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Chapter One

 


“Jesus, man, could you have picked a better
place to eat?” Caden asked. He looked around the room. The walls
were a dingy tan, and he didn’t know if that was the color or if
they hadn’t been washed in a decade.

Macy laughed. “Yeah. Probably. But I like
the atmosphere.”

Caden rolled his eyes, picked up a menu, and
tried not to cringe at something sticky on the plastic. He reminded
himself he’d eaten slop, MREs (Meal Ready to Eat when he was in the
military), and even bugs when he’d been desperate.

“What can I get you today?”

Caden looked up at the waitress. He
immediately suspected something was off. She was attractive, but he
just knew she could be beautiful. She wore makeup caked on, and he
wondered if she was trying to hide something or just didn’t know
how to put it on. He had no idea how long her hair was because
she’d tied it into a tight bun. The color was dark and red, and he
was curious to see if it was dyed and what it would look like
down.

She wore a waitress uniform, but it was at
least two sizes too big for her small frame.

His curiosity started to grow. He hadn’t
realized he’d been staring until he heard a snort from Macy.

He caught the discomfort in the woman’s eyes
that she tried to hide.

“I’m sorry, Miss,” he said. “What do you
recommend?”

She looked surprised. “The BLT sandwich is
good for lunch. If you want dinner, I’d recommend the
meatloaf.”

“Good. Thank you. I’ll take the
meatloaf.”

She nodded and wrote it down before she
turned to Macy and took his order. They both asked for coffee
before she scurried off.

“What do you make of that?” Caden asked.

“What? The fact that she’s making herself
look drab? It’s interesting. She didn’t like your attention but
tried to hide it. I think we pick up on the little things like body
language because we’re Dom’s.”

Caden nodded. “You’re right about that.”

“What are you going to do?” Macy asked.

“What do you mean?”

Macy snorted. “Are you going to find out
what’s going on with her?”

“Not right now. We just opened the club, and
we’re so busy.”

“I’m in the same boat as you, man, and I
have Cat. It works. You just figure out what works for you, and
it’s not like you’re running the club by yourself.”

Caden grinned. “That’s true. Having four
guys own the place keeps us from having to spend all our time
there.”

“Here’s your coffee. I’ll bring out your
food in a bit.”

“Thank you.” He stared at her as she walked
off to take care of another table. She seemed to be a nice person,
but she never smiled, and she looked pale and very tired.

“I’d like to know her story,” Macy said.

Caden nodded. He was getting to the point
that he’d need to know, or it would drive him crazy. They finished
their meals and stood to pay the bill. He looked around for their
waitress but couldn’t find her.

He stopped another waitress and looked at
her name tag. “Connie, do you know where our waitress went?” He was
frustrated because his waitress hadn’t been wearing a name tag, so
he had no idea what her name was.

The woman sighed. “Probably one of her other
jobs.”

“She has more than one?”

“Yes. Because she has to take care of
herself and her brother.”

He detected the anger in her tone. “You
don’t like him?”

“No. He’s a lazy, abusive bastard.”

“They live together?” Caden asked.

“Yes. He won’t let her move out because she
takes care of everything. To my knowledge, the man hasn’t had a job
besides selling pot in his life.”

“Why is she putting up with it?” Macy asked.
“Is the brother a minor?”

Connie snorted. “No, he turned nineteen not
long ago. Their mother died over four years ago, and since Bella
was eighteen, she was able to take in her brother so he didn’t have
to go into foster care. He was fifteen at the time. She’s been
working several jobs to support them.”

Bella. That was her name. It suited her.
“That would make her about twenty-one?” Caden asked.

“She just turned twenty-two a week ago,”
Connie said. “That girl will die from exhaustion if she doesn’t get
rid of her brother.”

Caden hated the thought of never knowing
Bella.

“Your check is at the cash register. I’ll
help you.”

“Thank you.” Caden and Macy followed the
woman, paid, and found themselves out on the sidewalk in front of
the diner.

“What do you want to do?” Macy asked.

