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To Jesus, for choosing to come and die for me.

To the greatest husband in the world, you’re the greatest blessing to me.







Arranged

© 2018 Trisha Grace




Arranged marriage in the twenty-first century. What could go wrong?




Everything.




Hayley Espel has been told her whole life that she will be marrying Julian Nicholson. Their parents started Espel and Nicholson Holdings, and their union will only strengthen the company. Hayley doesn’t care about the business. She’s been in love with Julian for as long as she can remember. She would marry him even if he didn’t have a single cent to his name.




Julian, however, hates being arm-twisted into marrying Hayley. He will never trust an Espel, and he makes it clear to Hayley that he couldn’t care less about their marriage vows.




Heartbroken, Hayley is ready to walk away. 




But one moment is all it takes to dismantle Julian’s and Hayley’s perfect lives. Can Hayley and Julian’s already frail marriage survive all that lies ahead of them?








Chapter One







ARRANGED MARRIAGE IN the twenty-first century.


Hayley’s friends had thought she was crazy, and they’d tried to talk her out of it.


“You have the looks. You’re an heiress. You could have whoever you want, Hayley,” her best friend, Leanne, had told her over and over. “You’re only twenty-three. You have time to date around first.”


But Hayley didn’t see the point of waiting or dating anyone else.


Hayley Espel had known the day would come. She had known Julian Nicholson since they were children. From as long as she could remember, her mother had told her that she and Julian would get married someday.


Julian’s family owned twenty percent of Espel and Nicholson Holdings, while Hayley and her father held thirty-one percent of the shares. Their parents wanted control of the company to stay within the family, so Hayley grew up with the knowledge that she would be marrying Julian when the time was right.


The Nicholsons and Espels used to be so close they spent many of their vacations and special holidays together. Then Mrs. Nicholson passed, and everything changed.


Their families cut all ties beyond dealings of the company.


She wasn’t sure what happened. Her parents had never spoken about it, and they’d always shot her down when she tried to ask. In time, she learned to leave the topic alone.


Despite whatever had happened to separate the families, both sides never wavered on the arranged marriage. “You’re meant for each other,” her mother had always told her.


Though Hayley hadn’t seen Julian in seventeen years, she’d read every article about him. She didn’t always appreciate the magazine covers—especially those gossip magazines—but she admired the man Julian had grown into.


He had a good eye for investment and built a reputation for turning around the worst of companies. Financial magazines had nothing but praise for him, and leisure magazines were always writing about the adventures he had gone on.


Hayley couldn’t help but be proud that she was marrying such an amazing man.


So nine months ago, she’d met Julian at their engagement party where he gave her the three-carat square diamond ring. They spent the night smiling at and making small talk with their guests, then went their separate ways at the end of the night.


She had to admit she’d been rather disappointed that she hadn’t been able to spend much time with Julian. But she figured they would have the rest of their lives to do so.


One month ago, she walked down the aisle and said “I do” to the only man she’d ever imagined herself with. Though the marriage was arranged, Hayley was determined to make it work.


After all, they were meant for each other.


But a month had already gone by, and Hayley hadn’t made much headway with Julian. They hadn’t spent much time together; they didn’t even have time to go on a honeymoon since Julian was so busy with work.


Hayley took a deep breath to calm her nerves as she strode toward Julian’s office. She probably shouldn’t drop by Julian’s office without first informing him, but she didn’t want to sit around and wait for her husband to have time for her.


No matter how busy he was, he had to stop for lunch, right?


Even if it was just an hour, they could talk. Since they had to spend the rest of their lives together, they really should get to know one another better.


Julian’s secretary, Charlene, wasn’t at her desk, so Hayley went on ahead. She knocked on the door and opened it without waiting for an answer.


Then she skidded to a stop.


She’d thought Charlene was on a lunch break. She didn’t expect the secretary to spend her lunch break straddling her husband on the leather couch in his office.


Julian’s light brown hair that was longer at the top was still stylishly sleeked back despite his state of undress. His white button-down shirt was pulled out of his pants, the black buttons undone.


So that was why Julian hadn’t touched her since the wedding. They slept in the same bed, but he’d always flopped onto the bed and turned away from her. They kept to their own sides, neither crossing the invisible line drawn down the middle of their king-sized bed.


Hayley’s fingers twitched, but she forced herself to keep her hands relaxed instead of curling them into fists. It wasn’t easy, especially as she thought about how Julian had introduced Charlene to her at their wedding.


He’d invited his mistress to their wedding.


If her heart were made of glass, she was certain she would hear the explosive shattering. Julian had already etched several deep cracks in it over the last month, but she’d told herself to be patient. Things would get better. They had to.


She was so wrong.


“Hayley.” Julian set the secretary on the floor and sat up as if Hayley had interrupted a normal conversation.


Hayley didn’t have to give Charlene a look over. She already knew the woman was a bombshell. She could even remember the dress Charlene wore to their wedding.


Inhaling deeply through her nose, Hayley turned her face away while Charlene straightened her tight black dress, her head down. Then, without a word, the woman slipped past her and left the office.


“What are you doing here?” Julian’s tone was casual, so casual Hayley wondered if she’d imagined the entire scene she’d walked in on.


She swallowed the raging waves of anger and disappointment within her. It would be unseemly to throw a fit here. Though there was no one else in the office, word was bound to spread. “I thought I would surprise you and take you out for lunch.” She cracked a small smile. “But I see you’re busy.”


“I’m not now.” He stood and disappeared into the attached bathroom. “But I don’t have time for lunch.”


Was that frustration in his voice? Was he annoyed with her for interrupting his afternoon delight? Hayley clenched her teeth and swallowed her tears. She hadn’t expected Julian to love her immediately. She didn’t expect him to feel the same way about her that she did about him.


She knew of his philandering ways; she’d read all about it in the papers and seen the photos online. But she thought all that would stop once they were married. She thought he would at least respect her as a wife. She thought that with time, he would come to love her. They were, after all, meant for each other, no?


No. Leanne had been right. Hayley had been crazy to go along with her parents’ decision. She’d obeyed them her whole life, but she realized now that the marriage was a huge mistake.


“I’m sorry,” Hayley said while she reached for the Polaris pendant dangling from her necklace. She wanted to kick herself. She shouldn’t have apologized. She hadn’t done anything wrong, but she hadn’t been able to overcome her natural reaction before those words slipped out. “I won’t disturb you at work again.” Hayley despised herself as she spoke those words. How could she be so pathetic? So weak? Why didn't she throw something at him?


Julian didn’t bother to reply to her. He didn’t even bother to come out of the bathroom.


Hayley turned. She dropped her hand from her pendant and squared her shoulders.


If anyone should be embarrassed, it should be Charlene and Julian. Since Julian clearly wasn’t, she didn’t see why she had to be.


With another breath through her nose, she strode out with her head high.







Julian swore under his breath. Why had Hayley come to his office?


She was his wife and had every right to be here, but she couldn’t have chosen a worse time. No, worse timing would have been a couple of minutes later when he wasn’t wearing his pants.


At least he was still fully clothed. His shirt was unbuttoned, but it was still on him.


He sighed. For a moment, he’d braced himself for some sort of explosive tantrum. But as always, sweet, submissive Hayley simply smiled and let his nonsense pass.


Over the past month, he had been the worst kind of husband. He spent as little time as he could with Hayley. When he did find himself in the same room, he made sure he let her know that he wasn’t excited to be there.


Over the few dinners they had, he had worn a permanent frown while his eyes stayed glued to his phone or iPad. He said nothing except to answer her questions, his answers always short and curt.


When he did open his mouth, it was to complain about Hayley’s choice of food. She probably never said a word to his in-house chef, and the food hadn’t changed a single bit, but he blamed her for the non-existent problem anyway.


Julian hated being married. He hated that he had been forced into this by his parents.


“It’s the only way to keep the business in the family,” his father had said.


But it wasn’t. Surely there was a way to push the Espels out. So what if they owned the majority of the shares? They hadn’t done much for the company. Julian had been the one running it. He didn’t just keep the business going; he was the reason why their empire had expanded so quickly.


He despised everything about Hayley. He despised the fact that she was so submissive, so willing to do whatever he wanted. He despised how she didn’t have any opinions of her own. He despised how willing she was to go along with whatever her parents had planned.


It had taken a combination of threats, unrelenting pressure, and underhanded methods from his parents to push Julian into showing up for the engagement party and wedding.


Now, he hated that his bathroom smelled like flowers after she had her baths. He hated getting wafts of the same smell when he went to bed. He hated the sexy silk pajamas she wore to sleep and the way her long ash-brown hair spilled over her pillow.


Julian knew Hayley was trying to seduce him, to get him wrapped around her finger. But he would never trust an Espel. Not because his father told him so—Julian didn't trust him either.


The Espels and Nicholsons might appear the best of colleagues, but both families were trying to gain control of the company. The Espels had more shares, but Julian was the one running the company. The two old men who founded the company together were always fighting to put their own people on the board of directors.


Julian wasn't interested in playing their games. He had a job to do, and he made sure he was so good at it that the directors—regardless of whose side they were on—couldn't find any fault with him.


And he wasn't going to fall for whatever Hayley had up her sleeve. She still controlled the shares though they were married. They’d signed a pre-nuptial agreement to make sure her stake in the company would always belong to her. She was only here to make him bow to her will so he would become Mr. Espel’s puppet.


Julian crooked his lower jaw to the side. So there was no reason for him to feel bad about what Hayley had seen. She shouldn’t have entered his office like that.


He tucked his shirt back into his pants and headed back out of the office to see his best friend and the company’s Chief Financial Officer, Colin Wells, sitting on the dark gray leather couch. “What are you doing here?”


“My secretary informed me that Hayley was in the building. I thought I would come by and give you a heads up. It seems I was too late.”


Julian shrugged. This wasn’t the first time he’d had company during lunch hour, but it was the first time since he’d gotten hitched. He was frustrated with his parents, and he wanted to do something to irk them.


Which was why he had gone for it though he wasn’t interested in Charlene. His new secretary was a complete bombshell, but Julian hadn’t been interested. Not out of duty to Hayley. He simply wasn’t interested.


“I saw her heading to the elevator. She was all sweet and smiley when she greeted me.”


And that’s the proof Hayley doesn’t care about the marriage. What woman wouldn't be upset if she caught her husband cheating?


He returned to his leather-lined office chair and pulled his suit jacket back on.


She was only pretending to be nice to soften him up.


Was she trying to wriggle her way into his heart and take over the business? He made a mental note to be more watchful of Hayley. The quiet ones were always the most dangerous. “Finally something good comes of her sickeningly submissive ways, I suppose.”


“Is she really that bad?” Colin stretched an arm across the back of the couch. “You could try and make things work. She’s a beautiful woman, and you’ve always liked beautiful women.”


“I abhor her.” Julian despised the fact that her large green eyes drew him in like a moth to flame, despised the fact that she plagued his dreams. “She’s nothing but her parents’ pet.”


And Julian had worked his entire life to get out of his parents’ clutches. He had been acquiring shares secretly so he could become the largest shareholder.


It was taking a lot longer than it was supposed to since he had to keep his plan under wraps, and he’d run out of time.


This marriage was a reminder of how he really was nothing but a caged bird and how underhanded his father was willing to be to make Julian do things his way.


“She seems nice to me.”


Julian shot his best friend a glare.


“What? I thought you abhorred her. Now you’re jealous?”


“I’m not jealous,” he snapped. “She’s the enemy.”


“All the more interesting.” Colin brought an ankle to his knee. “If she’s really as bad as you say she is, she must be a world-class actress. She always seems so nice and sweet.”


“Just stay away from her.”


“Because she’s the enemy?”


“Why else?”


Colin shrugged and patted his hand against his knee. “Since there’s no fire to put out, I’m going back to my office.”


Julian swiveled his chair around to stare out of his full-length window. He looked out at the metallic high-rise buildings of Manhattan. Espel and Nicholson Holdings owned one of the tallest buildings in midtown Manhattan.


Espel and Nicholson Holdings. Julian shook his head. Nicholson Holdings sounds much better. Perhaps Colin was right. He could try and make things work—in his favor.


Two could play at that game.


If he could charm Hayley, he could get her to fall for him. She was already so submissive. It wouldn’t be difficult to get her to do whatever he wanted. She might be a good actress, but he knew how to charm a woman.










Chapter Two







HAYLEY FORCED A smile as her best friend, Leanne Casa waved at her from the bright red food truck owned by Leanne’s parents. A long line of people snaked out from the truck, and several of them watched as she passed them.


She opened the back of the truck.


“I thought you were having lunch with Julian,” Leanne said after hollering an order to her parents over her shoulder.


It took all of Hayley’s control to maintain her smile. “Change of plans.” Hayley stepped up into the truck while Leanne arched a brow. But her best friend didn’t prod her any further.


“Wow.” Frank peeled off his violet gloves and wiped his hands on the black apron tied around the waist of his faded light blue jeans. The lines framing his lips deepened as he grinned. “Our girl is all grown up and looking like a CEO’s wife.”


Looking like. Yes, that was an apt description. She was just playing a game of make-believe. The players? Herself.


Hayley forced a smile. “Hi, Frank. Paula.”


“Is everything okay?” The bright smile melted from his face. He adjusted the black cap keeping his short curly dark brown hair out of his face and the food, then opened his arms.


Hayley quickly leaned in for an embrace so his watchful gaze couldn’t see her reaction.


Paula, dressed in the same ensemble of T-shirt, blue jeans, and a black cap, bent forward and gave her a peck on the cheek. She usually pulled Hayley into a lung-constricting hug with her strong arms, but her hands were still busy with the food. “You look beautiful.” She glanced over, then paused.


Frowning, Paula dropped batter-coated chicken into hot oil. “What’s wrong, darling?” She peeled off her gloves and turned to her, giving Hayley her full attention.


Such a simple gesture, but it had always been small gestures like this that made Hayley love the Casas. It didn’t matter what Frank and Paula were busy with. They always had time for Hayley and Leanne.


Hayley’s parents had never bothered to put down their papers or phones to talk to her. When they asked about her day, they clearly weren’t interested in the answer. She’d come to realize that the only reply her parents wanted to hear from her was ‘It was good,’ or anything along those lines as long as it was kept to a five-word limit.


But it didn’t matter to Frank and Paula that a long line of hungry, and probably impatient, people were waiting for their food.


Staring at Paula, all Hayley wanted to do was lay her head on the older woman’s shoulder and sob. She wanted to tell them what she’d walked into and how heartbroken she was. She wanted to tell them she’d been so stupid, that she should have listened to them instead of holding onto some silly fantasy.


But Frank and Paula loved her. They loved her so much they would drive the food truck into the office building and hunt Julian down for making her cry, and she couldn’t have that. “Nothing,” she said, and Paula frowned at her.


“Have you eaten?”


Hayley shook her head.


“I’ll whip something up for you. Have some fries first,” Paula said and grabbed a box of fries that was clearly meant for someone else. “Here.”


Despite their bestseller being the gourmet fries and the menu peppered with deep fried food, Frank and Paula managed to retain their slim figures. The exercise we get from prepping, cooking, and cleaning is all we ever need, Paula had said when Leanne and Hayley wanted to get the two of them gym memberships. As it turned out, they were absolutely right.


Hayley took the box of fries, and her gaze fell on the photo pinned on the wall. A photo of the four of them—Frank, Paula, Leanne, and her—on their first road trip together.


Though her skin was fairer than the Casas’, who ran a little on the tanned side, and her hair color lighter, the photo spoke of one word: family. Unlike all the photos at her place that were posed at a studio, the smiles in all her photos with the Casas were genuine. They weren’t taken in a fancy studio by an expensive professional photographer, but she loved that photograph more than any she’d ever taken with her own family.


