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      “Hey handsome.” I looked up from my stack of receipts as Hazel sauntered into my office. I smiled. Of all the ladies that work here, she’s my favorite. Not just because she’s married and hasn’t hit on me, but because she’s real, no nonsense and a great businesswoman. “Got a minute?” She sat down before I could answer. “I need a new class.” I gave her a blank stare, blinking two slow blinks as I waited for her to continue. She let out a heavy sigh. “I’ve had a lot of the ladies asking for a self-defense slash kickboxing class. Taz used to offer something like that. I figured you could talk him into coming back.”

      “Taz has a job.”

      “And yet he’s here with you every day,” she reminded me. That’s why she’s my manager. She sees everything. Knows things she hasn’t seen. I smiled at her. She knew what was coming next. “I’ve worked it out. I’ll ask him when he gets here. I’m sure he’ll show up soon.” She stood and lifted her chin as she headed away from me.

      “Good luck!” I called after her and picked up my phone to call my friend. “Hazel has a proposition for you,” I warned as soon as he answered.

      “Tell her no,” he growled. Laughter erupted from both of us. “I’m on my way but, whatever it is, my answer is no.” He disconnected the call and I went back to poring over the charges made this month. Business has picked up yet again, thanks to Hazel and her many ideas. Over the past four years we’ve seen our membership nearly triple. She stocked reusable water bottles, towels, duffel bags and shirts with our logos on them for resale. She’s even started selling small toiletries bags with single use shampoo, conditioner, and body wash inside. As soon as she came on, she worked with Taz to start a kickboxing class that morphed into a self-defense class. Something, I guess, she wants to revisit.

      Twenty minutes later, Taz walked in carrying his gym bag. Hazel was on his heels. “Not happening, Hazel,” he was facing me but talking to her.

      “Sit down and listen.” He stopped and turned to face her. I leaned back in my chair, enjoying the show. “Arnie, please.” My brows raised at the use of his given name.

      “Skip the workout and hit the bar?” He looked at me, dropping his bag at his feet. He turned back to Hazel and said, “Not. Happening.” She stared at him for a few seconds before huffing and strutting away. She kept her chin up. This battle was lost but she’d attack again. Maybe a petition or a video plea. She’s used many tricks in the past. She’d win the war.

      “So, bar or run?” I asked as we both stared after Hazel.

      “I need a fucking drink.” That wasn’t because of Hazel. He’d never be that mad at her. Slipping my sunglasses on, I stood. Taz grabbed his bag and led the way. Hazel was about to pounce again but I gave her a subtle shake of my head and she turned in another direction. “I’ll drive.” His white ’67 convertible Camaro was parked right in front. How he always lucked out with parking spots was beyond me. I just climbed in and waited.

      And waited some more. He didn’t even start the engine.

      “Should I drive?” I asked after a minute.

      “Tracy left me,” he finally told me. About fucking time! I had been waiting for him to leave the cheating bitch but he wouldn’t. “She moved in with some guy.” I bit my tongue. The first responses in my mind weren’t what he’d want to hear. Once he turned the key and the rebuilt motor roared to life, I leaned back and looked out the window. He’d talk soon, or at least once he’d had a beer, and I’d wait.

      Taz pulled into a lot nestled behind Funky’s Bar. A small, dark hole in the wall where mostly locals went. The food was fried, the waitresses friendly- mostly, and the beer was cold. There weren’t too many cars around yet, being that it was only five, but in an hour the place would be packed with the usual riffraff. We climbed out and meandered inside.

      “Hey there, fellas,” Sue called out as we entered through the back entrance. She didn’t wait for a response before ducking into the kitchen. Taz led the way to an empty booth and we waited for someone to come take our order. Neither of us spoke. “What’ll it be, boys?” Sue asked.

      “On tables?” I asked her. She’s the bar owner and usually spends some time behind the bar but mostly in the office or shooting the shit with her patrons.

      “Two sick calls and one girl just couldn’t take the heat. She lasted a day. Takes a certain kind here.” I looked around. At least it’s a Tuesday, the crowd shouldn’t get too rowdy and if they did, she could close the kitchen. It’s happened before.

      “Two beers for us.” She nodded and went to take another order from a newly seated table. “So,” I tapped the table and stared at Taz, “she left completely?” Tracy left before but it lasted a week and his dumb ass took her back. He nodded.

