red light a few blocks from the gym, but even over my bike’s engine, I can hear a woman screaming. Or at least I think I do. It’s faint, but distinct.

      I wonder if Abigail was able to scream for help.

      I shake thoughts of my little sister from my head. I don’t know if what I heard was real, or all in my head, but I can’t NOT go and look.

      Hoping that whatever I heard was my imagination, I turn the bike off the street and set it against a building next to a dark alley. It’s the only place the scream could have come from. It’s after midnight, and despite the fact that this is a big city, there aren’t many people on the sidewalks.

      As I continue up the alley, I see a man straddling something—more like someone. I can’t see much because the alley is so fucking dark.

      I creep along the edge of a building, trying to stay out of sight. I’m about 30 yards away and the only thing I have on him is the element of surprise. He hasn’t heard me or looked around for anything. But as I get closer, I see a woman with red hair on the ground and he’s holding a knife to her throat.

      Fuck.

      I edge closer, trying to do my best to move quickly while not making a sound. She’s trying to wrestle away from him, but he’s got a knife to her throat, and with every move she makes, she gets closer to having her throat slit.

      I don’t even think. I just pounce. I couldn’t save Abigail, but I’ll save someone else.

      I jump out of the darkness and rip him off her. Before he realizes what’s happening, I kick him in the chin, sending him flying to his back. He drops the knife and I at least have the sense to kick it out of the way. Knowing that he can’t reach it, I decide to give his guy a taste of what it’s like to be on the bottom, and give him four good punches before I knock him out cold.

      It takes me a second to calm down, but then I realize I didn’t check on her. Fuck.

      When I turn around to look for her, she’s gone. As I look up, I see a small figure running toward the street. Away from me.

      Red hair. Petite. She looks so tiny I bet I could fit her in my pocket.

      Holy shit. Is she the girl from the coffee shop? The sweet tiny redhead I can’t get out of my mind?

      I don’t know why I react to her the way I do. I’m not a relationship guy. I don’t date. I scratch the itch when I need to, and usually it’s with tall leather-clad girls with jet-black hair who know what they’re getting into when they come home with a guy like me. One night. That’s it.

      This girl? She’s definitely too innocent to be sucked into my fucked-up world. She oozes purity and goodness.

      I know I should let her run away, but I can’t seem to stop myself from calling out to her.

      “Hey! Are you okay?”

      She turns to look at me and only then seems to realize who I am, because her eyes bug out of her head. I know she’s noticed me in the café. I see the way she looks at me when I come in, even though we’ve never spoken. That’s on purpose. If I don’t speak to her, I won’t be tempted. It’s easier to just nod and walk away.

      And if I’m not mistaken, those are the first words I’ve ever said to her.

      “Yeah . . . yeah, I’m fine.”

      But before I can stand up and make sure she’s okay, she’s turned back around and is racing for the street.

      I try to follow her, but by the time I get closer, I see her flagging down a cab.

      At that moment, I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. She might have run away from me like I was the one who attacked her, but at least she’s safe.

      I saved her. It doesn’t bring Abigail back, but at least tonight I won’t have another ghost haunting me.

      I turn my attention back to her attacker, who is moaning on the ground, slowly coming back to consciousness. I kneel down on one knee and pick up his knife. I place it firmly against his throat as I grab a fistful of his bloodied shirt.

      “You show your face around here again, I’ll kill you.”
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      “Wait. So let me get this straight. You were attacked in an alley because you were walking home alone—not cool by the way, and we will discuss that in detail later—and when some guy was holding a knife to your throat, Mr. Dark and Dangerous came out of nowhere and saved the day?”

      It’s been five days since the attack, but this is the first time I’ve seen Tori since that night. Her date went a little too well, so she didn’t see my message until Sunday. Not wanting to tell her everything over the phone, I promised I’d fill her in during our next shift together.

      Once I realized who came riding in on the white horse, I panicked. I should have at least said thank you. I shouldn’t have run like a freaking coward. But between the attack, and just being near him, my body took over and sprinted to the street.

      After I hopped in the cab, all I wanted to do was go home, take a hot shower, and forget about the events of the night. But I knew the responsible thing to do was go to the hospital. I didn’t want to file a police report, so I made up a story about falling while I was walking home. Not a complete lie. And they were so busy, the ER bought it without asking questions.

      Luckily, there were no cuts from the knife, and I technically did fall when I was trying to run away from a freaking crazy robber person. I had some bruises that would take longer than normal to heal, plus a fractured rib. I was ordered to take a few days off from work and get plenty of rest.

      I pretty much slept through the weekend, with the events of Friday taking their toll on me. The pain medication didn’t hurt either.

      “Yeah. Honestly, when I screamed for help, I seriously doubted anyone would hear me, but it was all I could think to do. He saved my life, Tori. And the funny thing is, I still don’t know his name.”

      “I don’t know what I’m more mad at: you for walking home alone after midnight with your pepper spray in your purse, or not getting that fine man’s name!”

      We chuckle. It hurts to laugh, but it feels good at the same time. It means I’m alive. And I know it’s not a laughing matter. Leave it to Tori to lighten the mood.

      Without a doubt, that was the scariest thing that has ever happened to me in my entire life. I thought I was scared when my mom told me she was diagnosed with cancer. I thought I was scared when she died from it. But even that didn’t compare with the utter terror I felt thinking I was going to die in that alley—all because some guy wanted to take my purse.

      “Has he been in? Mr. Dark and Dangerous? Have you seen him since?”

      I shake my head. “No. And I’m both glad and mad about that. I want to thank him. I feel horrible for not saying it before I sprinted away. But at the same time, I’m sure, like always, I wouldn’t know how to talk and would probably blurt out something ridiculous.”

      “He’ll be in. It’s not like he comes in every day. But make sure that when he does, you find your voice, Ariel, and thank him. And while you’re at it, how about you introduce yourself and ask for his name too?”

      I nearly died a few days ago, but apparently that’s not stopping Tori from trying to get me to talk to my fantasy man. Or calling me by the name of my favorite Disney princess. I don’t know why I’m shocked by any of this.

      “Honestly, Tori, this whole situation has put a lot of things in perspective for me. When I told you about it, I felt embarrassed. I know I shouldn’t be, but I am. How could I not defend myself? How could I panic and do nothing?”

      “You didn’t ‘do nothing.’ You bit and you screamed. From how you described him, he had a foot and probably close to 150 pounds on you. You did what you could do.”

      “I want to do more. I don’t want to feel
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