So what if her marriage was falling apart? She had a lot more than other people. She had a roof over her head. She didn’t have to worry about money. While her biological parents were too busy for her, God had blessed her with the Casas. Hayley gave Paula a small smile. “Thanks.”


Paula winked. “You’ll always have priority over the customers.” Her hand went to Hayley’s back, and she tugged her forward to plant another kiss on her cheek. “You know we love you.”


Do not cry. Hayley forced another smile and nodded.


“Why don’t you and Leanne go grab a coffee?” Frank said. “Don’t get the grease smell on your clothes. Paula will have something for you when you girls come back.”


Leanne took another order, stuffed the money into the cash register, then pulled off her apron. “I could use a coffee. Come on.”


Frank took over Leanne’s position, and Hayley mumbled a quick goodbye while getting dragged out by Leanne.


“Don’t worry. They can handle it without me.” Leanne didn’t usually work at the food truck. Her pale turquoise chiffon blouse, black pants and shoes were enough to give that away.


Leanne didn’t go to her office often, but she did today. She’d forgotten that Hayley was going to meet Julian for lunch, so she decided to drop by the food truck to see if her parents needed any help during the lunchtime rush. “One to ten. How bad is it?” She pulled off the hair tie holding her hair up in a high bun and ruffled it to loosen the natural waves. “Did he get angry at you for showing up unannounced?”


If it were anyone else, Hayley would have laughed it off and asked what the person was talking about. But this was Leanne.


Hayley had known her since they were eleven. Leanne had saved her life once, and she’d always had Hayley’s back since then.


As they turned the corner, Leanne glanced over her shoulder at Hayley. “Are you there?”


“A hundred. A thousand. A hundred thousand.”


“What happened?” Leanne slowed her pace and pointed to the café ahead.


“I walked in on him having sex with his secretary.” Hayley knocked into the back of a stunned Leanne. “He was still fully clothed, but they were on their way there.”


Leanne turned to stare at her for a moment, as if she was gauging if Hayley was joking. Then she cursed and continued walking. “I knew you shouldn’t …” She huffed. “Gosh, I’m sorry, Hayley.” She spun around again and gave her a hug. “I know you were so sure you guys would work out. And despite what I’ve been saying, I really did hope it would turn out for the best.”


“It makes me want to go out and find someone to hook up with.” She wanted to hurt him as much as he’d hurt her.


Leanne stepped back. “That would only hurt you.”


Hayley blinked away her tears. Leanne was right, of course. Who was she kidding? Julian didn’t care about her. She could jump off a building and he wouldn’t care.


“You’ve been saving yourself for marriage because that’s what you believe in. Don’t throw away who you are for someone who doesn’t care.” Though Leanne was the same age as her, she’d always behaved like the protective elder sister.


Someone who doesn’t care. Those words bounced around in Hayley’s head, worsening the ache in her chest.


“Divorce him.” Leanne opened the door and nudged Hayley through the doorway. “No, get an annulment. You can do better. You’ll find someone who really loves you.”


Hayley sighed softly. “It isn’t that simple.”


Leanne gestured for Hayley to take a seat while she grabbed them coffee.


Hayley tapped on her phone, then turned and set it screen-down on the table. She’d chosen a photo the photographer had captured at their wedding as her lock screen. She’d loved the photo of her smiling up at Julian while he looked away into the distance.


Now, she realized the photo wasn’t a sweet moment captured. It was a moment that should have given her clarity, a moment that showed how uninterested Julian was in her.


Hayley closed her eyes and rubbed her fingers against the throbbing pain gaining strength in her temple.


This wasn’t the first time Leanne had told Hayley to leave the marriage. Hayley hadn’t kept her struggles with Julian from her best friend. She probably should have done so, but she needed someone to talk to and she trusted Leanne with her life.


Still, despite Leanne’s urging, Hayley hadn’t once thought about leaving.


She and Julian were meant to be together. She had been certain they could make things work.


How naive she’d been.


Meant to be? Hayley wasn’t sure if she should go throw her fancy wedding stiletto heels at her mother for making her believe in a fantasy or laugh at herself for being so stupid. Why did she buy into what her parents had said? Why did she trust her mother when she’d never spent a day mothering her?


Everyone who cared anything about her had told her not to marry Julian. Did Hayley listen?


No.


“What’s so difficult about getting an annulment?” Leanne asked as she came back with two mugs of coffee. “Find a lawyer and file the papers. That’s it.” She pulled her phone out of her back pocket of her black pants. “I’ll google for a lawyer now.”


“My parents would never allow it.”


“You don’t need your parents.”


Hayley licked her lips. Her whole life, she’d prepared herself for only one thing—marrying Julian. She hated to admit it, but she didn’t have anything to her name.


Everything she owned was given to her by her parents. She’d never earned a single cent in her life. She’d never had to do anything besides do well in school and get ready to marry Julian. “I don’t know how to survive, Leanne.”


“I can teach you.”


“And money? What would I do for money? What could I work as? I don’t have any experience.”


“You do have a business degree from Harvard.”


Hayley pursed her lips. She did. She never thought she would have any use for it, but maybe … just maybe …


“Besides, you don’t need a job. You have a company.”


Hayley frowned. “Espel and Nicholson Holdings? I’m only a director in name. Everyone knows I’m only there because my father wants me there. My presence gives him two votes instead of one.”


“Forget Espel and Nicholson Holdings.” Leanne leaned forward and rested her arms on the table. “Remember the project you helped me get off the ground?”


“Hydrate?” Hayley had invested and helped Leanne design and launch a series of glass water bottles.


Grinning, Leanne nodded. “Yes.”


“That’s your company.”


“And it’s done very well, all thanks to you.”


“I didn’t do much.”


Leanne rolled her eyes. “It was your capital. You helped me with the design. You were right there with me as we sourced for a manufacturer. We came up with the business plan together.”


Hydrate had been nothing but a side project she’d worked on with Leanne while they were in college. Unlike most, Leanne hadn’t gone out in search of a job. Instead, her best friend had convinced her to invest in her idea and helped her with it. The initial investment was only twenty thousand, which wasn’t much for Hayley.


“The company is in my name only because you were afraid your parents would find out if your name was added to it.” Leanne’s lips curled again and something sparkled in her eyes. “I’ve been keeping this a secret from you for a long, long time.”


Hayley waited while Leanne tapped away on her phone, then looked down at the screen when her best friend slid the device over. It was logged into a PayPal account. In the account was over half a million dollars.


“What’s this?” she asked when she noticed her own name in the email address. But that wasn’t her email address.


“I created the email address and PayPal account under your name. I’ve been splitting the profits over the last few years and paying into this account.”


“Leanne.”


“It’s only fair. Actually, it really isn’t because if you hadn’t given me the seed money in the first place, this wouldn’t have been possible. So fifty-fifty isn’t fair to you at all.”


“Leanne, you didn’t have to do that. I told you I didn’t need you to return the money to me.”


“This is my gift to you: your rainy day fund. This is your leave-your-family fund. You’ve always gone along with whatever your family wanted, though they don’t even treat you like their daughter. I hate what they do to you.” Leanne’s eyes grew red, and Hayley had to look away before she burst out crying.


“Anyway,” Leanne blinked away the tears, “I wanted to make sure that if you ever want to leave your family, you have the ability to do so.” She tapped on the screen. “This gives you a choice.”


Hayley embraced Leanne as her tears fell. “Thank you, Leanne. Not for the money, but for being so thoughtful.”


“You know you’re like a sister to me.” Leanne leaned back.


Hayley nodded. And it wasn’t just because of this. If it wasn’t for Leanne, Hayley wouldn’t be here today. It was something her parents had acknowledged, so it had been easy for Hayley to convince her parents to pay for Leanne’s education all the way through Harvard.


“So think about it. Get an annulment. Kick that jerk to the curb. You don’t need him. You can find someone who loves you. I want you to be happy. I’m sure there’s someone out there for us.”


Taking another sip of her coffee, Hayley leaned back in her seat. Is there? She’d never thought about being with anyone else besides Julian. She’d never thought of a future without him. She glanced over at Leanne’s phone. Perhaps it was time for her to build her own life and a real future.










Chapter Three







HAYLEY PLODDED OUT of the bathroom in her lacy royal blue lingerie. She wasn’t someone who spent money on chasing the latest bags or piling up gems and diamonds, but she did love spending money on lingerie.


No one ever saw her in them, except maybe her maid, but a beautiful set of lingerie always made her feel more confident in herself.


And today, Hayley needed to feel better about herself.


She’d stood in front of the mirror for several minutes, her hands pressed against the black granite countertop while she stared at her reflection. Her fair skin and the slight shimmer from the silk portion of her lingerie stood out nicely from the walls overlaid with black tiles.


While she didn’t have curves like Julian’s secretary, she wasn’t lacking.


Hayley sighed as thoughts of Charlene and Julian flooded her mind.


Last night, Julian had come home late. She was still reading, as she always did while waiting for him, and he’d walked in and gone about doing his own thing without a glance at her.


Since getting married, he’d treated her like the invisible woman. But she’d thought he would at least try to play nice with her to make sure she wasn’t angry.


Another of her foolish thoughts.


Her feet left the cool, rough stone flooring, and she stepped onto the natural dark hardwood floor of the bedroom.


The dark gray walls in the room did nothing to improve her mood. She sighed again when she looked over at her bed on top of the black leather bed frame that came up to her hips. Where was her dress? Her maid was supposed to bring it in for her. “Doreen,” she called out.


She glanced over at the door when it swung open, expecting Doreen to come in with her dress.


Instead, it was Julian.


Why did he have to look so good all the time? She got that the magazine covers had probably been edited and all, but every single one of his suits clung to his broad frame, and his shirt was tailored to hint at the chest muscles and slim, flat abdomen.


He’d been at work all day. Shouldn’t he at least look a little tired?


“What the hell are you wearing?” Julian’s harsh tone snapped her attention back to reality. He had stopped at the threshold to stare at her, and Hayley instinctively wanted to cover herself. But before she could, she noticed the muscles along his jaws twitch.


What was she wearing? Hayley looked down at her lingerie. Isn’t it obvious? Whatever embarrassment she’d felt dissipated and was replaced by an overwhelming bout of anger.


She lifted her chin and stared back at him without a word while willing her arms to remain by her sides.


“And why are you calling for someone while you’re dressed like that?”


“I need my dress. Doreen was supposed to br—”


“You can’t even handle getting your own dress?”


He couldn’t stand the sight of her in lingerie, and now he was angry with her for the maid not having brought her dress in? She hadn’t asked Doreen to steam her dress. Doreen had noticed a slight crease and insisted she would only need a couple of minutes to straighten it out.


Besides, Julian wasn’t even supposed to be here. Weren’t they supposed to meet at the company?


Hayley took a deep breath, then marched toward him.


Throughout the last month, he’d been nothing but mean to her. Hayley had swallowed all her anger and disappointment. She’d told herself that Julian was simply having a tough time adjusting to married life, to her presence in his home.


But she was done.


Why was she allowing a man who didn’t care about her to step all over her self-esteem? She deserved better than that.


“What are you doing?” Julian glowered at her as she got closer.


“Going to find my dress.”


“Wearing that?”


“What’s wrong with my lingerie? Not to your taste? Would you like me to ask Charlene for tips on where I should shop?”


Julian stiffened visibly.


She brushed past him, and he grabbed her arm.


“You’re not walking around wearing just that. It’s … inappropriate.”


She pulled her arm from his grasp. “I can’t handle getting my own dress, have pathetic taste in lingerie, and can’t even figure out what is appropriate.” She reached up and cupped his face. “You’ve really gotten the worst deal in the history of arranged marriage, haven’t you?”


“Mrs. Nicholson.”


“Ah, Doreen. What would I do without you? I’m absolutely hopeless.” She took the royal-blue boat-neck dress from the maid and swallowed her sigh when Doreen immediately dropped her gaze to the floor.


It wasn’t fair of her to drag Doreen into her tantrum. “Thank you, Doreen.” Hayley gave Doreen’s shoulder a squeeze before turning back into her room.


Julian, on the other hand … Well, he could go to hell for all she cared.


Hayley slammed the door shut, not caring if it hit her husband in the face.


She hoped it did.


She threw the dress on the bed and moved into the bathroom to look at herself in the mirror. This was her favorite set of lingerie, but now all she wanted to do was tear it up.


Every moment spent with Julian chipped away at her confidence. She’d never thought of herself as unattractive until she married him and had him ignore her every night. She’d never thought she was lacking until she walked in and saw Julian’s secretary straddling him. She’d never thought her taste was bad until seeing Julian’s reaction to her choice of lingerie.


Hayley blinked and turned away from the mirror as tears fell. She grabbed a tissue from the vanity counter and dabbed at the tears. Don’t ruin your makeup.


Hayley threw the tissue into the bin under the counter and pressed her palms against the edge of the vanity. “Lord,” she said while staring at the white porcelain sink. She couldn’t stand looking at herself in the mirror. “I need you to show me that you love me today.” She closed her eyes, refusing to let another tear escape. “Please.”


After several deep breaths, she looked into the mirror and forced a smile. “I’m beautiful.” She sighed and another tear fell. She pulled another tissue and wiped it away, then forced another smile.


“I’m a child of God. I’m the apple of God’s eye. I’m His beloved. He loves me just the way I am. He loves me so much He sent His Son to die for me.” She closed her eyes again and focused on the scenes of The Passion. “That’s how much He loves me.”


With a deep breath, she smiled in the mirror. “Let the show begin.” She strode out into her room and pulled on her dress. I’m Hayley Espel Nicholson. Supportive wife to her husband—albeit the worst husband anyone could have—Julian Nicholson. She pushed away the thoughts of Julian with Charlene, of Julian’s disgust at seeing her in her lingerie, and of Julian’s blatant disdain of her as a human being.


She took out her phone and texted Leanne. I want to learn how to drive. Frank had offered to teach her, but Hayley never saw the need. She’d been chauffeured about her whole life. What was Desmond going to do if she started driving on her own?


She’d figure that out when the time came.


For now, she’d learn to drive. Her first step toward leaving. The first step toward living a life on her own terms, a life of her own choosing. Feeling more optimistic, Hayley strode out of the bedroom and into the hall.


Julian sighed at the sight of her, then strode toward the door.


I look amazing, Hayley said in her mind. No matter what others think.


“The dress looks good on you, Mrs. Nicholson.”


Hayley turned at Doreen’s words, then threw her arms around the maid and pulled her into a hug. “Thank you, Doreen.”


Doreen gasped, then laughed softly. “You’re welcome, Mrs. Nicholson.”


Thank you, Lord. With a brighter smile, she headed out after Julian before he came back in to bite her head off again.


She spent the ride in the car glued to the door on one side while Julian remained on the opposite end of the seat. She texted Leanne the whole time as they made plans about when they could start the driving lessons.


In between texting, Hayley tried to come up with a plan on where to go from here.


She would need a place to stay. The Casas’? Or she could always stay with Leanne. Hayley had shared an apartment with Leanne in college. It would be like old times.


When the rented limousine pulled up in front of the company building, Hayley dropped her phone into her purse and took a deep breath. Just play your role. She’d done this her whole life. Smile and be sweet.


Everything else would have to wait until after the party.


Julian stepped out of the car, and she got out when the driver opened the door on her side. She wasn’t sure why Julian didn’t just use her driver. Maybe this was another way of telling her that he wanted nothing to do with her.