      “She took everything. She would have taken the couch if I hadn’t been there. Sitting on it. Brought him into my home to help her move!” His fists clenched into tight balls, the knuckles straining and turning white around his tattoos. “Can you believe that shit?” I could but I didn’t admit it. Tracy’s a whore and she’d probably fucked him in the bed she shared with Taz. I’m glad she’s gone.

      “Easily replaced,” I whispered. He glared at me and I couldn’t suppress my smirk. Sue returned with four bottles of beer, sliding them onto the table and walked off. I followed her steps, wondering why she’d bring four. My question was answered when I spotted Mac and Gunner standing over a table of beautiful women. All of them out of their league. I snatched a bottle and drank. “Did Hazel even spit out her idea before you shot her down?”

      “Nope,” he smiled as he brought his own bottle up to drink.

      “Might be a way to meet ladies,” I suggested. It’d be good business for me but I didn’t tell him that. His eyebrow raised. “She wants to bring back the kickboxing self-defense class.” I could see the gears working in his head.

      “Fellas,” Mac snatched a bottle of beer and passed it to Gunner before grabbing the other for himself. I nodded at them. “What’s going on with you?” Ever the tactful one. My eyes rolled of their own accord.

      “Fuck, it’s about time you let that bitch go,” Mac said after Taz had explained his mood. “She wanted to sleep with me and Gunner both. I was tempted- just to see if you’d dump her, but I didn’t know where she’d been, so I never did.” Tact!

      “I appreciate you not following through,” Taz said with a tight-lipped smile.

      “On to bigger and better. Bet one of those ladies over there would make you feel better, at least for the night.” Mac pointed to the table of ladies he had been speaking to. Taz didn’t bother to look. He tipped his beer up and drank it down. I motioned for Sue to bring more.

      A few hours later, Gunner followed me to Taz’s apartment building. Once he was inside for the night, Gunner dropped me at my own building. A high rise just a few blocks from my gym. I’d left my car there but I could get a run in before I start the work day. Make up for tonight.

      I hopped in the elevator just before the doors closed. The tiny blonde didn’t look terrified of my size, but her eyes widened just a tad. She was probably 5’4”, at most, and weighed no more than 120 pounds, a dancer’s body. Compared to my 6’4”, 250-pound frame, she had every right to be scared. But I didn’t want her to feel threatened so I smiled. She returned it. My size might be intimidating but I’ve been told my face is too pretty. This would be the reason she wasn’t shrinking away from me.

      “I’m Chloe Winters,” she offered a hand. I took it and shook.

      “Hollywood,” I offered her the name everyone knows me by. The name given to me in high school when my English teacher forced me to be the main character in a school play in order to pass her class. I leaned near, pressing the button for the top floor. Her eyebrows went a little higher at that too. She was probably wondering how a guy like me could afford to live on the top floor. There were only three condos on the top floor and mine was the largest, mostly facing west so I could see the sunset.

      “Nice name.” I offered her another smile. “We just moved into town,” she offered as we started our slow ascent to the eighth floor.

      “Welcome,” I told her, moving to the side. “I’m going on six years. Pretty quiet building. You’ll like it here.”

      “Yeah, I hope so. Trying to get acclimated. I’m also trying to find a yoga studio but it seems there aren’t any within ten miles.” I would love to be behind her in the yoga studio, I thought. She was facing me but I was confident in assuming she had a great ass. I pulled my wallet out, extracting a business card and extended it to her. She flipped it over. There wasn’t much to it. Business name, logo, location, phone number and website.

      “We have yoga only twice a week. It fills up quick but I’ll squeeze you in.” The elevator jolted to a stop on the eighth floor. The doors slid open and she stepped toward the hall.

      Turning back to face me, she smiled and held the card up. “Thank you. Enjoy your night.”

      When I finally crawled into my bed, the smile of the little angel in the elevator floated around in my tired brain. Her tiny waist and what my hands would look like holding on to her as she rode me. Her full pink lips wrapped around my cock.

      My hand fisted around said member. Sweet dreams, Chloe.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What does she want from me?” Taz asked as we finished our morning jog. He reached out to me at six in the morning, hungover and regretting his decision last night; not remembering much of anything. I laughed in his ear and told him to meet me at the gym. An hour later, our two-mile warmup run was done and it was time to hit the weights for me and the heavy bag for him. A retired MMA fighter with a thin frame, Taz hated picking up a single weight but he kept his muscles taut by continuing to fight- the bag if nothing else.