“Find out more about her.”

“How are you going to find out anything? The
waitress shut up when you asked her about the other places Bella
worked and lived. They won’t tell you anything. I doubt she’ll open
up to you if you see her again.”

Caden nodded. She was definitely closed off.
“I’ll think of something.”

Macy nodded and walked toward his truck.

Caden would find her. His curiosity was
beyond reason, and he knew he’d just obsess about it until he had
all his questions answered.


Chapter Two

 


Bella dragged herself into her apartment to
see her brother and a few of his scuzzy friends sitting around the
living room. There were cans, candy wrappers, and empty chip bags
everywhere. There was garbage all over the floor, and she’d just
vacuumed the night before, or rather at midnight because it was the
only chance she had.

“Yo, sis, did you bring me a beer?” Randy
asked without taking his gaze off the game they were watching.

It was times like this that made her want to
scream to grow the hell up and find his own place. The damage he
was doing to the apartment would come out of her pocket if they
moved.

Her brother, Randy, was turning into a
horrible human being, and she didn’t know what to do. Things were
getting worse because she suspected he was doing drugs, more than
just pot. She knew it wasn’t all her fault, but she still blamed
herself. She’d taken over raising him when their mother died in an
accident. He’d been a brat before but never abusive, and it just
got worse every day.

“No. I didn’t have time,” she said.

His head swung her way, and his eyes
narrowed. “You have time now.”

She sighed. “I’m tired, Randy. I’ve been up
since five this morning and worked all day.”

“Yeah, so?”

Anger shot through her. “Maybe if you get a
job and start growing up, you can get your own place and do
whatever you want.”

He stood abruptly, and she knew she had made
a mistake when she was able to see that his pupils were huge from
some drug he had taken. He slammed her up against the wall and
pressed a hand to her neck, pinning her to the sheetrock. He leaned
in until his mouth was close to her ear.

Her hands came up to grip his and tried to
push it away so she could breathe.

“Now, why in the fuck would I do that when
I’ve got a cunt of a sister that’s willing to do it all?”

Bella wanted to say she had to because no
one else was, but she didn’t want to push him further. She knew her
brother had always been lazy, but as time passed, he became more
violent, leaving several bruises on her body from hitting, kicking,
or throwing something at her. He also never used to talk to her
like he was.

“What’s happened to you?” she whispered.
“Where the hell did my brother go?”

He grunted. “Stop being dramatic,” he
growled.

She tried to push him away, but it was
impossible. “Let me go.”

“You don’t tell me what to do, bitch. You do
what I tell you to do.”

The situation was getting out of control.
Hell, her life was out of control, and she didn’t see a way out
unless she fled. She’d been saving up for months, but it was taking
longer than she thought.

Her own eyes narrowed. “Don’t push me too
far.”

“Or what?” he asked with a smirk.

“I’ll call the cops and have you thrown
out.”

He laughed. “I’m technically a tenant, so
you have to go through the courts to get me thrown out or evicted.
It takes months.”

She knew she didn’t have months.

She cried out when Randy yanked her purse
from her shoulder.

“What are you doing? Give me that back.”

He pushed her away when she reached for it
before dumping the contents of her purse on the floor. It scattered
everywhere.

“I need money,” he said, going through the
pile on the floor. “If you had brought home beer like I told you
to, this wouldn’t be happening.”

She continued to fight to get her purse
until he pushed her hard, making her fall and her forehead bash
against the corner of the table. Blood immediately started gushing
out. She pressed her hands over the gash but could feel the blood
flow between her fingers, wetting her face and sliding down her
neck.

“Fucking cunt. You can’t do anything right,”
Randy said. He looked down on her with his hands full of her money
and a hideous sneer on his face.

He turned to his friends. “Let’s get out of
here. She’s got a few hundred, so we can party.”

The other men stood. Two of them were
laughing as they looked down at her, and another looked angry about
the situation but didn’t do anything.