Tuning out those thoughts, she glanced up at the metal skyscraper. Images of what she’d seen here on the previous afternoon flashed like bright neon lights in her mind, and she recoiled when Julian held out his arm.


One month. One month was all it took for him to tear down her naive thoughts on love.


A startling realization hit her.


The Julian she’d thought she was marrying was only a figment of her imagination. Between her mother’s words and what Hayley had read and seen on interviews, she’d come up with an idealistic Prince Charming in her head. She’d convinced herself over the years that marrying Julian was meant to be, that they would be like characters in the movies she’d seen and books she’d read.


She was right where she was because she’d been stupid and naive. Oh, help me, Lord.


Julian cleared his throat and frowned at her.


Hayley put her hand in the crook of his elbow and smiled up at him despite the thoughts swirling in her mind.


They entered the building in silence and took the elevator up to the eighth floor.


Hayley had never been to this level before. She hadn’t been in much of the office area. Judging from the pool table, the various game consoles, and the three massage chairs, she supposed it was a recreation room of sorts. Whoever was in charge had decorated the place with disco balls and set up long tables of food and drinks.


She and Julian were all smiles as they entered the party. Julian led her around, greeting the staff and introducing her to a few. To the rest of the world, they would look like a blissful couple.


Julian’s hand was on her back, and sometimes he would hook his hand around her waist. Hayley would laugh at everyone’s jokes, and she turned to Julian and put a hand on his chest every now and then.


They posed for photos with everyone who asked.


Through it all, every touch from Julian felt like a cut to her heart. His hand burned, and she had to fight the impulse to slap his hand away from her or to pull away and run in the opposite direction. All of that came to a crescendo when she came face to face with Charlene.


“You look beautiful, Mrs. Nicholson.”


So many people had told her that tonight, which wasn’t unusual. It was just something polite to say, and she’d never paid much attention to them.


But tonight, she’d carefully wrapped up the compliments and put them into a box in her heart because she needed them. She didn’t care if they were only being polite. It still warmed her heart to hear the compliments.


Getting it from Charlene, however, was insulting. “So do you.”


“Charlene.” Julian’s one word sounded like a warning.


So he does have some sense after all. Or maybe he was just worried Hayley would make a scene by being inappropriate. Hayley beamed at Charlene. “Thanks for taking care of Julian while he’s at work.”


Just a few days ago, Hayley had held on to the thought that she’d married the man of her dreams. They just needed time to find out how good they were together. Now, she’d come to the conclusion that she’d made the worst mistake of her life.


This gives you a choice. You can leave, Leanne’s voice sounded in her head.


“Of course.” Charlene had the audacity to wink at Julian, and Hayley thanked God for the strength to smile through it.


Hayley remained where she was, smiling but not saying a word or moving away. Julian put a hand on her back as he tried to lead her away, but she stood rooted. If someone had to move, it would be Charlene.


Hayley might not be attractive in Julian’s eyes. She might not be able to handle getting her own dress, but she’d been brought up as an heiress. She knew how to play her role well, knew how to exert pressure and pull rank when needed.


Charlene began to fidget, then waved at someone and excused herself after a while.


“Hayley.”


“Excuse me.” She moved away from Julian without a glance at him, sighing the moment his burning hand ceased to be in contact with her back. She wasn’t going to stick around to hear how inappropriate she was being.


She headed toward the bathroom. The greater the distance she put between Julian and herself, the easier it was for Hayley to breathe.


Turning the corner, she knocked right into someone’s chest.


She gasped, then her eyes widened in recognition at the familiar face.


“Hayley!” Nigel Timms, her college friend, opened his arms, and Hayley jumped forward.


Gosh, it felt so good to be held. I’m pathetic. Hayley pulled back and grinned at Nigel. She was so relieved to see a friendly face. “How are you doing?”


“Living the good life, boss.”


She rolled her eyes. “I’m not your boss.”


“Yeah, your husband is.” Nigel looked around. “Maybe I shouldn’t be caught alone with you.” He took a step back. “I don’t want to be fired because my boss got jealous.”


Jealous. She wondered what it would be like to have someone jealous over her. Hayley inhaled through her nose and laughed through the ache in her heart. “It’s so nice to see you.” For the first time since stepping into the party, she’d said something she truly meant.


“It’s my handsome face, isn’t it?” Nigel looked over his shoulder again and lowered his volume. “I’ve always thought I was better looking than Mr. Nicholson.”


She laughed again. “Oh, Nigel. Thank you.” Nigel had always been the life of the party, and he’d always been able to make her laugh. Hayley hugged him again before turning to head back to the party.


“Weren’t you heading to the bathroom?”


“I needed to get some fresh air—”


“And you thought you’d find that in the bathroom?”


She couldn’t remember the last time she laughed this much. “You’ve made me feel much better.”


Nigel trailed her. “Hayley, is everything okay?”


She turned back to him. “Introduce some of your friends to me. I don’t want to be talking to the boring management all day.”


“Boss, I am in management. Middle management, but still management.”


She rolled her eyes. “Then introduce people who are as funny as you are. Your friends, not just colleagues.”


“I can do that.” He draped his arm around her shoulders. “Come on. Let me show you around.”







Julian’s eyes narrowed as he watched Hayley stroll back to the party with the arm of Blondie draped over her shoulders. She’d walked away without a glance back at him, and now she was flirting with one of his employees.


“What do you think you’re doing?” Colin slapped a hand against Julian’s chest.


Julian looked down at Colin’s hand, then glared at his best friend because he wasn’t sure how else he should react. He didn’t even know he was making his way over to Hayley.


For what? He wasn’t sure and he didn’t care.


There was only one thing he wanted an answer to right now. “Who’s that?”


Colin dropped his hand. “Nigel Timms.”


“And why does Nigel think it’s okay for him to behave that way with Hayley?”


Colin laughed. “What? For friends to be casual around each other?” He grinned when Julian frowned. “They were friends in college.”


“How do you know that?”


“I saw them talking at the wedding and I asked.” Colin’s eyes roamed his face. “What’s wrong with you? You’re not jealous, are you?”


He snorted, something he never did. “Hayley doesn’t seem to understand what is appropriate and what isn’t.”


“She handled herself very well with Charlene.”


Julian shot another glare at Colin. Though he’d decided he would charm Hayley into falling for him so he could turn the tables on her, he decided he wasn't going to start until enough time had passed after the Charlene-incident. He didn't want to start out on the losing end by letting Hayley think he was apologetic.


He wasn’t, and he needed to hold all the power in this marriage.


He frowned when her lighthearted laughter drifted back to him. “She was getting all giddy because people told her she looked beautiful in her dress.”


“She looks great. The dress really—” Colin gave Hayley a scan, his eyes drifting lower until he seemed to finally notice Julian’s death glare.


Colin raised his hands in peace.


Hayley did look amazing, and Julian couldn't help but let his gaze linger on her.


He shifted uncomfortably as images of Hayley in her incredibly sexy lingerie once again plagued his mind. “They were just being polite. I can’t believe she’s so naive.”


“Are you annoyed that people are telling her she’s beautiful or that you’re not the one telling her that?”


Julian forced himself to release his locked jaws. “Are you crazy? What’s wrong with you?”


“Right back at you. Second thoughts on proving how wrong your parents were?”


“Don’t be stupid. She isn’t my type. She’s so meek and submissive.” Except when she wasn’t. Julian had been stunned when she talked back to him. His brain was already all jumbled up from seeing her in lingerie, and it had taken everything in him to remain rooted in the doorway.


His mind had screamed at him to take her. She was already his wife anyway. He was still battling those asinine thoughts when she’d tried to storm past him and show herself to the rest of the staff in the penthouse.


He couldn’t allow that. He didn’t want anyone else seeing her in her lingerie.


He stretched his neck as his body once again reacted to the image of Hayley in her lingerie. Lust. That was the problem with him. He hadn’t had sex since getting married. After Hayley had walked in on him and Charlene, he just couldn’t bring himself to continue where they left off.


Julian turned his attention back toward Hayley when he heard her laughing again. He clenched his teeth as he spotted Nigel—still with his arm around Hayley.


Had she forgotten she was married? Why was she letting someone touch her like that? And what was she laughing about? He never heard her laugh like that.


Julian took a step forward.


“Don’t do anything you’d regret,” Colin said.


Julian had forgotten Colin was standing beside him. “This party is boring. I’m leaving.” He’d never bothered to stay too long at such informal company gatherings anyway.


The party was being thrown to reward the staff for having completed a major acquisition that Julian had been vying for with several other firms. The best way for the staff to enjoy the party was for him to leave.


He’d never stayed for such a short amount of time either. But it definitely has nothing to do with Blondie’s arm around Hayley.


“Right,” Colin said.


Julian ignored Colin and strode over to Hayley. Everyone turned toward him when he came up next to her, and he eyed the arm around her shoulder.


Nigel calmly removed his arm from Hayley’s shoulders as if he hadn’t done anything wrong.


“Julian, this is Nigel. He’s a good friend from college.”


“We’re leaving.”


“Already?” She looked back at the guys around her. “They said there would be games, and Nigel’s the game master. He’s always good at coming up with games.”


And how did she know that? Julian swallowed that question. “We’re leaving.”


“Why?”


Why? He almost yelled at her in front of everyone. One night out and she thought she had the right to demand explanations from him? Julian would have to set her straight. But for now, he didn’t want to cause a scene. “I have an early meeting.”


“Oh.” She turned to Nigel and pouted.


You’ve got to be kidding. Why the hell was she pretending to be all adorable to Nigel? Was she trying to make him jealous?


Julian looked away. Of course that was what she was doing, and he’d played right into her game. Women. This was payback for Charlene. “You know what? Why don’t you stay and have fun?”


“Don’t be silly. How inappropriate it would be for me to be out having fun on my own.” She waved at the guys around her and gave Nigel a hug. “Don’t be a stranger.” Then she put her hand on Julian’s arm, and they headed out together.


Once the elevator door closed, Julian pulled his arm away from Hayley. “You do not question me—especially not in front of my staff. Do you understand?”


She smiled at him, but otherwise said nothing.


“Answer my question.”


“Or what? You’ll hit me?” She arched a brow as if she was daring him to do so.


Who was the person standing in front of him? “I would never do that.”


She turned away from him and stared at her reflection in the silver door.


“Admiring yourself?”


“I do look amazing in this dress. I’m taking this with me.”


Julian shook his head. “You’re incoherent. Are you drunk?” She’d held on to her glass of wine the whole time, but he hadn’t noticed her taking a single sip.


Her lips curled into a wide smile—one so genuine that it made him realize how forced all her other smiles were. “Actually, I think I’ve never been this clearheaded in my life.”


Julian frowned and lifted his hand to her forehead. She flinched from his touch. “What’s wrong with you?” Why did he feel as if the floor was about to be snatched from under him?


“Everything. For you, at least.”


“Hayley.”


She beamed when the elevator door opened, and headed out with almost a bounce in her step.


What was wrong with this woman?


Neither said a word to the other as they got into the car. Julian glanced over at Hayley several times, but she was determined to study the passing scenery. The street lights caught her face just right at certain moments, and he noticed her relaxed smile in the reflection.


That smile worried him, and Julian couldn’t help but feel everything was about to change.


A bright light in the corner of his eye made him turn back to the window on his side of the car. Then all he heard was a loud honk before his world plunged into darkness.










Chapter Four







“YOU’RE AWAKE.”


“Leanne.” Hayley would recognize her best friend’s voice anywhere. She opened her eyes, then cringed as she tried to push herself off the bed. “Where am I?” Why was Leanne in her room?


No. Hayley wasn’t in her room. Everything was wrong. The white lights. The smell. The feel of the sheets under her. The smell … A shiver reverberated through her. Why is it so cold?


“You’re in the hospital,” Leanne said. “You don’t remember what happened?”


Hayley forced her eyes open and scanned the room filled with flowers and balloons. “Whoa.” Her head spun at the colors. The bright red, orange, and yellow made her head throb.


“Careful.” Leanne adjusted the bed so Hayley could sit upright. “Our cell group dropped by earlier, but you were still out of it.”


Hayley groaned as the bed shifted, and Leanne released the button.


“Are you okay? Should I call the doctor?”


“I feel like I was run over by a truck.” Was she having a hangover? Had she gotten drunk?


Not possible. She didn’t drink. She hadn’t taken a single sip of the wine handed to her at the party.


“Close.”


Hayley turned to her friend, and the room spun as she did.


“You really don’t remember?” Leanne’s concerned gaze roamed over her face when Hayley groaned. “You were in a car accident. A truck rammed into your car while you were on your way home with Julian.”


At that, the memories poured back. “Oh, God.” She dropped her head into her hands.


She hadn’t been able to see much except for the headlights, but she could make out that whatever was heading their way was large and only a piece of metal was blocking it from Julian. “Julian? How’s he?”


“He’s still in surgery.”


Hayley rubbed her fingers across her forehead, trying to push the strange sensations away. She needed to get her act together. “How bad is it?”


“I’m not sure. The doctor isn’t willing to talk to me, and his family hasn’t showed up.”


Hayley pushed the blanket off herself.


“Where are you going? You’re pumped full of morphine.”


Was that why she was feeling so weird? She felt as if she was partially floating, as if she couldn’t fully control her body. “I need to go see him.”


“He’s still in surgery, Hayley.” Leanne gently nudged her back onto the bed. “You shouldn’t be moving around. The doctor said you’re lucky that both of you weren’t crushed, but you’ve got several fractured ribs. Not to mention cuts and bruises all over.”


Hayley sighed. “His family won’t be coming. Like mine won’t be coming.”


“Yours were here. They were the ones who chased everyone out because they didn’t want everyone crowding you. And I’m still here.”


Hayley cracked a smile. “You know what I mean.”


“You’re all Julian has.”


“Officially, anyway.”


Leanne sighed. “Fine. If you promise you’ll stay here and rest, I’ll go wait outside the operating room and get the doctor here once he’s out.”


“Thank you.”


Leanne pressed a button that was connected to a bag hung next to Hayley’s bed.


“What’s that?”


“Morphine. Sleep. I’ll wake you when the doctor is here.”


Hayley closed her eyes and let darkness wash over her.


She was groggy when she opened her eyes again, and it took her a moment to realize someone was shaking her.


“Hayley, the doctor is here.”


She pressed a hand to her face. Doctor?


“You’re in the hospital,” Leanne said, seemingly grasping that Hayley didn’t remember what was going on. “Truck rammed into you. I got the doctor here after Julian’s operation.”


She was in the hospital. Right, her car accident. Julian. “How is he?”


Her heart sank at the doctor’s grim expression. She’d made the decision to annul the marriage, but she didn’t want anything bad to happen to Julian. He might not be the man she’d imagined him to be, but that wasn’t his fault. It was her naivety that led her to where she was.


“He’s alive,” the doctor said as if he’d sensed her fear. “And stable.”


“Then what’s wrong?”


“His spine was injured. We tried to repair as much of the damage as we could, but … Mr. Nicholson will probably never walk again.”


Hayley gasped. “No. He’s really outdoorsy. He loves hiking, rock-climbing …” One magazine feature had talked about the adventures he’d been on.


“Things will be tough, but people will adjust. They always do.”


She closed her eyes and sobbed for Julian.


Leanne put her arms around Hayley and said, “No disrespect to you, doc, but we reject that.” She gave Hayley’s shoulder a squeeze. “God has the ultimate say in all things, and I declare that Julian will walk again. The Bible says you have not because you ask not.”


Hayley sniffed and wiped her tears. “You’re right. Julian will walk again.”


The doctor’s brows puckered. “Mrs. Nicholson …”


“We understand what you said,” Leanne said. “Hayley needs her rest now.”