      “You to teach the kickboxing self-defense class again.” I grinned at him. He rolled his eyes and walked away to get the cleaning wipes. I had told him that last night but along with everything else that happened after Tracy left him, the memory was in the wind.

      “I have a job.” He handed me two wipes and we both wiped down our treadmills.

      “I told her that. And she says you come by every night. She sees everything.”

      “I come to workout,” he groaned, knowing, as I did, that he was going to give in.

      “She’ll tell you that you’ll get a workout in while you teach.” He rolled his eyes, sighed heavily and walked away.
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        * * *

      

      “You clean up so well.” Hazel toyed with the lapels of my suit jacket. I flipped my sunglasses down to cover my eyes. “You aren’t wearing those.” She snatched the glasses off my face faster than a mom catching her toddler from jumping off a countertop. Or am I the only one with a mom that had to do that? Multiple times!

      “The sun is out, Hazel. I will take them off before we get inside the restaurant.” She rolled her eyes at me. “You’ll be there with me!”

      “Fine,” she relented, handing them back. “Don’t make me look bad during this meeting. I’m wearing stilettos and I will stomp your foot under the table. And please tell me you’re driving the new car.”

      “Woman, does it matter? No one will see my car.” She wrapped her fingers around the knot on my tie and tugged. “Okay, yes, I brought the Rolls.” Why she prefers the new Rolls Royce Dawn over one of my classic Chevelles is beyond me. So much muscle and strength in those cars. She prefers “classy”. The thought had my eyes rolling. She tugged harder on my tie. “Woman, I will go in there and tell these guys I don’t want a deal.”

      “You will do no such thing!” She released me and I stood to my full height again, choking on air just for shits and giggles. She glared at me. “Can you behave for one night?” Business meetings bring out the kid in me. My dad used to take me to the office and during meetings I’d sit under a table playing with toy cars. One time, my brother and I tied a man’s laces together. He realized it before standing and we had to apologize and tie them properly. Then we got a lecture from Dad and went home to get a whooping too. I still want to be that kid under the table.

      “Hazel,” Cassie called from my open office doorway. She stood in the hall in her purple employee uniform shirt and yoga pants. “There’s a gentleman here to see you.”

      “I’m off the clock, Cass. Can you handle it? We have a meeting to get to.”

      “I’d rather talk to you,” Taz hollered from the front desk. A smile spread across Hazel’s lips. She knew she’d won.

      Taz only took up about ten minutes of our time. When we arrived at the restaurant, I handed my car off to valet and escorted Hazel inside.

      “I’ll do the talking,” Hazel warned. I smiled down at the woman on my arm. She was wearing a pants jumpsuit or something. Classic black, slim fitting, showing off her shape. There was a white ribbon-type lining along the top bust line. Her hair was flowing in long waves down her back. She was beautiful; I probably looked like a fool in a suit beside her.

      “Well, hello, Miss Winters,” Hazel said loudly, steering me toward a table before even addressing the hostess. I followed along, assuming she knew the people we were meeting with. Hazel is running the show; I’m just paying the bills. “This young lady just moved here and came by this morning to check the place out. Be nice,” she whispered a warning to me. I looked up and my breath caught.

      Chloe was seated with a man a few years older than her. He wasn’t old enough to be her father but she looked mid-20s and he was definitely older than 30. Was he the other half of the ‘we’ she mentioned in the elevator? I hadn’t noticed a ring, but then again I hadn’t looked. I looked now. A huge diamond sat on her finger. She stood, smiling at us. Those legs! I dragged my eyes slowly up her body. Her dress was a short shimmery thing. It hugged her in all the right places. She glowed. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a loose bun with some pieces hanging down. It was a beautiful mess.

      “Hi!” Chloe greeted us, a little quieter than I would have expected, but cheerful. “Thanks for your recommendation.” She glanced around me instead of at me and quickly turned all her attention to Hazel. “This is my husband, Harvey Winters. Honey, this is Hazel. She’s from the gym. And Mr. Hollywood. He recommended the gym.” She was speaking to him but looking down at the table. I dragged my eyes away from her and turned them toward Harvey.

      “Bryan,” I introduced myself, reaching out to shake his hand. There was some hesitation from him before he extended his hand. He was a smart man.

      “Harvey,” he offered. He grimaced at the amount of pressure I put on his hand. It was slight and he recovered quickly but it was there. His voice was deep, he could probably take charge of a room but his presence wasn’t big enough. Maybe that’s why he made sure to get such a hot wife. He’s like the professor who seduced his student, I surmised.

