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Chapter One

 


Cole grinned at the punk in front of him.
This guy thought he could intimidate or insult him because he sat
in a wheelchair? He had no idea he was messing with someone who
could kill him with his bare hands in twenty different ways.

“Dude, you don’t have a leg. You can’t swim
with only one leg. You need to get out of here because you’re
taking up too much space.”

“Have you ever seen me swim?” Cole
asked.

“No. But I’ve seen cripples try before, and
we end up saving their asses from drowning.”

Cole’s eyes widened when a small woman in a
blue one-piece suit smoothly pulled herself from the water behind
the kid and came at him with murder in her eyes.

This will be interesting.

The girl spun the guy around. “Yo, Bobby,
that shit don’t fly with me. This is the last time you screw up,
fucker.”

Then she proceeded to knee the guy in the
balls, making Cole and all the other guys watching cringe. With her
right fist, she punched him in the jaw, sending the kid into the
pool.

Bobby surfaced and sputtered out the water
in his mouth. “Jade, come on. I was just helping the cripple
out.”

Jade took a step toward the pool. “You’re a
fucking idiot. Get the fuck out of here, and I’m warning you, if
you come back, I’ll kick your ass.”

Cole bit his lip to keep from laughing. The
woman was maybe two or three inches over five feet and even wet,
she barely made it to a hundred pounds, taking on a guy who was
five-eleven and one hundred and sixty pounds.

“Fuck!” Bobby walked to the stairs and
climbed out. The guy scowled at the girl. All she did was take a
step toward him, and the guy turned and ran. Cole hadn’t seen the
expression on her face because her back was turned to him, but it
must have been terrifying to make the guy race out of there.

She turned back. “Sorry, dude. The guy is a
prick.”

“How about we stop the cursing?”

Her mouth dropped open and then slammed shut
before she nodded.

“Good girl. Thank you for coming, but people
like him don’t bother me.”

“He bothers me,” she said. “Well, I gotta
go. See ya.”

She hadn’t gotten two steps away.

“Stop,” he said, which she did immediately
and then turned toward him. “Come here, please.”

She walked back and stood in front of him.
As she watched him nervously, she picked at her fingernail with her
teeth.

“Stop doing that.” He almost smiled when her
hand dropped to her side. “What’s your name?”

“Jade.”

“My name is Cole. It’s nice to meet
you.”

“It’s nice to meet you.”

“How old are you?” he asked.

“Twenty-two.”

“Are you dating anyone right now?”

Her brows snapped together in confusion.
“Dating?”

“Yeah, like when a man and woman are in a
relationship.”

“Like with each other?”

Goddamn, she was fun. “Yes.”

“No.”

“Would you go out to dinner with me?”

Her eyes widened. “Like in real life?”

He sputtered out a laugh. “Yes, baby.”

After she studied him for a moment, her face
got sad and she shook her head. “No.”

“Why? Is it because I’m in a chair?”

She looked confused and then glanced down.
“What about the chair?”

“Some people don’t like being with people
with a handicap.”

She snorted. “No. It has nothing to do with
that. People are stupid.”

“Then why?”

“Because you’re here.” She raised her hand
over her head. “And I’m here.” She lowered it until it was at her
thighs.

“You think I’m better than you?” he
asked.

“You’re everything.”

Cole smiled. “I think you’re pretty
special.”

She shook her head. “No, I’m retarded.”

He scowled. “I don’t want to hear that word
from your mouth again.”

She shrugged. “It’s true. My parents used to
say it all the time.”

“Just because you have a learning
disability—”

“That’s not it. I have a higher-than-average
I.Q. It’s that I’m strange. It’s because I don’t act like other
women my age.”

“That’s pure bullshit.”

Her eyes widened when he growled.

Jade nodded. “It’s true. I’m different.”

“What you are is special,” he said.

She shook her head. “You won’t like me, so I
don’t want to go to dinner. Stay safe.”

“Jad—” He watched her dive into the pool,
swim underwater to the other side, lift herself out of the water,
and then run into the girls’ locker room.

He stared at the door for a moment. “This is
not finished, baby. I can promise you that.”

Cole turned and wheeled out of the room. He
had an appointment, and he was already late.