“Mrs. Nicholson, I know—”


“I get what you’re saying. You can’t do anything for him.” Hayley squared her shoulders. “But God can. Is he awake?”


“He won’t be for another few hours.”


Hayley nodded.


The doctor hesitated another moment before leaving.


“Okay,” Leanne said. “This is what we’ll do.” Leanne pulled out her phone and set the timer for five minutes. “You have five minutes to cry and breakdown, then we’ll talk about what to do next after this.”


Hayley brushed the back of her hand against her face. “No.” She switched off the timer. “I don’t need five minutes. We need a plan now. Once Julian’s father hears about this, they’ll kick him out of the company. I can’t let that happen, not right when he has to deal with the news about his legs.”


She’d seen how hard Julian worked. She couldn’t allow either of their parents to take that away from him.


It didn’t matter what was going on between Julian and her. For now, she would be his friend and support him.







“How do I look?” Hayley asked her chauffeur, Desmond, when he opened the car door.


“Um … You look very pretty, Miss Hayley.”


“I meant, can you see any visible bruises or cuts on me?” She swung one leg out of the car, then grabbed Desmond’s hand to get to her feet. She must have needed more help than she thought because for the first time in the fifteen years her chauffeur had worked for her, his arm went around her waist to support her. “Are you okay, Miss Hayley?”


Her chauffeur’s wide eyes studied her face, and she nodded.


Hayley quickly straightened herself before any of the servants in the house saw her. “Thanks.”


“You shouldn’t have left the hospital.”


She didn’t have a choice—not if she wanted to protect Julian. “I’m fine.” She took a step back. “So, any bruises?”


She’d gotten her makeup artiste, Lila, to meet her back home to conceal all the cuts and bruises her three-quarter sleeved dark blue dress couldn’t cover. Hayley had always gotten a makeup artiste to do her makeup whenever she had any important event, since she didn’t even own any eyeshadow of her own. She’d attended makeup classes, but she’d forgotten almost everything she’d learned.


Still, Lila was surprised to get a call that early in the morning, and she had her work cut out for her when Hayley’s request was to cover up her injuries. Lila had slapped on layer after layer of stuff, but the final result looked perfect. It was too much makeup for a Saturday breakfast with the in-laws, but nothing that wasn’t acceptable for a night out.


Besides, the Nicholsons didn’t know Hayley well. For all they knew, she might wear this much makeup every day.


Desmond shook his head. “I don’t understand why you have to show up here, pretending to be fine when you were just in a car accident.” The line between his brows deepened with concern. Her chauffeur was twelve years older than she was, and he’d behaved like an older brother whenever she needed him to.


Another blessing from God. The people who worked closely with her had always been protective of her.


“I’m sorry. I overstepped,” Desmond said when she didn’t reply.


“It’s all right. You’re just worried.” She brushed her dress down and checked to make sure her makeup hadn’t smudged onto the dress.


“Why didn’t you just wear a sweater with jeans? That would cover up all your injuries.”


She couldn’t possibly show up at the Nicholsons’ place in jeans and a sweater. Even if she could, the ensemble wasn’t right for the image she was trying to project. Hayley would have gone out and bought a business suit, but she wanted to get here before her father-in-law could do anything to damage Julian’s position in the office.


Besides, putting on this dress, that fitted snugly around her waist, was already a difficult task even with Leanne’s help. Getting into a tailored suit would have been a nightmare.


“Wait here,” she said to her chauffeur. “I’ll be out soon.” She strode into the mansion and nodded at the maid who opened the door for her.


“Hayley,” Mrs. Nicholson greeted her and gave her an air kiss on each side of her cheek. Unlike the bear hugs that Frank and Paula always gave her, Julian’s stepmother barely touched her—which Hayley was grateful for. She wasn’t interested in enduring a wave of additional pain for Mrs. Nicholson.


Hayley’s body was already aching with each movement. It hurt to sit and stand. It hurt to smile. It hurt even to breathe, and it hurt so much to walk in heels. Doreen had tried to talk her out of wearing them, but Hayley needed to put on a show.


“Hi, Mrs. Nicholson.” Hayley stepped back and subtly checked to make sure she hadn’t left any makeup on her mother-in-law’s sleeveless moss-green dress.


“How are you feeling?” Mrs. Nicholson brushed her wavy blond hair back over her shoulder. “I heard you and Julian were involved in a car accident. We were just going to visit the two of you in the hospital.”


Yeah, right. She smiled politely. “I need to talk to Mr. Nicholson.”


“Oh, darling. He’s busy right now.” Mrs. Nicholson’s gaze flickered toward the side, where the dining room was. “Why don’t you tell me what you need?”


“It’s all right.” She strode past Julian’s stepmother. Hayley’s one-month marriage had trained her to walk much faster than before. Since Julian was taller and his strides much longer than hers, she found herself having to lengthen her own strides and quicken her pace in order to keep up.


But still, her body was hurting and there was only so much she could push herself—especially since she was in heels.


“Darling.”


She ignored Julian’s stepmother and burst through the tall wooden doors. She smiled at Mr. Nicholson after swallowing a sigh, relieved she’d made it past the first obstacle.


She hadn’t spent much time with her in-laws. She’d only met and spoken with them briefly at her engagement party and wedding, but she’d heard her father complain about Mr. Nicholson’s endless antics to get more of his own men onto the board of directors. And she supposed even the blind would be able to see the tension between Mr. Nicholson and Julian.


Julian and Mr. Nicholson both had a charming smile. Her father-in-law was one of those who aged well. He still kept himself in shape, and his dyed hair covered all his gray. The clear genetic connection didn't bring the father and son closer.


“There he is.” Hayley glanced over at her mother-in-law with a sweet smile, ignoring the surprised expression of the other guest in the room.


Then she strode over and gave her father-in-law a hug, just as cold as the one Mrs. Nicholson had given her.


She thanked God that her father-in-law had risen from his chair, because she didn’t think she would be able to bend forward. “I’m sorry to burst in like this, but I’m sure you’re anxious to find out what happened to Julian.”


Mrs. Nicholson remained where she was, her eyes on Mr. Nicholson, seemingly waiting for instructions or permission to move.


“I’ll leave you, then,” Mrs. Nicholson said and sashayed out after her husband nodded at her.


“Colin has updated me,” her father-in-law said as he returned to his seat.


Hayley finally directed her gaze to the guest seated next to her father-in-law.


Colin Wells. Julian’s best man at their wedding.


Blond hair. Blue eyes. Colin was the typical American boy next door.


Was Colin already swooping in to replace Julian? “Oh?” She arched a brow at Colin. “And what exactly did Colin say?” She had told her makeup artiste to work faster, but there were so many bruises to cover.


“Julian’s hurt quite badly.” Colin drummed his fingers against the dining table. “But as I told Mr. Nicholson, the doctor is positive that Julian will be up on his feet in no time.”


Perhaps Colin isn’t here for himself after all. Hayley broke into a wide smile. “That was what the doctor told me.” She pulled out a heavy wooden chair next to Mr. Nicholson.


Had the chair always been so heavy?


It took all of her strength to keep a straight face. “And I was sure you wanted to know.”


“In the meantime,” her father-in-law turned to Colin, “maybe we should consider getting someone else to take over.”


Hayley sat as quickly as she could while her father-in-law’s attention was on Colin because she wasn’t sure if she could keep herself from wincing.


She couldn’t.


“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Colin replied with a glance toward her.


Hayley wasn’t sure if Colin had caught her without her mask of nonchalance. But from Colin’s reply, she figured he could be trusted. “I’m sure Julian has put the right people in place.” Her words turned her father-in-law’s attention back to her.


“You don’t understand the business world, Hayley,” Mr. Nicholson said. He was already turning away, ready to dismiss her from the conversation.


But she hadn’t thrown a tantrum to get out of the hospital and gotten all made up to be ignored. “I don’t run the company, but it’s obvious how well it’s been doing under Julian. Don’t you agree?”


“Yes, but—”


“I’m sure the company can do without Julian for a while.”


Colin nodded. “I agree. I don’t think there’s any need to find a replacement.”


Having an ally on Julian’s and her side would make everything so much easier, provided Colin could be trusted. He might be helping Julian and her now, but things could change in an instant—just as things had changed between the Nicholsons and the Espels.


“A company like ours—”


“Has been thriving under Julian’s management. Are you sure it’s a good idea to rock the boat now? I’m sure my father won’t like the idea of anyone taking my husband’s position in the company either.”


She was bluffing. Her parents only cared about making sure the Espels remained the major shareholders.


“It could take him months to recover.”


“If you’re so worried, I can take over.” She almost laughed at her father-in-law’s surprise. Even Colin’s head snapped toward her. “I’m sure my father would support that.”


“You have no experience.”


“I can ask Julian. He’ll be home. I can consult with him, and there’s always you and my dad. It’s a win-win situation.”


Her father-in-law’s eyes widened and he opened his mouth, seemingly struggling to find an excuse to shoot her down. “I don’t want you to worry about the company,” he eventually said.


“Then I think it’s best if we leave things as they are. Don’t you think so, Mr. Wells? Julian and I got married so we could keep the company between our families. If you think Julian has to be replaced, then there’s no better candidate than me.”


“I’m sure Julian can handle work and recovery at the same time,” Colin said.


“I think so too, but my father-in-law seems worried.”


“No, I think Colin is right.” Her father-in-law crossed his arms.


Hayley knew she was pushing her father-in-law into a corner. He wouldn’t be happy about it, and it was only a matter of time before he retaliated. But Hayley would take what she could now.


“Very well, then.” She pushed herself up from her seat, leaning heavily on the dining table. She swallowed a groan and said, “Since all is well with the company, I shall go back and rest.”


Hayley wanted to laugh at how ridiculous the situation was, at how she had to protect Julian’s position from his very own father. “I’ll drop by with Julian when we can.”


Colin got up from the chair. “I’ll walk her out.”


They left the dining room and headed out the front door in silence. Hayley only turned to Colin when they got to her car. “Are you here for yourself or for Julian?”


“Julian’s my best friend.”


She nodded slowly. “Do you know what the doctor said?”


“He may never walk again.”


“He will.” Hayley would do everything she could to help him. She cracked a smile. “I doubt he’ll let anyone decide what he can or cannot do.”


Colin’s lips curled. “That’s right. Julian’s one stubborn mule.” He glanced back toward the house. “Mr. Nicholson won't stick his neck out for Julian. If he gets wind of the fact that Julian may never stand again, if he thinks his position in the company is threatened, he will find ways to replace Julian with his own puppet.”


“I’m the single largest shareholder. If he wants to pull anything, he’ll need to go through me. Between the shares Julian and I have, he won't be able to do much.”


“You’re serious about vying for the position?”


“I’m sure my father-in-law would rather die than have me take Julian’s place. If I take over, that means the Espels are a step closer to snatching the company from the Nicholsons.”


“So he would rather not risk that.”


“Until he can get enough support to boot both Julian and me.”


“Which might not be long. He’s right. You don’t have any experience. The board probably won’t take the chance of putting you up as the replacement CEO.”


“We’ll worry about that another day.” Right now, she just wanted to get back to the hospital and maybe get another shot of morphine.


“Julian’s really lucky to have you.” Colin reached out and gave her shoulder a squeeze.


The touch was so unexpected that she hadn’t braced herself for the pain. She winced and a groan escaped.


Colin immediately let go of her shoulder. “I’m sorry. I forgot you were in the car too. Are you all right? Did the doctor clear you to leave the hospital?”


“I can be very persuasive when I want to.” Threatening to pull funds from the hospital for not following her every whim had been easy and effective. Hayley brushed away the beige stain on the edge of her sleeve.


“You put makeup on your arm?”


“Predators pounce when they see weakness.”


“So you concealed it.”


She nodded at her chauffeur, and he opened the car door for her. “Bye, Colin.” She got into the car and held in her groan until the door was shut.


“Where to, Miss Hayley?” Desmond asked when he got into the car.


“The hospital.” She needed more morphine.










Chapter Five







HAYLEY WASN’T GIVEN any reprieve from her pain. When she got back to the hospital, the doctor informed her that Julian was throwing a fit in his room. He’d chased the doctors and nurses out, demanding to be transferred to another hospital for another opinion.


She couldn’t say she was surprised. She already figured he wasn’t the type to sit in bed and cry over what happened. 


So instead of getting the painkillers she desperately wanted, Hayley got the paperwork done so Julian could be transferred to another hospital. She wanted a second opinion on his condition too.


A helicopter ride brought them to another hospital. She waited in the corridor while Julian went through rounds of checks, hoping for his sake that the doctor would come back with a better diagnosis.


“Mrs. Nicholson, your husband has been transferred to a hospital room.”


Hayley looked up from the article she was reading on her phone and followed the nurse. “Are the results in already?”


“Not yet. The doctor will get back to you once the results are in.” The nurse stopped outside the door and turned to her. “He’s inside.”


Hayley’s lips curled. Julian must have created quite a fuss or the nurse wouldn’t display such dread at having to enter the room. I don’t really want to go in either.


She knew what was waiting for her on the other side of the door.


Before the accident, Julian already hated her. Now, he would probably detest her. They were both in the accident, yet she was up and perfectly fine while he had lost the use of his legs.


“Thank you,” she said and took a deep breath. “I’ll take it from here.” There was no point in having two people suffer the wrath that was almost certainly to come.


He’s just received terrible news. It was understandable that he was upset. And he doesn’t have anyone else. At least Hayley had the Casas. Actually, Julian had Colin too.


Hayley shook that thought out of her head. What kind of person would she be if she walked out on Julian at this point?


She pushed open the door and stepped into the large room.


Julian, lying back in the hospital bed, gave her a head to toe scan. “Ready for a night out, I see.”


She’d ridden up front with the pilot while a nurse and Julian were in the back of the helicopter. She’d made sure she remained out of Julian’s way, so she wasn’t surprised that he hadn’t noticed what she’d been wearing all day. “How are you feeling?”


“Perfect! I’m sure you’re happy. I’m useless now. Your parents have every right to get rid of me.”


“I have over half my father’s shares.” After a heart-attack scare, her father had transferred over half of his shares to her, making her the largest shareholder. Strolling over to the long windows, she glanced out at the darkness, at the woods that would probably be calming in the day.


Perhaps she should have come by tomorrow morning instead. Perhaps the tranquility of the woods would inject some semblance of peace into Julian’s animosity toward her. “And I’m not interested in kicking you out of the company,” she said and turned around to face Julian.


She wanted Julian to see her face. She wanted him to know she meant what she said.


Julian’s eyes narrowed.


“You’re the reason it’s doing so well.”


“But I’m a cripple now. You have every right to take over the company.”


The reason she hadn’t been in line to run the company was because she was a woman. Running Espel and Nicholson Holdings was a tough job—too tough for a woman. That was what her parents had thought, and Hayley hadn’t cared.


Why would she? She would be married to Julian, and they were supposed to have their happily ever after. Julian’s success was her success.


“The position is yours,” she said, this time staring right at Julian. When she walked away from Julian and this world, she was going to leave everything behind. She wasn’t sure what her parents would do. They certainly wouldn’t sit around and let her do whatever she wanted. Her father had always made it clear to her: she had to protect the Espels’ interest in the company.


“I’m not interested in the company.” Hayley had never cared about the company. Her disaster of a marriage to Julian had only given her a greater distaste for all the fighting their parents were doing over Espel and Nicholson Holdings. “I’ll make sure it remains yours.”


Losing his ability to walk didn’t detract from Julian’s ability to run the company. At least not in Hayley’s eyes. But she knew what their fathers would think.


The muscles along Julian’s cheeks twitched.