      “Well, if you decide to join the gym, we do offer family packages.” Hazel tugged on my elbow. “If you’ll excuse us, we have a business meeting.” Out of earshot, she hissed, “Bring the testosterone level down a few notches.” I raised my perfectly shaped brows at her. “Did you get your brows waxed today?” I smiled and nodded. A mani-pedi and a wax. I like to look good. She rolled her eyes and groaned.

      “We have a meeting. You had your preparations and I had mine,” I teased. I had a biweekly appointment to get my brows shaped, Hazel was well aware of this.

      “Pretty people,” she mumbled. She was one of the prettiest women I knew, but I left her comment alone. “Remember, I do all the talking.” She could have let me stay in the office or go to the bar, especially if she was planning to do all the talking anyway.

      When we arrived at our table, we made quick work of introductions. I, thankfully, was seated in a position where I could see Chloe. She was engaged in conversation but the smile that she had when we were there, was gone.

      “Mr. Pasquale, we’d like to purchase your gym,” one of the clowns in suits across from me said. My eyes bulged. That wasn’t happening. I swore Hazel told me this meeting was because they wanted to see about becoming partners and maybe franchising.

      The gym was my life! It was my saving grace after Dad died and Mom ran off. It was my therapy when my stupid ass brother overdosed on cocaine. It was where I went when I found out how crazy my last girlfriend was. It’s where I met the last five notches on my headboard. No way in Hell was I selling.

      “It was nice meeting you fellas, but my business is not for sale.” I started to stand.

      “Hear us out, Mr. Pasquale,” the same clown said. I froze and looked down at him.

      “Gentlemen, this is not what I was told.” Hazel stood as well. “Good luck and good day.” She wrapped her hand in the crook of my arm and turned to steer me away.

      “Mr. Pasquale, our boss has offered a very generous price.” The other clown now stood in front of me. He was a short, portly little fuck and I was ready to punch him into next week, but Hazel grabbed the card he was holding and we both looked down at it. One side said Wonderland in a blocky script, which was tacky for a business card. There was a number underneath. She flipped the card and the numbers on the back made me want to laugh.

      What I spent the first year of inheriting money from my father’s death was three times the number on that paper. I couldn’t even buy the car I drove tonight with that type of money. Instead of laughing, my blood began to boil. These men were a joke.

      “Excuse us,” Hazel purred, slipping the card into the breast pocket of Portly’s jacket. “Feel free to come by the gym when you want a workout. We’ll give you a week free.” She wiggled her fingers in a silly little wave and moved to step around him.

      “Our boss will not be pleased.”

      I spun on my heels, not caring if I was making a scene. His tone made it sound like a threat. “Tell your boss to go fuck himself,” I suggested. Portly bristled. I looked at Hazel, “I need a fucking drink.”

      “Look at you, Mr. Fancy,” Sue greeted us as we entered the bar. “And this beautiful little lady on your arm. A few steps up from the usual people you’re with.” She winked and smiled.

      “Two beers, please.” I kept my arm on Hazel’s waist, letting all the men in the bar know she wasn’t available. No one had to know she wasn’t mine; her husband knew I would always take care of her. We strolled over to an empty table.

      “Not what the email said at all,” Hazel started. She’d said the same thing on the drive over.

      “It’s fine,” I repeated, as I had in the car. “I’ll unwind with a beer and then we’ll go home.” She nodded. We didn’t bother with idle chit chat. Hazel knew I needed to just sit and be still. “That was the biggest fucking joke ever.” I finally spoke after half my beer was gone.

      “I wonder who their boss is,” she stated. I wondered the same thing. Someone who thinks my gym isn’t worth much, or doesn’t do their homework before setting up meetings. Partnering with someone may have been an option. Maybe someone could have brought something to the table but outright selling… that shit will never happen.

      “How long have you been in communication with them?” I asked her.

      “It came over late last night. Probably around 11 or so.” She took a swig of her beer. “They sounded much more professional than they looked. The asshats.”

      I thought it was just me that noticed they looked like asshats. I figured I was being a snob, wondering why their suits were so ill-fitted. Then again, their boss clearly didn’t have much money to throw around, they probably bought off the rack. “Let’s find out who he is and buy his company instead.”