Chapter Two

 


Jade peeked around the corner and watched
Cole leave. More than anything, she wanted to run and jump into his
lap, but she knew she’d just embarrass herself.

The guy was a stranger, and she didn’t
understand the responses she felt. There had never been a time in
her life when she was attracted to a man. Now that she was, she
picked someone so out of her league that it was pathetic.

After a quick shower, she dressed and
grabbed her bag. Her thoughts swirled in her head as she walked the
three blocks to her apartment building. Cole was by far the most
handsome man she’d ever seen, and she would never forget his
face.

Jade locked herself in and threw her bag to
the side. She hadn’t eaten since that morning, and that had been a
stale donut and apple at the center. It was typical. She didn’t
make a lot of money, and most of it went to the rent every month.
She spent a little bit more on her place because of the location,
but it had either been this place that was a few blocks from work
or the one that was a hundred dollars cheaper but eleven blocks
away.

It was a no-brainer. She learned how to find
food and shower at the center, so it kept her bills down. She used
one lamp, and the lightbulb was an energy saver. She didn’t bake or
cook like she wanted because it took electricity, so she heated a
bowl of soup or ramen noodles in the microwave for one minute.

Jade barely spent twenty dollars a month on
the utilities. She’d even brought a gallon of water home with her a
few times a week, which helped with brushing her teeth, washing her
clothes in the sink, and her meal. She was coming up with more and
more ways to save because the life she had was better than a life
on the street.

She set her noodles on the table in front of
the sofa. All her furniture she found in dumpsters, except the
mattress, which was given to her by a neighbor who was moving out
of the building—was a godsend.

The mail sat on the counter, and she knew
she couldn’t put it off. It had been sitting there for a few days,
so she had to suck it up and get through the bills. Most were ads,
but the rest were bills. No fun mail for her.

She threw away the ads and was left with two
bills. She wasn’t afraid of opening the electricity because she was
so careful, but she was terrified of the other letter from the
apartment complex office.

She took a breath and ripped the top open.
Then she read and then re-read the letter before dropping it on the
floor. A hundred dollars? They wanted to raise the rent by a
hundred dollars a month. God, what was she going to do? She
couldn’t move home. Her parents wouldn’t let her come home. They’d
pushed her out after she graduated, and she hadn’t seen them since.
She’d already had the job at the center and made money, so they
thought it would be easy to live independently. They lived off her
father’s inheritance from an aunt instead of working, and they
didn’t know what it took to survive in the real world.

They hadn’t taken into consideration all the
expenses because they hadn’t ever had to fend for themselves. Just
the down payment on the apartment had taken a good portion of the
money she’d saved to go to college. They had no idea she’d had to
sleep on a sofa in the center until she found an apartment. Then
she had the hard floor for a few months with only her clothes to
keep her warm until she found a bed to sleep on.

Her parents talked about her being different
and that being on her own would help her grow up, but Jade knew the
real reason. They didn’t want to spend their money on her. They had
to make it last for the rest of their lives if they didn’t want to
work. They were the most selfish, self-centered people she’d ever
met.

As she walked toward the bedroom, the bowl
of noodles was still steaming, all but forgotten. She stripped and
pulled on a large men’s t-shirt she’d found in the lost and found
at the center, crawled into bed, pulled the blanket up over her
head, and cried.

When she woke up the next morning, she
rolled over and looked up at the ceiling. Her sleep had been
restless all night, so she moved sluggishly. Even exhausted, she
had to get up and get ready for work. She couldn’t miss a day
because that would be the difference between her apartment and the
street.

The walk to work felt like a mile to her.
She was so tired and hungry that she could barely function.
Fortunately, she only had three classes that day, all with older
children with experience. She’d be afraid to work with the babies
and toddlers when she wasn’t rested.

She pulled her swimsuit from the bag and
then shoved her bag into her locker. She’d forgotten to hang the
suit on the rope she had attached to the wall in her bedroom to
hang her clothes, so it smelled and was clammy.

Jade smiled and waved at the other women in
the locker room. She needed to wash the suit quickly. It would be
wet when she put it on, but it wouldn’t smell like mildew.

After dressing and grabbing a towel from the
stack on a table, she started to walk past the office, and her eyes
caught on a few words that
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