“And you’ll walk again—no matter what the doctors say.” Hayley grabbed the TV remote off the small cabinet next to the bed and strolled over to the couch. She had grown somewhat used to the pain tugging at her with each breath and movement, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t exhausted.


“The nerves in my spine are damaged beyond repair. You would’ve known if you bothered to stay and find out.”


Hayley kicked off her heels. Having to walk in them was excruciating. Since Julian would probably continue to rant at her, she might as well get comfortable. “You’ll get better. I’m sure you will be able to walk again.” Yes, Lord. Heal and restore Julian’s legs. “I’ve—”


“You’ve got a medical degree now?” Julian pushed himself up in bed, and Hayley slipped her heels on before hurrying over to him.


She reached for his arm, thinking he wanted to get into the wheelchair next to his bed. But the moment she touched him, he shoved her back.


He might have lost the use of his legs, but his arms were still powerful.


Her ankle gave way as her body tipped back, which only unbalanced her further.


Before she knew it, she’d landed on her bottom. She would have been embarrassed, except the crushing pain robbed her of the ability to feel or do anything else.


Julian said something, but she couldn't register anything besides pain.


Pain. Pain. Pain. Hayley wrapped her arms around her torso, at the screaming pain in her ribs. They hurt so badly she wanted to pull her knees to her chest and cry for help.


But she wouldn’t allow herself to cry—not in front of Julian.


I’m okay, Hayley repeated in her mind and slowly breathed through her nose. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been on the floor, but it was time to get up.


With as little movement as possible, she shifted.


That was when she noticed her broken heels. So much for expensive shoes. She kicked her heels off, then gritted her teeth and pushed herself to her feet. Ahhhh! Pain. Pain. Pain. She would settle for OxyContin right now. Why didn't she at least get some over-the-counter pain killers? Aspirin would be good too.


Hayley brushed the dirt off her dress, refusing to be embarrassed for standing around without her shoes.


“Looks like you’ll have to go shopping before going on your date.”


“For a married man who’s sleeping with his secretary, you sure are judgmental.”


The muscles along his cheeks twitched again.


Okay, maybe she shouldn’t have said that. It was probably the pain talking. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Save your strength for your recovery.”


“I won't be getting better! Which part of that do you not understand?”


“Why?” She clenched her fists. “Because the doctor said so?” She shouldn’t engage in a shouting match with Julian. She should walk away.


They were both in pain. They both needed rest. But she clearly wasn’t that good a person because she didn’t care. “Because you’ve always accepted what others said?” She didn't know Julian well, but she’d heard him on business calls. If he wanted something done, he would find a way to do it.


“Is everything all right?”


She glanced over as Colin entered the hospital room.


“Colin, care to explain to my dim-witted wife what the doctor said about my condition?”


“From what I’ve seen, you’re someone who can do whatever you set your mind to. So stop whining.” She grabbed her bag. “Here’s a present for you from your dim-witted wife. The day you’re up walking again will be the day you are free of me. Get up and walking, and I’ll get an annulment. It’ll be as if this nightmare of a marriage never happened. That should be enough motivation for you.”


She didn't wait for Julian’s reply. She spun around to leave, ignoring the sharp pain shooting up her right ankle. It seemed it wasn't just her heel that had broken off. “I have to go,” she said to Colin.


“Mrs. Nicholson, are you walking out barefoot?”


There was no way she would hobble out on her broken heel, but she didn’t bother to reply. She was only focused on one thing: painkillers.


“Mrs. Nicholson.” Colin followed her out of the hospital room and cut in front of her.


She pressed a hand to his chest so she wouldn’t knock into him, and Colin reached out to steady her.


“Be careful, Mrs. Nicholson.”


“That’s Julian’s mother. Just call me Hayley.” When she’d first gotten to Julian’s penthouse, she’d enjoyed being addressed as Mrs. Nicholson. That was who she’d grown up to be: Mrs. Nicholson.


She’d since learned that a label meant nothing. And after her short encounter with Julian’s parents earlier, she didn’t want to be reminded of them.


“Julian didn't mean—”


She held a hand up to stop Colin from speaking. Colin dropped his hand from her arm, but she didn’t move back. She wanted to conserve her strength. “You don't have to placate me. I’m not a child. And honestly, I don't care.” She sighed and pressed a hand against the corridor wall, letting her mask fall. “All I want right now is some painkillers.”


Was it normal to be in so much pain that she wanted to throw up? Actually, she couldn’t decide if she wanted to throw up or pass out.


“I’ll get the doctor.”


She waved to a nurse. “Please get me a hospital room—as far away from my husband as possible.”







Julian didn’t bother to look over at his best friend when he came back into his room. He continued staring at his legs. He’d been trying to move them since he woke. In his head, he had no problem moving his feet or toes. But they weren’t moving; they weren’t even twitching.


“Did you do this?” Colin picked up Hayley’s broken heel. He moved over and sat on the couch when Julian didn’t answer. “How are you feeling?”


“How am I feeling?” Julian glared at Colin. “I can’t ever walk again.”


Colin shrugged and dropped the shoe beside the couch. “Hayley seems to think otherwise.”


Julian laughed once. “And you think she knows better than the doctors.” He’d demanded to move to the best hospital in New York, but did it matter? Both doctors had told him the same thing. His spine had suffered too much damage. He wouldn’t be able to walk, not anymore.


He had tuned out when the doctor started recommending therapy and counseling that would help him adjust to life in a wheelchair.


“You’ve never been someone who accepted whatever was presented. If you wanted a company, you would do whatever it took to get it.”


“I didn’t want to marry Hayley. Look where I am. I wouldn’t be in this state if it wasn’t for her.”


“You’ve got to be kidding. This isn’t her fault.”


“If she hadn’t been flirting around, we wouldn’t have left the party early.”


“So you’re blaming your jealousy on her?”


“Jealousy? I wasn’t jealous. I’m like this because of her.” Julian clenched his jaws. “How is it that I lose my legs and she’s perfectly fine? She must be a witch; she must’ve cursed me.”


“Did the doctors check your head?”


Julian glared at Colin again.


“You didn’t lose your legs. You still have them. And since when do you believe in witches?” Colin waved it off. “Anyway, Hayley isn’t perfectly fine. She’s hurt too. Did you forget she was right next to you when the truck hit your car? You might not like her—”


Julian opened his mouth to interrupt, but Colin raised his hand to stop him.


“You hate her. I get it. But Hayley is right about one thing: If anyone is stubborn enough to defy the doctors’ words, it’s you. Focus on getting well. From what I’ve seen, she has your back.”


Julian snorted.


He wasn't going to admit it aloud, but Hayley was right. He was the sort who went after what he wanted. He could do this.


It didn't matter what the doctors said. If he had to spend the rest of his life trying to get back on his feet, he would.










Chapter Six







“MR. WELLS.”


Colin smiled politely at Charlene through the crack she’d opened in the door. He frowned and coughed when he was assaulted by a wave of smoky incense.


“I’m sorry.” Charlene stepped out of the house and closed the door behind her. She brushed her hands on her black shorts and tugged on the hem of her pale yellow tank top. “Trying to chase away the insects in the apartment.”


Colin cleared his throat. “It’s all right, Miss Blunk.” He looked at the door. “I’m sorry for the unannounced visit, but I only need five minutes of your time. It’s about Mr. Nicholson.”


“Okay …” Charlene glanced over her shoulder for a moment. “We can talk out here. My place is a little messy.”


“I’d prefer to have the conversation inside. I only need five minutes.”


Charlene licked her lips and nodded. She opened the door and hurried inside.


A deep woodsy fragrance saturated the house, and he glanced into the dark bedroom that Charlene was making her way to. She hastily closed the door, but not before he noticed a flickering, warm glow as if she’d lit candles within.


Why didn’t she just open the curtains? It was two-thirty in the afternoon, so there was plenty of sun.


“Please, have a seat.” Charlene gestured to the teal fabric couch.


Colin sat on one end, and Charlene joined him on the other end of the couch.


“What can I do for you, Mr. Wells?”


He drew a long, slow breath. It had been a while since he had to fire anyone, but that didn’t reduce his hatred of it. He wrinkled his nose at the strong fragrance in the house, reminding him of the temples in Thailand and India that he and Julian had visited while backpacking.


Exhaling through his mouth, Colin reached into his suit jacket and handed the white envelope to her. “I’m sorry, but we’ve decided to let you go. I’ll get someone to pack up your desk and send your items to you on Monday.”


“Wait.” She stared at the envelope without opening it. “You’re not transferring me to another department?”


When Julian got sick of his previous secretaries, which usually was immediately after he’d slept with them, he would simply transfer them to another department so he wouldn’t have to deal with them.


But Colin couldn’t allow Charlene to stay in the company. “No.”


Colin put his hands on his knees and shifted forward, ready to stand and head out.


“Why? I’ve heard the gossip. Everyone else gets transferred to another department. Why am I the only one to be fired?”


“You know why.” Colin might not know Hayley well, but he’d seen her strength and loyalty over the last couple of days. Which was why he took it upon himself to fire Charlene.


“Does Julian know this?”


Not yet. Colin hadn’t discussed this with Julian. His best friend was focused on only one thing right now—getting himself back on his feet. Colin didn’t see the point in getting him involved in this.


Besides, Julian wouldn’t care what happened to Charlene.


“I didn’t sleep with him. The rest of his ex-se—”


“Mrs. Nicholson never walked in on any of them with him.”


“I didn’t—”


“It doesn’t matter.”


Rumors of the possibility of Julian getting kicked out of the company were already swirling. He’d received several concerned calls from clients and managers. None of them was so direct as to ask if Julian would remain as the CEO. All of them simply called to check in on Julian.


It wouldn’t take long for Old Nicholson to start trying his hand at pushing one of his puppets to take over Julian’s position.


Colin’s greatest ally turned out to be someone he hadn’t even considered—Hayley. And he wanted Charlene gone from the company so Hayley would never have to see her again. That was the least he could do for her.


“So Julian lost his legs and now the woman has all the power.” Charlene’s words wiped the polite smile from Colin’s face.


“The woman is Mrs. Nicholson. She is Julian’s wife.” Colin turned his gaze to the envelope Charlene was clutching. “There’s a recommendation letter in there along with a very generous severance package. If you’d like to keep both, I suggest you watch what you say.”


Charlene pursed her lips. “I’ll leave without a fuss. Just let me speak with Julian. I only need five minutes.”


Colin steepled his fingers. “Miss Blunk, let me make this very clear. If you show up in front of Mr. Nicholson again, I will personally make sure you won't be able to get another job in Manhattan.”


“You don’t understand.”


“There’s nothing to understand.” Colin leaned forward. Julian might think otherwise, but his best friend needed Hayley now more than ever. “You do not go near Mr. Nicholson.”


The envelope in Charlene’s hand crumpled, and Colin frowned at the black smears on the white envelope where her hand had touched.


“Please, Mr. Wells.” Charlene set the envelope aside and shifted closer to him. “I’m sure there’s something I can do—”


Colin almost rolled his eyes. “I’m not interested.” He stood and left the house.







After a week of flying to the best hospitals in the country and going through endless rounds of examinations, the doctors had all come to the same conclusion. Julian would never walk again.


He had demanded a second opinion. When the doctor didn’t tell Julian what he wanted to hear, he insisted on seeing more doctors. As expected, meek and submissive Hayley arranged for his transfers without a word of complaint.


She would’ve made a perfect secretary.


After she’d stormed out of his hospital room, Julian didn’t see her for the rest of the day. But by that evening, his twenty-four hour personal nurse was sent to his room.


He didn’t see Hayley when he’d yelled at the nurses and doctors to discharge him so he could see another doctor to get yet another opinion. But a nurse came by soon after and told him that the papers were settled and he would be transported to another hospital within the next hour.


When Julian got to the hospital roof where the chopper waited, Hayley was already there. She’d ditched her high-end clothing for a pair of dark blue jeans, a black T-shirt, and white sneakers.


His personal nurse and a male hospital nurse helped him onto the helicopter, and Hayley climbed in after him. This time, she sat in the back with him and the traveling doctor while his personal nurse sat up front with the pilot.


Julian hated how small he felt. He hated that he needed help over every little thing, and he grew angrier looking at Hayley moving around on her own.


But when he finally looked up from her legs, he saw the deep purple bruises that her light make up couldn’t completely cover. Her arms were covered in cuts and bruises as well.


She winced when the pilot strapped her into her seat, then pulled her arms closer against herself.


The bruises, along with the way she sat while the wind whipped her hair about, made Julian realize she was in pain. The pilot hadn’t been rough when he strapped her in, but he’d still hurt her.


And Julian had pushed her to the floor the day after the accident.


What made her layer on thick makeup and get dressed up while she was hurting?


Hayley met his eyes when the pilot slammed the helicopter door shut. Julian looked away, writing her out of his mind. Whatever she was up to was her problem. He was only interested in getting better and returning to his life.


“Here’s the schedule.” Hayley handed him a printed calendar, pulling his attention back to the present.


Julian glanced at the filled calendar, then looked back up at Hayley. They’d just gotten back to the penthouse several hours ago. He immediately noticed the changes in the house. Every raised threshold in the house now had a ramp installed, and furniture had been rearranged to make space for his wheelchair.


Noticing such details came to him naturally now.


Since ending up in a wheelchair, Julian realized the world wasn’t built for those in wheelchairs. He noticed every obstacle that made it difficult or impossible for him to move around. It had frustrated him to no end, but he hadn’t even thought about getting anything installed in the penthouse.


Well, apparently Hayley did.


Now, five men stood in front of him while Hayley introduced them.


A physiotherapist who had worked with injured veterans and athletes. A sports psychologist who had worked with Olympic athletes. A masseuse to work on his leg muscles to prevent contraction. A trainer who would help Julian keep his upper body strong. A biomedical engineer with cutting-edge technology that would get him back on his feet.


He hadn’t caught their names. He didn’t really see the point.


“They’ll be here to work with you every day,” Hayley said after introducing them.


Julian stared at the calendar in his lap, then scanned the team of people she’d assembled. He had been adamant about getting back on his feet despite what the doctors had told him, but he hadn’t thought about the next step to take.


Besides the therapy and counseling offered by his doctors to help him adjust to life, they hadn’t given him any helpful suggestions on what to do next either.


But again, Hayley had thought about that for him.


A part of him loathed receiving any kind of help from Hayley, loathed that he hadn’t thought of everything he needed on his own. He’d always been on top of everything at work. He should have formulated a plan himself; he should have assembled his own team.


Then there was another part of him … the part that was grateful to Hayley. Despite how he’d treated her, she still did all this for him.


“Are we starting today?” he asked, mainly to distract himself from his thoughts. He couldn’t allow himself to grow soft toward Hayley. He wasn’t sure what was going on in her mind, but she definitely had an ulterior motive for helping him.


“If you’re not too tired,” Hayley replied, her face revealing no emotion.


“I’m not.”


Hayley nodded and moved forward.


His personal nurse grabbed the handles of his wheelchair, but Julian waved her off. “I can move on my own.” His nurse didn’t move away until Hayley nodded at her.


This is why she’s helping you. Hayley was trying to control his life. This was why he couldn’t get used to depending on her.


“Go on,” he said to Hayley, and she continued ahead.


Julian wasn’t sure where they were heading, but Hayley certainly knew. She opened the door to one of the guest rooms and entered, holding the door open for him.


Instead of the guest room he’d expected, it had been converted into a hybrid gym and game room. Small dumbbells lay in the far left corner of the room, next to an array of exercise equipment. In another corner, a black yoga mat lay between parallel bars.


Right across from him were several large screens attached to a computer system.