      The elevator ride up to my condo was uncomfortable as fuck. Chloe and her husband were the other two passengers. He kept a tight grip on her waist; she kept her gaze down.

      “How was dinner?” I asked, just to be neighborly.

      “Nice enough place. They could learn how to properly cook duck though. It was a little tough,” he replied, a little arrogantly.  I made a mental note to tell Mac that this pompous asshole didn’t like his dinner.

      “Since you guys are new to town, I could come up with a list of recommendations for you to try.”

      “No. Thanks.” His reply was curt and I wanted to punch him. I don’t really have a reason to hate this man but something about him just made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Maybe I’m just still upset about that joke of a meeting.

      A few agonizing seconds later the elevator stopped on their floor. “I’m on the top floor, if you ever need anything,” I gloated. “Number 1.” His eyes widened for a second but he recovered quickly; he knew how big number one was. “Nice seeing you again, Miss Chloe. I hope you decide to join the gym.” She didn’t look back or reply as she exited. I didn’t expect her to; Harvey made it clear she isn’t allowed to speak to me. I watched her ass in her tiny dress as the door slid shut.

      I really should have brought home company tonight.
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      A fresh start was always nice. The condo wasn’t much bigger than our last place, but it had more natural light. I also liked that we weren’t on the first floor of the tall building. I would be able to rise with the sun and, once I was done with working out, wind down with meditation. The kitchen was a little bigger, not that it made much difference to me. I was a passable cook at best and Harvey only came into the kitchen to get a drink. The only thing the building didn’t have was a gym.

      That was a problem for me. I worked out frequently and had spent a whole day researching different gyms in the area for potential leads. I met with a woman this morning after the hot neighbor recommended one. It was practically perfect! They even had their own yoga studio. When I’d broached the subject with Harvey about a promising one nearby, he’d set to work researching it. He mentioned not being too happy with the area. Absolutely stupid, in my opinion. Cascade was an upscale beach town – he just liked to throw his weight around. It was overkill, but I wouldn’t argue. That was something that wasn’t tolerated in the home.

      Harvey picked my dress for dinner – so much for a romantic evening. We must be seeing some of his associates; that was usually the reason for the skanky outfit. It shimmered in the light with every step I took, making it impossible to blend. He liked when attention was called to my appearance; it made him feel powerful to have a good-looking woman on his arm. Yet another reason a gym was a solid idea.

      I kept my hands folded in my lap on the drive to the restaurant; no talking in the car before a business meeting. I wasn’t sure what this one was about, but he’d made it clear that it was one. That meant silence. Talking could distract him from obtaining whatever it was he wanted. Harvey always got what he wanted.

      I tried not to fidget with the obscenely low cut in my dress. I hated it. The plunging neckline barely kept me decent and if I wasn’t careful, the hem of the dress crept very high up my thighs. The urge to frown at my husband was intense, but that would just make him mad before the meeting. That wouldn’t bode well for me once we got home.

      After letting Harvey open my door and help me from the car, I stayed a few steps behind him. He liked to enter a room first. He would always remind me that behind every good man was a good woman. My place was behind him. I kept my eyes cast downward, trying not to make eye contact with anyone as Harvey flirted with the hostess showing us to the table.

      Harvey nodded to his associates. They were the front men for any business deal he wanted to arrange, choosing not to get his hands dirty himself. They stared at us from their table across the room. Their stares bordered on lecherous, but I knew they wouldn’t make any comments when they finally came over. They feared Harvey’s retribution almost as much as I did. I just wanted this dinner to be over.

      I waited for Harvey to pull my chair out before sitting. It was bad manners to sit before your husband was ready. I was thankful my back was to his thugs. I didn’t need to see what poor sap they were going to try and intimidate. He smiled at the waitress who took our drink orders. I held back the cringe when he ordered bourbon for himself and sparkling water for me. This was going to be a long night.

      The woman I met at the gym, Hazel, entered the restaurant with a big man on her arm. She was imposing at the gym but seeing her now I can’t imagine how I was even able to hold a conversation with her. She was absolutely stunning. Or she would be, if she wasn’t overshadowed by the hunk she walked in with.

      The same hunk I’d met in the elevator of our new building. Silently, I prayed they wouldn’t notice us. I never mentioned meeting the man last night in the elevator to Harvey. I didn’t think all of our paths would ever cross. The woman saw me first and I stood, not wanting to be rude. She whispered something to Hollywood before they reached us, and I saw Harvey stiffen from the corner of my eye. I’d pay for this indiscretion later.