Her brother kicked her one more time on the
hip, making her cry out as they walked out of the apartment. She
tried to stand, but the blood covering her face, the exhaustion,
and the pain radiating through her made it nearly impossible. After
a struggle, she finally got to her feet and walked into the
bathroom.

The first look she got of herself made her
angry. How did she let this happen? She grabbed a cloth and pressed
it to the gash on her head, where the blood still seeped out. It
wasn’t a big cut, but it was swollen and bleeding, and of course, a
head wound will always bleed more.

It took five minutes to stop the blood, and
then she stripped off her clothing, threw her shirt away because of
all the blood, and stepped into the shower. She hadn’t wanted to
wash her hair, but there was quite a bit of blood on it, so she had
to.

After she scrubbed her body and hair
quickly, she checked the wound to see it started to bleed a bit, so
she pressed on it until it stopped again and then put on a
Band-Aid. The kick he’d given her in the ribs was already starting
to bruise. Her whole body was covered with them, and it was all
because of her brother.

She blow-dried her hair and slipped into a
pair of old gym shorts and a t-shirt. She didn’t glance at the
bloodstained carpet as she passed on her way to pick up her purse
and a glass of water.

Bella closed and locked her bedroom door.
She never felt safe in her home because of all the people her
brother brought with him. None of them looked like decent human
beings.

Bella put the things she picked up on her
mattress before opening the zippered compartment inside. It was
partially hidden, so it was hard to see if you didn’t know it was
there.

She pulled out the money she’d made at her
different jobs. She always kept some in her wallet because her
brother would look for it, and she learned from experience that if
there was nothing there, he’d come down on her.

She also kept two different boxes of saved
money. The one her brother could find had several hundred, while
the one she had hidden under the floorboard held the thousands
she’d saved. She divided up the money and put a hundred in the box
her brother could find and the other in her hidden safe.

When she opened the closet door, she knew
her brother had been in it because her clothing was messed up. Her
heart felt like it would beat out of her chest as she looked to see
if he’d gotten into her hidden safe. The floorboards looked fine,
so she went into the box she kept at the back on the closet shelf.
She wasn’t surprised that it was empty, but she was still
devastated her brother could do this to her.

She set the ghost money in it and found
another place to hide it so Randy didn’t get suspicious, which he
would if she kept putting the box back where she knew he’d found
it.

She took most of the money and a screwdriver
into the closet and knelt in the back. She pried the board up and
pulled out the safe. After adding the money, she carefully laid it
back in the cubbyhole and reset the board. Even though she didn’t
think her brother had it in him to figure it out, she took a minute
to blow any slivers of wood away from the board.

With a second look, she moved out of the
closet. She groaned when she looked at the clock to find it was two
in the morning, and she had to be at the diner in four hours.

God, she couldn’t take much more of this.
She had to find a way to leave Randy without him knowing. She
decided to start bringing a few outfits with her in her backpack to
the diner. She bet the owner and cook, Donny, would let her keep a
box in his office. He had commented a few times that she should
leave her brother, but that was easier said than done.

After packing her things for the morning,
she moved the bed in front of her bedroom door to keep out anyone
who tried to get in. It had happened more than once. They couldn’t
get through the windows because she rigged a pole to keep them shut
so they’d have to break the glass. By the time they’d done that,
she surmised she would have the police on the phone and a sharp
knife she kept on her nightstand in her hand. She wouldn’t hesitate
to cut someone if they were trying to hurt her.

She lay down and closed her eyes. She
ignored the headache that her fall had caused and thought of all
the choices she had. Her car was old but ran well, so she would be
able to take it. Fortunately, her brother had a motorcycle, so he
never tried to take her car. It would be too small for him, his
long body into it, anyway.

Her last thought was she had to move up the
time of her escape because her brother could have killed her a few
times. It wasn’t deliberate, but the next time, she might not be
that lucky. His violence was getting worse every day. She didn’t
think he’d intentionally kill her because she was his money-maker
and cleaned the house.

“God, Mama,” she whispered. “I know you
wanted me to take care of him, but
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