Hayley must have converted the guest room for his rehabilitation, but what was with the set-up? “Are we here to play games?” he asked. Was Hayley actually trying to keep him in his wheelchair as long as she could?


“Yes. Somewhat,” said the biomedical engineer, the only one of the team who had followed them.


Julian’s eyes slitted, and he turned to Hayley for an explanation.


“You’ll be fitted with electrodes that will connect you to the virtual reality game. It’s to train the part of your brain that controls your ability to walk.” She looked over at the engineer. “Why don’t you go set it up?”


His personal nurse retreated to a corner of the room while Hayley knelt down next to his wheelchair. “I didn’t want to bog you down with the science behind this once you got back, but I’ve printed out the research. It’s in your office. You can read it when you’re ready. The science makes sense. They’ve made it work before. I know it can work for you.”


He studied Hayley’s face. She so rarely showed any expression these days. It was as if she was nothing but a functioning robot. But now, she sounded … sincere.


If Hayley had decided to go out and work, she would no doubt be successful. She was meticulous and someone who took initiative without being asked, even when nothing was expected of her. He’d thought she was merely a delusional optimist when she said he would walk again, but those weren’t just words to her. She had gone out and set everything up so it would become a reality for him.


Julian tore his eyes from hers. You can’t trust her.


“You don’t have to take my word for it,” she said, and he thought for a moment that he’d spoken aloud. “As I said, the research is already in your office.” Her tone had gone flat, and her stoic face was back.


She pushed herself to her feet. And as she did, she leaned heavily on the wheelchair and her chest collapsed when she straightened. A beat of silence passed before she continued, “You just need to decide if you want to start training now.”


“Let’s start.” Whatever Hayley had planned couldn’t make him any worse off than he was now.


“I’ll send the maid in with some refreshments,” she said to the engineer as she pushed Julian toward the large screens. “If you need anything, let Hope know. I’ll be in the dining room.”


Hayley reached over toward him. For a moment, he thought she was going to give his hand a squeeze and perhaps give him some sort of encouragement. Instead, she took the printed calendar off his lap. “I’ll put this in your office.” Then with a smile and nod at his nurse, Hayley turned and left.


The bioengineer placed a weird looking cap over Julian’s head and explained how it would capture his brain signals. “Your job is to get Bob, the character on screen” —he pointed to the cartoon character on the flat screen TV— “to stand and then to walk.”


Bob had light brown hair, but that was where the resemblance ended. He was seated on a wooden chair instead of the wheelchair, staring straight ahead with the same stoic expression as Hayley.


Stop thinking about her. “How am I supposed to do that?”


“Use your thoughts. Think about getting the character to stand.” The bioengineer went on to explain how the brain didn’t actively think about walking. “You need to start actively thinking. That’s the first step. Hayley has all the journal articles on the study and the experiments we’ve done. You can read all about them later.”


Julian was tempted to ask when Hayley had been in contact with him and how she’d found him, but he figured that wasn’t important. What was important now was getting Bob to stand.


Julian spent the next hour trying to do just that. He’d expected to get Bob up on the very first try and was surprised it actually took him so long to do so. Still, he grinned when Bob finally got off the wooden chair.


“Good,” the engineer said. “Let’s take a break.”


“No. I’m fine. The point is to get Bob walking, right?”


The engineer nodded.


“Then let’s do it.”


After another hour, Hayley came into the room and put a stop to the session just as Bob had taken his first step.


“I can still go on.”


“I’m sure you can. But for now, you have other things to do.” Hayley smiled as the bioengineer removed the strange cap from Julian’s head. “Besides, it’s not good to keep at it too long at it. Your brain needs rest too.”


The bioengineer nodded.


Julian didn’t like how Hayley seemed to be in complete control of the entire team of people who was supposed to help him. But he didn’t have a choice. For now, he would do as Hayley said.


But if she thought she could manipulate him just because she had control of his rehabilitation, she’d have to think again.


Julian went through the rest of the rehabilitation therapy according to Hayley’s schedule. Human bodies weren’t meant to be in a wheelchair, so the masseuse kneaded hard at his leg muscles. He wasn’t sure if it was working since he couldn’t feel anything.


Then the sports psychologist made him go through exercises of centering himself and visualizing himself walking and doing everything he loved.


At the end of everything, Hayley checked if he was still up for his physiotherapy session. He was, so Hayley sent him to the gym to train his upper body strength with his new trainer.


Julian was exhausted when he finally got to bed. He’d wanted to spend an hour or two reading up on the research Hayley had printed out for him, but he was too tired.


Though he’d been determined to walk again, bouts of uncertainty assaulted him throughout the week. The negative news from the doctors didn’t help either. At times, he managed to push those thoughts aside and tell himself that everything would be okay. He would walk again.


Other times, he got swept into depressive thoughts that he was kidding himself. At those times, Hayley was always there next to him, announcing that he would walk again. Sometimes he was sure Hayley was a mind reader. She always seemed to know exactly when he dropped into his dark state.


Doctors tried to contradict her, but she always respectfully rejected what they were saying. She would turn decidedly to him and say with absolute confidence, “You’ll walk again.”


And now, having seen the team she’d assembled and the schedule she’d set up, it was easy to sweep the uncertainty under the rug. Hayley had a concrete plan to get him walking again, and she had every confidence that he could do what the doctors said was impossible.


But why? Why would she want that for him?


When the bathroom door opened, Julian closed his eyes and pretended to be asleep. Before the accident, Hayley always showered before him. She would then sit and read in bed. Not once had she gone to sleep until he did.


He’d always ignored her and pretended she wasn’t even in the room. Now, he wasn’t quite sure how he should behave, so he chose to pretend he was asleep.


Hayley adjusted the duvet over him. Several moments of silence passed before he felt her hand on his shoulder.


“Lord, I thank you for Julian’s complete healing,” she said so softly Julian had to strain to hear what she was saying. “He will walk again. He’ll be able to go back to all the activities he loves. Give him strength mentally and physically to overcome this trying time. Give him confidence that all will be well.”


Julian wasn’t sure why, but he thought she would plant a kiss on him before getting into bed.


She didn’t.


He wanted to open his eyes and ask her why she was praying for him. He didn’t deserve it. He didn’t deserve anything she’d done for him.


When he eventually opened his eyes, Hayley was lying next to him in bed, with her back to him.


He wasn't sure how long he stared at her back, but it was long enough for him to realize how much he longed to reach out and stroke her hair. He wanted to thank her for all that she’d done—all without him asking.


Don't be stupid. Julian forced his eyes shut. He could never trust an Espel. Hayley was nothing but her father’s puppet. Once her parents demanded that she leave—which was only a matter of time—Hayley would pack up and go without a second thought. Just as she had married him without a single argument.


And what would he do then? Julian swallowed the uncomfortable lump of fear in his throat.


I’ll continue with my rehabilitation until I’m back on my feet. If he had to, he could hire his own team of experts. It might set him back a few days, but he could get it done.


Julian had always been independent. He had to be when neither his father nor his stepmother could care less about him. He hadn’t needed anyone then, and he didn’t need anyone now.


Julian opened his eyes again, and his arms ached to pull Hayley against him. He wanted to hold on to her so she couldn’t leave. He shook his head and forced his eyes shut.


It had been a long day. He needed rest.










Chapter Seven







“MISS HAYLEY, WELCOME home.”


Hayley smiled at Sheila, her maid.


Sheila’s hair was pulled back in a low bun, the temples showing more gray than Hayley remembered. Sheila had been working in the house since Hayley was born. While her mother worked on projecting the image of a perfect socialite, Sheila did most of the work in bringing up Hayley.


“I missed you,” Hayley said and gave Sheila a hug. She’d intended to bring Sheila over to the penthouse once things between her and Julian were more settled. But she and Julian never got to that stage, so this was where Sheila remained.


“I missed you too,” Sheila whispered after glancing over her shoulder.


Though Hayley had always been close to Sheila, they’d always made sure they didn’t openly reveal how close they were. They didn’t even reveal that they went to the same church and attended the same cell group.


To Diana Espel, it would be highly inappropriate for Hayley to be so close to a maid. Several times, her mother had threatened to dismiss Sheila because Hayley had appeared to take Sheila’s advice instead of her mother’s. So Hayley always caved to her mother’s decisions because she couldn’t bear the thought of losing Sheila.


“They’re not in a good mood,” Sheila continued in a whisper. “They’ve been fighting.”


Hayley nodded. ‘They’ve been fighting’ used to be a warning for her to stay out of her parents’ way. When Sheila told her that her parents had been fighting, Hayley would either lock herself in her room and make as little noise as possible or flee to the Casas’ place until the storm blew over at home.


Today, though, she didn’t have that option.


Her father had texted her and told her to come home. His short text message ended with ‘We need to talk.’


She’d been tempted to reply with a ‘No, we don’t,’ then throw her phone away. But she needed to face her father if she was to keep her word to Julian about keeping his position secure. “Thanks for the warning.”


Sheila winced slightly as she gave Hayley a head to toe scan. “They should’ve gone to you instead of asking you to come home.”


Home. Hayley’s eyes swept the mansion. Stone-blue walls met a simple white cornice. She’d always thought the blue was slightly too dull for her taste, but her mother loved it. The slate suede leather couch had several white cushions with silver embroidery, bought to match the white coffee table.


The color contrast between here and the penthouse was as different as night and day. The only similarity was that neither this mansion nor the penthouse felt like home to her.


“I’m fine.” She’d rather be here than for her father to see Julian in a wheelchair. Julian’s mood had been volatile of late, and the last thing she needed was a blowup between her husband and her father.


“I’m not your parents, Hayley.” Sheila cocked her head to the side and walked with Hayley through the living room. New contemporary paintings hung in place of those her mother had purchased before Hayley got married.


No doubt they were the work of some new and upcoming artist.


Her mother always had to be in the know about new artists. She had to throw the most extravagant and exciting parties and come up with the best ideas for charity dinners. Working at being the perfect socialite took up so much time that Diana Espel never had time for Hayley.


“Tough. Julian’s mood goes from depressive to explosive just like that.” Hayley snapped her fingers.


“Things will get better. We’re all praying for you.”


Hayley cracked a smile and nodded. “Thanks for the flowers.”


“I would’ve stayed, but Paula didn’t want everyone crowding the hospital room. And I couldn’t ask for time off since I didn’t want them to know I was visiting you.”


“I know.”


They stopped talking as they drew closer to her father’s study.


“Remember, Jesus loves you.”


She sighed. As much as she wanted to be a good Christian and say that knowing Jesus had got her back was all she needed, she had to admit that wasn’t the case. Hearing that just multiplied her dread because she knew the battle she would have to face on the other side. Lord, please help me.


Taking a deep breath, she knocked and opened the door.


“Come in, Hayley,” her mother said from the cinnamon-brown leather couch. “Hayley!” She sighed and shook her head when Hayley stepped in. “What are you wearing?”


Why do people keep asking me that question? She glanced down at her dark blue jeans and pastel pink T-shirt. She supposed she should have anticipated this reaction, but she couldn’t really be bothered to dress up just to meet her parents.


She smiled sweetly at her mother, then looked over at her father, who was seated behind the mahogany desk. “Dad.”


Her father nodded once while her mother rolled her eyes.


When Hayley was young, she couldn’t understand why her mother behaved so differently with and without the presence of others. If her mother’s friends were around, her mother would greet her with great enthusiasm, lavishing her with hugs and kisses. If it was just them, her mother mostly nodded at Hayley to acknowledge her presence and would get annoyed if she went to hug her or tried to engage her in any form of conversation.


Hayley supposed that was where she learned the concept of wearing masks, of showing to her parents and the world what or how she was supposed to feel or behave.


But she was done. She couldn’t do that anymore. She couldn’t be in a marriage with someone who detested her. She wanted her own life—one where she could make her own decisions.


“Take a seat, Hayley.” Her father gestured toward the couch. “How’s Julian?”


“He’s fine.” She sat and crossed her legs.


Her father’s silence and stern glare clued her in to the situation. He knows. He’d already found out Julian’s real diagnosis.


“I heard he won’t ever walk again.”


Her first instinct was to ask how her father found out, but that would only confirm her father’s words. “He will.”


His brows drew together. “The doctor says so?”


“He’s already working with a team of professionals. He’ll be up walking in no time.”


“Did the doctor say Julian would walk again?”


“He will walk again.”


“So no doctors agreed, despite all the different doctors he’s seen.”


It seemed her father had kept quite a close eye on the situation, yet neither of her parents bothered to check in on her. She struggled with the urge to pinch the bridge of her nose. Instead, Hayley drew a controlled breath through her nose. “He will walk again.”


“Hayley, this isn’t something you can will into happening.”


Her mother put a hand on her leg. “Hayley’s right. It’s way too early to tell if Julian will get better.”


Hayley blinked and struggled to hide her surprise.


“What will people think of us if Hayley leaves Julian now?”


Now that makes sense. To Diana Espel, all that mattered was maintaining the perfect facade, so of course sweet, submissive Hayley wouldn’t leave her husband in this trying time.


“We can say that their marriage was already on the rocks before the accident,” her father said.


“That just sounds like a pathetic excuse.” Her mother shifted closer to Hayley. “You understand what people will think if you leave Julian now.”


“I’m not leaving him,” Hayley said. Whatever reasons her mother had for helping her didn’t matter to Hayley. She was just glad someone was on her side.


Her father turned to her mother. “You can start dropping hints to the wives club about how Julian hasn’t been the nicest or most faithful husband.”


Hayley arched a brow. Did her parents know about Charlene? Her father seemed to be keeping a closer eye on them than she thought. Could he have found out about that too?


“Drop hints about abuse if you have to,” her father continued.


“Abuse? No.”


But her mother’s attention was solely on her father.


“Let everyone know Julian’s taking out his frustrations on Hayley.”


“Stop,” she said, but her parents continued to ignore her.


“I’m sure that in a month or two, everyone will support Hayley in leaving the marriage.”


“No!” Hayley closed her eyes and shook her head. “I’m not playing whatever stupid games you and Mom cook up. I’m definitely not playing along with whatever games you are cooking up. Julian will walk again, and I’m not leaving my husband.”


“The doctors already said he won’t be able to do that,” her father said.


“He will.”


“Hayley!” Her father slapped his hand on the table. “The nerves—”


“I know what the doctors said, but I’m also sure they’re wrong.”


Her father stood, and her mother quickly got to her feet as well.


“All right. I think it’s clear this conversation isn’t going anywhere.” Her mother cut in front of Hayley. “Let’s continue this another day.”


“Julian’s condition won’t change.”


“He will walk again.” Hayley stood, her back straight and her shoulders squared.


“You can’t know that.”


“Julian will walk again.” She couldn’t allow herself to have doubts. Julian had more than enough doubts. Besides her friends in cell group who were praying for a full recovery, everyone else—including the doctors—thought she was delusional. But neither the doctors nor her father had the last word. God did.


Her father’s face grew red, and her mother put a hand on his chest.


Hayley was tempted to put an end to the conversation by running out the door. Instead, she dug her heels in and refused to budge.


“I think we’re done for the day.” Her mother glanced over her shoulder at Hayley. “We’ll drop by and visit you soon. Call if you need anything.”


She rolled her eyes before she could stop herself. She’d never been this rude to her parents, and she wasn’t sure what was wrong with her.


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Her father crossed his arms across his chest.


“Drop by and visit? Call if I need anything?”


“Hayley, enough.” Her mother spun around and glared at her.


“Why? No one else is here. Who are you afraid might overhear?” Hayley snatched her purse off the couch. “I forgot. The servants. God forbid they hear something and realize we’re not the perfect little family you want everyone to see us as. Guess what, Mom? They already know.”