      After they left to find their table, Harvey’s hand went to my knee. He squeezed tightly and I struggled to maintain composure. He was pissed.

      “We’re going to need to talk about this at home, Mrs. Winters.” He was smiling as he whispered to me, but I was shaking inside. I made so many mistakes today. I nodded and kept my eyes focused on the linen tablecloth. Maybe if I was good enough throughout the rest of dinner, he might forget.

      I always wanted to believe there was good in everyone. That Harvey really did love me rather than own me. I was an optimist at heart. The guys came back rather quick from the meeting and I chanced a glance up at them. They were hesitant in what they said to Harvey but the meaning was clear: it had been an absolute no on whatever his business meeting was about. My husband’s fist clenched around his third bourbon. Keeping my breathing even, I kept my presence as subdued as possible. The less he noticed me the better.

      Harvey took another drink and my body shuddered, but I couldn’t look at him. Eye contact was an absolute no when he was angry, even in a public place. I glanced up at the men still standing in front of our table; they both looked uncomfortable. They knew what he was like. They knew what that meant. We all did.
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        * * *

      

      Pain exploded in my cheek as his knuckles connected; the momentum knocking me to the ground. I didn’t try to get up. If I just stayed down, maybe he would get bored or pass out. Sometimes I got lucky. Tonight wasn’t going to be one of those nights. His foot connected with my ribs, forcing my body to slide across the wood floor of our kitchen. Even my yell was weak; I prayed I’d just pass out so the pain would go away.

      “What have I told you about talking to other men?” He snarled; his footsteps falling so heavily they reverberated through my body. I stayed in the fetal position next to the counter. I’d never told Harvey that it was the man I met first in the elevator. That was my mistake; I should have known better.

      “I’m sorry,” my voice was shaky, but I didn’t bother to hide it. The more pathetic I sounded, the happier he would be with me. Maybe if I showed remorse he’d stop. He crouched over me and I flinched as he gripped my hair in his hand.

      “You’re out acting like a whore while I’m fucking slaving away to keep your ass in such a nice place?” His tone was menacing; I’d really pissed him off this time. He jerked his hand, forcing my head back. Craning my neck to face him increased the pain, but I kept my eyes averted. If I looked him in the eyes when he was this furious, he would think I was challenging him. I didn’t think I’d survive the night if that happened.

      “I swear, I only met him on the elevator.” Pleading with him rarely worked, but my vision was going blurry from the pain. He pulled his hand back and slapped me, letting go of my hair at the same time. My head smacked against the floor and all I saw was black for a few seconds. At least that was a bruise that wouldn’t be hard to hide.

      “You should have taken the stairs,” he spat at me. He walked back to his spot by the sink, taking a long swig from his glass. More bourbon. I hated the smell. Any amount of alcohol always put him in bad moods, but hard liquor was the worst. Not that he was a joy to be around sober, but at least during those times he didn’t hit me. Well, not as much.

      He drained the glass before studying it. It was one of the nicer ones; cut glass and heavy. Without warning, he slammed it on the ground. Glass shattered and I covered my face. I felt small shards digging into my exposed legs. Yoga pants for the next week for sure. I pushed myself to my knees and started picking up the pieces, keeping my head bowed.

      “I’m sorry, sir.” Keeping my tone meek, I ignored the sharp slices cutting into my fingers as I picked them up. I ignored the wet feeling on my palms; one of them had sliced deeper than I’d realized. No complaining. That would only make him angrier.

      “Look at this mess.” His feet came into view, but I didn’t look up. I kept picking up glass, trying to ignore the drops of blood settling on the floor. Mentally assessing my damage; nothing would require stitches this time around. Just a few band aids for good measure. “Hurry up and get your ass into the bedroom. Clean yourself up before you get into bed.” My hands hesitated as I reached for a large piece of glass. If he saw them trembling, he didn’t say anything. He walked away and I hugged my arms around my waist.

      I hated sex with him but, it was worse when he’d been drinking. He’d use my body until he was spent, not caring that I was injured or crying. That my face would turn away in revulsion as he thrust into me aggressively; it was a punishment fuck and he liked to make sure I knew it.

      Nausea was starting to set in and I squeezed my eyes shut. I just needed to close my eyes and pretend I was somewhere else. Like always.
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        * * *

      

      My body ached. I took a deep breath but didn’t feel a clicking; he didn’t break a rib last night. He was stroking my hair and it took all my energy not to recoil. I opened my eyes slowly and smiled at him. Gone was the monster from last night. In its place, just the asshole I married.