This time, Hayley didn’t wait for a reply. She whirled around and headed for the door. Then for the first time in her life, she slammed the door shut behind her. She’d never done that at home. She’d never disagreed with her parents in her entire life.


Her mother wanted her to be the perfect student and daughter, and she was.


But she was done.


She stormed back to Desmond, whose brows drew closer the nearer she got to him.


“Is everything all right, Miss Hayley?” Desmond asked as he opened the door to the back seat.


“No. Everything isn’t all right.” She didn’t notice the pain until she got into the car. The rush of anger from her fight with her parents had drowned that out temporarily.


“Home?”


Hayley glanced out of the window. Home? Where was her real home? “Yes.” For now, her place was with Julian. So for now, that was her home.










Chapter Eight







HAYLEY CLOSED HER eyes and kneaded her neck as she strode toward the apartment building.


The last time she’d been this busy was in college. Since then, besides working with Leanne on further promoting and launching sidelines for Hydrate, all Hayley had done was write checks.


Her father had directed all the letters requesting donations to her. And the Espels received a lot of letters since they always made the list of the richest people in the world. Her job was to sift through the mountain of letters and allocate the budget she’d been given to the cases she deemed were most impactful.


After the car accident, Hayley had to shoulder many more responsibilities. While Julian went through a carousel of doctors for his second, third, fourth, and fifth opinions, Hayley had researched and reached out to the people who could help Julian walk again. She’d read through research papers and case studies to learn the science and see what she could do for Julian.


At the same time, she had to find and hire a contractor to make the penthouse wheelchair friendly and give the staff instructions on how to move the furniture to free up space for a wheelchair to maneuver around.


She’d thought the hectic routine of rotating in and out of hospitals while she got everything ready for Julian would be over once they got home. She was wrong.


It had been four months since the car accident, so it had been four months of Hayley playing the art of business war with Julian’s father.


Julian’s father had been speaking with directors, trying to get them to lean his way if he needed to kick Julian out as the CEO and put his own puppet in charge. All that was so her father wouldn’t be able to take over the company.


Hayley had promised Julian she’d do everything she could to make sure he kept his position, so she had to start making nice with the directors too.


She wished it was as simple as buying them gifts.


Colin had given her dossiers on of the different directors so she would know everything about them—from where their children went to school to who their mistresses were. Hayley had to sit through long lunches that sorely tested her patience and diplomatic skills. She had to openly express gratitude for their support of Julian, and at the same time work in subtle threats and blackmail in a tone perfectly balanced between seriousness and mischievousness.


The most tiring aspect of it was having to listen to the directors brag about their lives and how much they’d done for the company. Sometimes, all she wanted was to roll her eyes at them. Other times, she had to bite her tongue to keep herself from reminding them that they didn’t even work for the company.


She also had to be kept updated with everything going on in the company. She couldn't risk getting caught off-guard if either her father or father-in-law tried to shift more power into his own hands. Her father-in-law was a shark looking for a point of weakness to attack, and Hayley wouldn’t let herself be the weakness.


So she was on the phone with Colin every other day. Sometimes, after a long and life-draining lunch with one of the directors, she would meet Colin for coffee. Over coffee and sometimes a slice of cake, he would brief her on what was going on and the rumors that were swirling about in the company.


Then there was the constant reassurance she had to give to everyone around her. Julian would walk again. She couldn’t allow herself to feel even an ounce of doubt. Though Julian hadn’t confided in her, Hayley was certain he had enough doubts on his own. He didn’t need her to add to them.


He hadn’t asked her to be his support, but she was determined to be. She was still his wife, after all, and that was what wives were supposed to do. Even if she was just a wife in name.


Hayley sipped on the herbal tea she’d bought from the cafe around the corner. She needed the one-hour break she’d taken.


Julian was working with Dale Andrews, the biomedical engineer, and she didn't have anything on her schedule. So she sneaked out and headed to the cafe. She’d ordered her tea, settled into a corner seat, and played the sermon she’d downloaded while on the way there.


She needed to recharge, to remind herself that all things would work together for good and that God was right beside her in this journey.


“Mrs. Nicholson.”


Red flags popped up in her mind as the smell of liquor assaulted her. Hayley took in the disheveled look of the man in a faded green plaid shirt and light blue jeans frayed at the hem and worn through at the knees.


Hayley glanced over at the glass doors of the apartment building and for a moment entertained the thought of running. But it was broad daylight and it seemed incredibly silly to take off running at the sight of a stranger, albeit a possibly drunk stranger. Julian would probably curl his lips back in disgust if he found out.


She shook her head. She didn't have to care what Julian thought of her. Not anymore. She would take her own stand and make her own decisions. Julian would be up and walking about soon. Soon, she'd be on her own.


“Mrs. Nicholson.”


Hayley frowned while the man scrutinized her from head to toe.


“You don't know who I am.”


“No, I don't.”


The man reached out, and his rough, dry hand grabbed hers. “I’m the guy whose truck drove into your fancy car.”


She pulled her hand back, but the man tightened his grip and kept her hand captive.


“You had better get your lawyers to pull the civil lawsuit before things get worse for you.”


“I don't know what you’re talking about.” She snatched her hand back. She didn't care what the truck driver wanted from her. She had enough things on her mind. “Stay away from me.”


The man took a long step toward her. “Your lawyers are threatening to destroy my life.”


“I don't have the energy for this.”


The truck driver cut in front of her. “Don’t have the energy for this?” His light brown irises grew dark, and his lips twisted into a sneer. “You’re walking away because you’re tired? My life’s at stake!”


Hayley glared up at the man staring her down. She pulled her spine straighter. “If you valued your life, then you shouldn’t have driven that monster truck of yours while drunk!”


The police had spoken with her and taken her statement after she’d checked back into the hospital. She had been infuriated when she heard the driver had been drunk, but she didn’t really care much about the truck driver. Whatever was done was done. She couldn’t turn back time. She had to move forward and focus on helping Julian get back on his feet.


“Because of you,” Hayley said, “our lives have been turned upside down.”


The truck driver’s face turned red, and he leaned in closer. The nauseating smell of alcohol leaking from his pores and coming through his breath was making Hayley uncomfortable. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with.” He grabbed her shoulder. “I can tell you things that no one else knows about you.”


She shrugged out of his grip. The idea of running into the apartment building now felt like a missed opportunity. “I’m not interested in what you have to say.”


“If you don't pull the lawsuit, I can make your perfect little world come crumbling down.”


“You and your stupid decision to drive drunk have already done so, you idiot.”


The man gripped her chin and jerked her face closer, and Hayley was just about to scream when a deep voice said from behind her, “Move away from her.”


The man’s hand was pried from her chin, and Hayley finally saw the man behind the voice—Colin.


“Keep your hands off her.”


The truck driver shot another glare her way. “You’ll regret this.” Then he stormed away with his fists clenched.


Colin turned to her once the truck driver was out of sight. “Why are you having a showdown with a homeless man right outside the building?”


“He’s the truck driver who drove into our fancy car.”


“That’s even worse.”


“He was waiting here for me.”


Colin glanced over his shoulder. “What did he want?”


“Something about lawyers.” She drew a deep breath through her nose. “I think my parents probably had their lawyers file a lawsuit or something. But it’s been four months. I doubt they’ve only just now filed it.” Or maybe their lawyers were having a rather free month and this was the only suit they could file.


“Maybe they couldn't find him until now.”


She shrugged and slapped a hand against her head. “I’ve been so concerned with everything going on with my life that I completely forgot. What happened to the limousine driver?”


“He’s fine. He got out of it with a few scratches. You and Julian took the main impact.”


Hayley sighed. “That’s good to hear.”


“Are you going to talk to your parents?”


She arched a brow. “About what?”


“The one who drove into your fancy car—he deserves everything he’ll be getting.”


“Honestly,” she kneaded her neck, “I don’t care what they do to him. I have enough on my plate, and I don’t want to talk to them right now.”


Several months ago, Hayley had met her parents back in their mansion. Their short conversation didn’t go well. It ended with Hayley storming out and commenced the Espels’ cold war.


Her father, of course, had made his first move—cutting off all finances—right after that. For the first time in her life, she was informed by the staff that the checks she’d written for their wages had bounced. When she called the bank to check, she was told that her account had been frozen due to unusual activities.


No one could give her a proper answer as to what the unusual activities were. Then she received emails that her phone bill hadn’t been paid because her credit card transactions couldn’t go through.


Thankfully, she still had the money that Leanne had set aside for her. Her best friend would probably kill her if she found out that Hayley was using the money to pay for Julian’s recovery and the running of his household. But it was her only solution since there was no way she would cave to her father’s demands.


In fact, she’d be glad for the cold war to continue for as long as possible. She’d told her parents that Julian would walk again. It had been four months, and he wasn't walking.


He was making progress, but progress wouldn't keep her father from making a move either.


Like Mr. Nicholson, her father had only ever been concerned about one thing—getting full control of the company. Julian’s condition was a major opportunity for her father.


Though the cold war was costing her, it was buying her time.


Colin put a hand on her back and led her to the entrance of Julian’s apartment building. “Go on in.”


“You’re not coming in?”


He cocked his head to the side. “My car’s still out here.”


“Oh.” She hadn’t even noticed.


“I was driving by when I saw you. I’ll pull the car into the garage and come on up.”


“Thank you for stepping in.” If it had been Julian, he probably would have continued to drive by instead of getting out of the car to help her.


“It’s nothing.” Colin jerked his chin forward. “Go on.” He didn’t leave until she waved to him from behind the doorman.


Hayley closed her eyes and pushed the conversation she had with the truck driver out of her mind as she headed past the main elevators to the one further back. The private elevator was the only way to reach the penthouse.


She entered the elevator that had only three buttons on the panel. One was for the private garage, another for the lobby and the last for the penthouse. She pressed the button for the penthouse and realized her hand was shaking.


Hayley shook out her hands and sighed. How useless she was to be quivering over something so trivial. She clenched and released her hands, then straightened her back as she dropped them. That was nothing. I handled it well. And Lord, thank you for Colin.







“Mrs. Nicholson—”


Hayley shot a glare at Doreen from within the elevator. She’d told every member of the penthouse staff to stop calling her that.


“Miss Hayley.”


Hayley nodded and stepped out of the elevator. The maids at her parents house had always called her that, and it seemed appropriate since she would be reverting back to her single status once Julian was up walking on his own.


“You have a letter.”


She paused and stared at the white envelope in Doreen’s hand. This was the first time she’d received a letter at Julian’s penthouse. She opened the letter as Doreen moved away.


Pulling out the white card within, Hayley frowned. I missed you. The black cursive words were surrounded by embossed flowers on the thick white card. She flipped the card open.


I’m back.


Who? Hayley looked around. It couldn't have been from Julian. He would never miss her. Besides, he hadn’t gone anywhere.


Was this a joke? She reread the card a few more times, checking the front and back of it, then examining the envelope. No name or signature. No other message. No return address. Did someone post this to the wrong address?


But her name was on the envelope.


She folded the card and put it back into the envelope when the elevator door opened.


“You didn’t have to stand here and welcome me,” Colin said with a smile.


Hayley rolled her eyes as she stuffed the envelope into the back pocket of her jeans. “I was distracted.”


“By the beautiful scenery here?”


She chuckled and headed into the living room with Colin. She hadn’t thought she could find a friend in Julian’s best friend. Colin was a loyal friend, so she’d assumed he would have the same distaste of her as her husband did.


“Do you want to report to the police about the truck driver?”


Hayley shook her head. “Forget it. I’m sure he won’t show up again.”


“I’ll speak to the doorman and tell him to keep a lookout for the guy.”


“Thank you.” It was nice to have a friend on her side in all this. “Colin, I doubt it’ll come up, but I’d prefer if you don’t tell Julian what happened.”


“Why not?”


She shrugged. Julian wouldn’t care anyway, but she didn’t want to have to deal with her husband getting angry at her on top of all she was juggling. “It’s my problem.”


“Hayley, I—”


“Please, Colin. I don’t think I ask for a lot.”


Colin stared back at her for a moment before nodding once.


“Thank you.” She tipped her chin toward Julian’s study. “His session should be over soon. I’ll let him know you’re waiting for him.” She turned and headed toward her room.


“Hayley.” Colin grabbed her arm. “Promise you’ll let me know if the truck driver continues to harass you.”


She cracked a smile and nodded.


Colin let go of her arm. “I’ll be in Julian’s study.”


She went to her room while Colin headed to Julian’s study.


Hayley didn’t have a study of her own, so she didn’t have a writing desk. If she needed to work on something, she’d bring her laptop out onto the dining table. Julian’s study was his, and he’d made it clear right from the start that she wasn’t allowed in there.


She’d only been in his study twice. The first time was on the first night she moved in. She’d gone to his study to inform him that dinner was ready, only to get shouted at and warned never to step into his study. The second time was when she went in to put his rehabilitation schedule on his desk. That was it.


She strode into the dressing room—Julian’s dressing room—and pulled out a small cabinet, where she kept her laptop and iPad. Every panel in the walk-in closet was overlaid with dark wood laminate. Every cabinet and shelf in the penthouse had the same dark brown laminate. She loved the texture, loved being able to feel the grooves as if the laminates were made of real tree bark.


But with the rest of the fittings in black, the penthouse gave off a sophisticated—but moody—atmosphere. Perhaps that was why Julian was always so miserable at home, or perhaps it was all her.


Well, she blamed her cheerlessness in the house on the decor.


She laughed as the thought of redecorating popped into her mind. Julian would probably throw a fit even if she were to add a single candle to the penthouse. “Maybe he’d even be angry enough to stand up and yell at me.”


Hayley took out the envelope she’d stuffed into her back pocket and took another look at the card. With a frown, she dropped the envelope into the cabinet. She’d deal with this—if it was something she had to deal with—another time.


Her phone’s alert rang. Julian’s session with Dale Andrews, the biomedical engineer was over. Hayley walked over to the converted rehabilitation room and smiled when she overhead Dale telling Julian about the advances they’d made.


It hadn’t taken Julian long to get the character on the screen walking, and his muscles had responded well to the electric jolts that were supposed to help his brain reconnect his thoughts about walking to his leg muscles. Now, Julian was working less with Dale and more with Matthew Skrypec on his physiotherapy.


Nearly a month ago, Matthew had begun putting Julian into a harness attached to the ceiling so they could work on him walking again.


His weight was mainly held up by the harness, but he could already shuffle his feet forward.


“That’s great news.” Her smile widened at Julian’s grin—her natural reaction to a smile. She wasn’t reacting to his brilliant grin, something which was never directed toward her. He probably hadn’t meant to smile at her. It was probably meant for Dale and he hadn’t wiped his smile off when he turned to her.


“Thank you, Dale,” she said, pulling herself out of her silly thoughts. “Your work is amazing and has so much potential.”


“Thank you, and thanks for your very generous donation.” It wasn’t entirely her money. She didn’t have that kind of money to donate anymore. But Hayley was still an Espel, and she knew enough wealthy people who were more than willing to cut checks for worthy causes.


“This technology deserves to be made possible for everyone.” She looked over at Julian. “Colin’s here. He’s waiting for you in your study.”


“Okay.”


Without being too obvious, Hayley watched Julian as he shifted the wheelchair and left the room. Since coming back to the penthouse, Julian had barely let Hope help him with anything. He didn't like how his personal nurse shadowed him almost everywhere either. So after a month, she’d let Hope go.


“I’ll walk you out,” she said to Dale and headed out of the room with him while he told her how he would put the donation to use.