      “Did you sleep well?” He sounded so considerate, like he hadn’t spent most of the night in a drunken rage. That I hadn’t spent the rest of the night crying well after he’d passed out. Instead, I just nodded. My words were never needed here. He kissed my forehead and it took everything I had not to gag. “I have to go to work, but we can talk after I get home. Make sure dinner is ready.” He pushed himself out of bed and walked out. He was already dressed.

      I waited for the front door to close before I struggled to my feet. I rushed, as much as my body would allow, to the bathroom and heaved into the toilet. Anything that was in there from dinner was now getting washed away. Tears streamed down my cheeks as I huddled next to the bathtub. This wasn’t how I pictured marriage.

      I was barely twenty when I met him. It sounded so typical. I was practically homeless after being on my own since I was sixteen. Dad left when I was a toddler, Mama had a revolving door of men coming in and out. She married the worst one. One who thought it was okay to perv out on me when he thought I was asleep. My body shuddered when I remembered how he tried to force himself on me. Mama didn’t believe me when she came home and he had a fat lip. The bruises on my arms obviously didn’t mean a damn thing. I ran right after that.

      Two years couch surfing and I was on my own after graduation again. I’d love to say I’d been strong enough to maintain a solid GPA but, the truth of the matter was that I had barely scraped together the credits necessary to graduate. No one believed me. At least I had friends with sympathetic parents, but I remember those whispers that maybe I was just troubled. Two states over and I was working a few jobs but still living in my car.

      I’d met Harvey at one of my many odd jobs. He was so charming; so sophisticated. He was everything I should have wanted and he noticed me. I dated him for two years, seduced by the fact that he took care of me. He made me feel safe while we were dating. I never had to sleep in my car again. I was even able to go to the local community college and discovered my love for yoga. The peace meditation brought me was surreal. I felt like my life was finally falling into place when Harvey proposed.

      He didn’t hit me until our honeymoon. I don’t remember the transgression, but he told me I’d brought it on myself. He was a different man that night; someone far worse than my stepfather. The abuse only got worse after that. Harvey was usually very careful not to strike me in the face before a work function, but there were other ways to punish me. He took a lot of joy in those. As the years dragged on, it only got worse.

      I pushed myself to my feet and hobbled to my makeup drawer. After opening it, I reached underneath to find my stash of birth control. If he ever found my pills, I knew he would send me to the hospital. Harvey wanted a son. He told me it was my duty as his wife to give him one. So far, he hasn’t figured out why I haven’t gotten pregnant. Not even a scare. He monitored my ovulation cycles closely; he’s getting frustrated.

      No way in hell was I going to bear a child for that monster.

      I’d called for help once; an anonymous hotline for domestic abuse. They almost gave me the courage to run. Almost. I knew if I ran though, he’d find me. That might be the time he went too far. I wasn’t ready to risk it. I prayed that someday I would get there. I prayed every night after he’d pass out that something would change. That I could find someone who could help me. So far, there’d been no one.

      Last night, seeing Hollywood come into the restaurant, I knew my night was screwed. Harvey hated men that he didn’t know talking to me. Actually, he even hated men he did know talking to me. Adding to that, he hasn’t been in the best of moods since the move.

      After meeting him in the elevator, I had hoped Hollywood and Harvey would never meet. I knew Harvey would be threatened by him. Hollywood looked like a fucking dream. I just hadn’t expected him to show up to the restaurant and introduce himself. It was stupid looking back, but I was low-key ashamed that he saw me in a dress Harvey had picked. That usually meant showing off as much of my skin as he could get away with. He then liked to get mad that someone would stare a little too long or compliment me a little too much. He would use that as an opportunity to break me down; it was my fault for allowing them to think it was okay to linger.

      Harvey would remind me that a married woman was to always be polite but should be just a tad unapproachable regardless of her outfit. If I didn’t want the attention, I would discourage it with a slight coldness in my answers. It was a no-win situation; if I was rude to someone he knew, I would be punished. If I kept a conversation going, smiled too much or heaven forbid, laughed too often, I was punished.

      I knew I should workout, but the pain was making it hard to justify that. One day without it wouldn’t kill me. Besides, with how sore I was, it would be easy for Harvey to assume that I had worked out after he’d left. He never admitted that he was the cause for all the bruises and sprains. It was my own fault, after all was said and done. If I would just follow his rules, I wouldn’t get hurt. He was helping me.

      I used optimism to make it through days like today. Securing my birth control under the drawer, I started pulling out an array of foundations and concealers. I can’t say that when we first met I knew how to use anything other than lip gloss and mascara but, after that first year with Harvey, I was basically a pro. I didn’t think we’d be going anywhere, but leaving the bruises for him to see would only make him want to drink. That wouldn’t be good for me.

      Being gentle around my cheek, I started blending the various shades together to try and diminish the evidence from last night. I winced every now and again as the brush passed over the bruise. I always hoped he would go back to the guy he was when we first started dating. It was becoming apparent that maybe that man never existed. I didn’t like to think like that. I thought I loved him, but it might have been more that I loved the idea of him.

      The idea that there was a man out there that was different than my step-father. I wasn’t so jaded to think that all men forced themselves on a woman or that they talked with only their fists, but that seemed like the only kind I attracted. It was a disheartening realization.
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      I peeled the leggy brunette off me. Fuck, she gave off some serious body heat. But that thing she did with her tongue… Standing over the bed, I looked down at her bare ass. Cute. I reached out to smack it, cupping it as I did so.

      “Mmm,” she moaned, turning over and showing off her tiny tits. Combine the two and you barely had a handful.

      My phone rang. I groaned and readjusted my dick as I stormed off to answer it.

      “Hi, boss!” Hawk called out after my mumbled hello. “Cass is a no show for yoga. Class is about full already, most of them are stretching. A cute little blonde offered to help. I told her to go ahead.”

      “I’m on my way.” I hung up and turned back to the woman in my bed. So much for getting morning head.

      I looked at the long legs spread out in my bed. Fuck it, someone was already covering the class. A quickie and a shower wouldn’t hurt.

      “Call me sometime,” she said before kissing me. Yep, that I’d be sure to do. I stepped off the elevator and made my way to the underground garage.

      Harvey was steps ahead of me, having gotten off the elevator closest to the garage. I watched as he strolled to his car, looking like a man who ran the world. I had to hold in my laughter when he approached a lemon-yellow Porsche. Not even top of the line Porsche; just a basic Porsche. The ego in me made me unlock the Rolls Royce Dawn. When I had the door open, I called out, “Good morning, Harvey!”

      He looked my way and his eyes went wide. I smirked and slipped my sunglasses down on my face. He may have mumbled a hello, I’m not sure. His mouth moved but the sound didn’t carry. I put my hand up in a wave. Still nothing. I didn’t really want to be nice to him, I don’t like him. His wife, on the other hand, I’d love to get to know!

      I didn’t want to drive the Dawn but I wanted him to know that my toys were bigger and better. Climbing into the vehicle, I eyed him as I started the engine. I haven’t seen Chloe since the night we ran into each other in the restaurant a week ago. Hazel told me she showed up to officially sign up for a trial membership. I wondered if she would be at this disastrous yoga class I was headed to. Does she drive a nicer car than he does? I let Harvey drive out of the garage first. What did Chloe see in him?

      “She’s doing a really good job.” Hawk stood behind the reception desk, folding towels. I didn’t pause to talk, just stalked toward the yoga room. Hawk joined me. We met a few years ago at a car meet. He was with a friend of Taz and we struck up a conversation about weightlifting. “It’s like she’s a pro,” he complimented. I glanced his way. The smile on his face was wide. “She’s really cute too.”

      “Have you reached out to Cassie?” I asked as we rounded the corner.

      “No answer.”

      I stopped just outside the entryway of the yoga studio. The class was full, as usual. No one had decided to leave just because there was a new instructor. They were all in a dancers’ pose, holding their leg up with their hand, some leaning forward, some probably as stretched as they could be.

      “Excellent.” The voice from the front of the class drew my attention. It was soft and calm. “Hands at the heart and take in a breath. We’re going to reset before doing the same thing on the other side.” Chloe took my breath away. She stood there in a pair of gray yoga pants and a matching sports bra with a white tank top over it. I stood like a stalker as she led the class into the same pose on the other leg. She glanced my way and I smiled, offering her a simple head nod of acceptance before walking away. If I continued watching, I’d have to go knock one out in the showers and that didn’t appeal to me.

      “Call Cassie again,” I demanded as I stormed to my office. “When is your next client
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