After walking Dale to the elevator, Hayley strode back toward the living room. She had barely warmed up her seat on the couch when Doreen hurried over to her.


“Miss Hayley, the doorman said your father is here. He’s on the way up.”


Hayley sighed. “Bring him to the dining room.” She got to her feet, then sat back down when her head spun.


“Miss Hayley?”


Stars went off behind her closed eyelids.


“Miss Hayley.”


She buried her face in her hands. “Ugh.” She was certain she wasn’t moving, but it felt like she was spinning out of control.


“Are you okay? I’ll go get Mr. Nicholson.”


“No.” She forced her head up and took a deep breath. “No matter what happens to me, you don’t call for Mr. Nicholson.” He wouldn’t care. He would only be annoyed for being disturbed. “If I do pass out …”


Hayley had never fainted in her life, but the moment before had scared her. “You call the ambulance, then call my friend Leanne. I’ll send you her number later.”


Doreen looked at her, blinked twice, then nodded. “Yes, Miss Hayley.”


Hayley extended a hand, and Doreen helped her to her feet. “You do not mention this to anyone else. Especially not to my father.”


“Yes, Miss Hayley.”


After another deep breath, Hayley moved over to the dining table and waited for her father, bracing herself for yet another battle she would have to fight. Stand your ground. You can do this.


“Hayley,” her father said. “How are you feeling?”


Hayley smiled and gestured for her father to take a seat. “I’m okay. What can I do for you?”


“How’s Julian?”


“Perfectly fine. Getting better every day.”


“Yet he’s still in his wheelchair.”


Hayley shrugged. “He’ll walk again.”


“Hayley!” Her father slapped his hand on the dark wooden dining table. “Old Nicholson knows that too, and—”


“What can he do if I refuse to budge?”


“You may be the single largest shareholder—”


“If you stand with me, we’re the majority. The directors know we can boot them if we want. They won’t dare to kick Julian out as CEO.” The chances of that happening were close to none. Her father’s move of cutting off finances had shown Hayley where he stood. Which was why she’d hoped for the cold war to continue instead.


Politics in the office had gone somewhat stagnant since no one knew exactly what the largest shareholders were thinking.


But if her father revealed his refusal to support her, Julian’s father could very well gather enough shareholders to push for the directors to vote Julian out of the company.


“He won't be able to walk again, Hayley.”


“He will.”


“Hayley, please stop being so irrational.”


“He’s my husband. I’m standing by him no matter what.”


“You can find someone else. With the current situation, old Nicholson couldn’t blame us for pushing his son out.”


Which was why Julian’s father was getting ready to make sure his puppet took over Julian’s place. But Hayley would never let that happen.


“Julian is my husband.” At least until he got back on his feet. “And I will do whatever I must to secure his position.”


“You’ve fallen in love with him, haven’t you? That’s why you won’t listen to reason.”


Fallen in love? She had loved Julian her whole life because she’d bought into the fantasy her mother sold her. But not anymore. She didn't love him anymore.


She couldn't. Her heart couldn't bear the ache of being in love with someone who despised her.


“Hayley, you can’t trust Julian. He was only nice to you because he had a motive. Now, it’s probably because he needs you. Once he gets what he wants, you’ll be out on the streets.”


Hayley laughed.


“You don’t believe me?”


She believed him, all right. She just found it funny that her father thought she’d fallen in love with Julian because he was nice to her. Her father would probably disown her on the spot if he knew she was doing this in spite of how Julian had treated her.


“You cannot trust him, Hayley.”


This wasn’t about trust. Julian had lost enough, and she didn't want him losing anything else. Being able to work was a good distraction for Julian. She couldn't give him the ability to walk again, but she could do this for him. “Julian’s good at his job, and he is my husband.”


Her father’s scrutinizing gaze pierced her, and Hayley was tempted to jut her chin out. But she didn't. She merely stared back at him. She’d meant what she said, and she wasn't going to back down.


Her father dropped his gaze eventually.


“Can I count on you to be on my side?” Would he support her? He was her father after all.


“After Amelia passed away, I didn’t want you to marry Julian.”


“Julian’s mother?”


“She was your mother’s best friend. Her only real friend.”


That would explain why the two families hung out so much.


“But your mother wanted to keep her word to Amelia.” Her father rubbed a hand over his mouth. “You can’t trust Nicholson men.”


Hayley arched a brow. “Why?”


“Do you know how Amelia died?”


She wanted to roll her eyes. How would she? Her parents had always refused to speak of the Nicholsons after the mysterious fallout. “How did she die?”


“She killed herself. She found out that Daniel had an affair.”


“With Julian’s stepmother?” That would explain the tension between her mother and Julian’s stepmother over the wedding preparations.


Her father nodded. “After a tumultuous year of private investigations and fights, with Daniel trying to destroy her reputation so he could have full custody of Julian, Amelia couldn’t take it anymore.”


Vague memories flooded her. She remembered bits and pieces of her parents’ hushed whispers. She remembered seeing how broken Julian’s mother had been.


Would that happen to her?


Hayley closed her eyes. No. Because she wasn’t in love with Julian anymore. She’d given up on this marriage before the car accident. There would be no fights in their divorce. They didn’t have any children, and she wasn’t interested in the company.


“Julian’s my husband,” she said and opened her eyes. “I’m standing by him no matter what.”


“Julian must have been good to you,” her father said after a moment. “I’ve never seen you like this.”


She cracked a smile. In a strange way, she supposed her father was right. The marriage, Charlene, and the car accident had all shown her one thing: she was strong. She wasn't a princess who needed her prince to rescue her.


She could go out and save the day.


“I just hope he doesn’t destroy you like his father did to Amelia.”










Chapter Nine







“MISS HAYLEY.”


Hayley looked up from her laptop. She’d just finished planning Julian’s therapy sessions for the following week based on the feedback she’d received from everyone in the team.


“Mr. Wells is here, and you have a letter.”


She took the white envelope from Doreen, but didn’t open it. The weight and texture of the envelope immediately clued her in to what it was. She hadn’t thought about the card she’d received yesterday, but she sure was starting to wonder what this was about.


“Hey.” Colin put a black file down on the table, then shrugged off his suit jacket and draped it over the back of a chair.


“You’re early,” Hayley said to Colin as he sat. “Julian’s still with the masseuse.”


“It’s okay. I’ll wait.” He folded back his sleeves and unbuttoned the top button of his shirt.


She blinked when she found herself staring at Colin. She’d never seen Julian this relaxed at home, and she wondered why. Because of you. Because you’re the stranger who’s crashed into his life and made him uncomfortable. “Is that the new acquisition?” she asked to distract herself.


Colin nodded. “It will be if Julian approves.” His eyes narrowed slightly as he studied her face. “Are you feeling okay? You look a little pale.”


She cupped a hand against her cheek. “I guess I should put on some makeup.”


“You look fine. I’m just worried.”


“Do you want coffee?” she asked Colin.


“Sure.”


She looked over at Doreen, who quickly nodded and headed off toward the kitchen. “Any new moves from my dear father-in-law?”


“Rumors came in that your father is supporting Julian. How did you get your father to agree to do that?”


“Being stubborn.” She leaned back in the dining chair and kneaded her neck. “Are you sure he’s on our side?” She still couldn’t quite trust that her father wasn’t pulling any tricks behind the scenes.


“It seems so. For now,” Colin said. “I wonder why the two old men got together to start the business, since they’re so distrustful of each other.”


She licked her lips. “Julian never told you why?”


“I don’t think he knows.”


“Does he know how his mother died?”


Colin nodded. “You think that’s the reason for the falling out?”


“His mother and my mother were best friends. I think my parents blame Julian’s father for her death.”


“Then why did they still want you to marry Julian?”


“My mother wanted to honor her promise to Julian’s mother, and I guess his father just saw it as a chance to gain control of the company.”


“Are you okay?”


She arched a brow, and Colin jerked his chin toward her neck. “I’m fine,” she said and dropped her hand. “Other than the politics, I hope everything is running smoothly at the office.” She’d wanted to drop by a couple of times to assure the staff that all was well, but she dreaded the thought of seeing Charlene.


“It is.”


“Thanks for taking care of everything.”


“It’d be great if you show up with me. I think it’d help lay to rest the rumor of Julian getting kicked out as CEO.”


“No, thanks.”


“I’ve dismissed Charlene.”


Hayley arched a brow.


“The weekend after you guys got back from the hospital.”


“Oh.”


“I want you to know you won’t run into her at the company.”


She gazed back at Colin for a moment before continuing, “Thank you.”


“So,” he drummed his fingers against the dining table, “why didn’t you want to tell Julian about the truck driver? I’m sure he’d want to know someone’s harassing his wife.”


That would be true if she was a wife he actually cared about. “Colin, you and Julian are best friends, right?”


Colin nodded slowly, as if it was a trick question.


“Then you should know that I’m nothing more than a secretary to him.”


Colin started shaking his head, and he opened his mouth to say something.


But Hayley interjected before Colin could say a word. “He wanted a second opinion, I arranged it. He needed someone to help him adjust to life, I arranged for that. I keep the household running and make sure everything is convenient for him.” She laughed once. “I’m not even as intimate with him as his secretary—ex-secretary—was.”


“Hayley, nothing happened between Charlene and him.”


She wanted to roll her eyes. Were all men like this? A code among men to lie for their friends? She settled for a small smile.


“I’m serious. Yes, he’d had flings with his other secretaries, but none of them meant anything. Once he grew tired of them, he moved them to other departments. And it was all before his marriage to you.”


“So his secretaries got paid and continued with life in the company with good pay and benefits.” She shook her head. “If you’re trying to make me feel better, it isn't working. I haven't been paid a single cent. In fact, I’ve paid and continue to pay for everything around here.” Since she knew nothing about Julian’s finances, she’d decided to use her own money.


“Why isn’t Julian—”


“I didn’t ask. He has enough things on his mind.” Julian had told her that she wasn’t to question him, and he hated her enough without her asking questions about simple things.


“Is money tight? If you need money, I can help.”


The money Leanne had set aside for her would run out soon, and Hayley was seriously considering selling her engagement ring. It was either that or tell Julian and face his disgust with her inability to handle simple finances.


No. She’d find a way. “It isn't about the money. I was just making a point.”


Except a normal job wouldn’t pay enough to keep the team of professionals she’d hired for Julian’s recovery.


“Hayley.”


She waved it off. “Let’s talk about something else.” Despite her decision to leave, anything regarding Julian still made her heart ache. Her heart couldn’t seem to understand that she’d set her mind on getting an annulment. Soon, she would have nothing to do with Julian.


“Do you want to stay for dinner tonight?” She always asked Colin to stay for dinner, but he’d always turned her down.


“Yeah, why not,” he said after a moment.


“I’ll inform Anita.”


“What are we having?”


“I have no idea. Something healthy, I’m sure. I won’t be here for dinner.”


“You asked me to stay for dinner, and you won’t be here?”


She laughed softly. “It was just the polite thing to ask.”


“So you never meant for me to have dinner here.”


“I don’t mind if you choose to have dinner here.” She tipped her head to the side and studied Colin for a moment. “Actually, I think I’d enjoy your company.”


Dinners with Julian were quieter than ever, mainly because Hayley had given up trying to get him to talk to her. What was the point? She’d given up on the marriage. There was no reason for her to try and make things work with him.


It was probably a relief to Julian that she’d finally decided to shut her mouth.


Besides, meals at the penthouse were no longer to her taste. It wasn’t their in-house chef’s fault. Anita was merely following the nutritionist’s meal plans that were supposed to aid in Julian’s recovery. Nowadays, she just ate as quickly as she could so she didn’t have to remain at the dining table a second longer than required.


“Then stay,” Colin said.


“I can’t.”


“Where are you going?”


“Cell group meeting.”


“What?”


“Gathering with my church friends.”


“Is that like a once-in-ten-years reunion?”


She grinned. “No.”


“Then cancel it. I’m actually staying for dinner.” He smirked. “Colin Wells. CFO of Espel and Nicholson Holdings.”


Hayley couldn’t help laughing. Yes, she would enjoy having dinner with Colin. “I can’t.”


“Can’t or don’t want to?”


“I don’t want to. They are my friends, my mentors, my support. It’s where I go to recharge.”


The smirk melted off Colin. “Then you should go.”


“I hate missing dinner with Mr. Colin Wells, though. How about we do this tomorrow? Would you grace me with your presence then, Mr. Wells?”


“For you, of course.”


Were they flirting? It felt like it.


But what did she know about flirting? Besides, there was no way Colin would flirt with her. Colin and Julian were best friends.


Hayley looked away, and her gaze landed on the white envelope.


“Aren’t you going to open that?”


She opened the envelope and pulled out another I-miss-you card. This time, the message within was ‘I’ll see you soon.’ She frowned.


“I’d ask if you’re having an affair, but from the way you’re frowning …”


“Affair? Oh, this?” She looked at the front of the card. “I have no idea who’s missing me, and the messages are baffling.”


“Are? This isn’t the only card you’ve received?”


She nodded. “This is the second. The first one says ‘I’m back.’ This says ‘I’ll see you soon.’” She turned the card so he could read it.


“‘I’m back’? Sounds like an ex-boyfriend.”


“I don’t have an ex-boyfriend.” Who could be sending these cards to her?


“You don’t have an ex-boyfriend? As in Julian is your first boyfriend?”


“Julian was never my boyfriend.” She didn’t want to elaborate further. Her friends had encouraged her to date, to see more guys before marrying Julian. She didn’t see the point. She was meant to be with Julian. What was the point of dating?


She’d always been convinced she was doing the right thing. Now she just felt foolish—utterly foolish.


Colin seemed to get that she didn’t want to continue on that subject as well. “Is there someone from your past who left?”


“I have a lot of classmates who went abroad, who are still traveling. But none of them would send me something so cryptic. They would at least sign their name. What’s the point of sending the cards without a name?”


“To give you a surprise.” Colin brought the coffee to his lips. “Whoever it is probably wants you to be thinking about nothing but this.”


A sudden chill took her.


“Did I say something wrong?”


Thinking about nothing but this. Those hadn’t been the exact words spoken to her, but it was similar enough to jolt her memory—a memory she’d buried so deep she thought she’d forgotten. “I have to go.”


She snatched the envelope off the table. “Doreen, get my bag.”


“Hayley, what’s wrong?”


“Nothing,” she said. “I’m sure it’s nothing.” Of course it was nothing. She was just reacting out of fear from the unwelcome memory that had popped into her mind. “But I have to go.” She took her bag from Doreen and headed over to the elevator.







Julian watched Hayley dash toward the elevator, leaving behind a seemingly concerned Colin. “What did you do to her?” He wheeled himself over to his best friend.


Colin continued staring at the closed elevator doors. “I don't know.” His brows drew together. “It must’ve been something I said, but I don’t think I said anything wrong.”


“What are you talking about?”


“We were talking about the cards she received, then she suddenly looked as if she’d seen a ghost.”


“What cards? What ghost?”


“The I-miss-you cards.”


“I-miss-you cards?”


“The cards she … You don't know, do you?”


“Who’s been sending her I-miss-you cards? Doesn’t that guy know she’s married?”


Colin stuffed his hands into the pockets of his black pants and strode back to the dining table. “Of course you didn't know.”


“Colin.”


His best friend nodded and sat. “I’ll tell you everything. For now, call your driver and tell him to keep an eye on her.”


“He’s her driver.” Julian hadn’t taken her car, not even once. If he needed someone to drive them, he hired a limousine, so he didn’t have her driver’s number. He didn’t even know his name.


Even if Julian had the number, he wouldn’t want to call him. Did he really want to know where she was going and who she was meeting every Friday night?


She always seemed excited to leave and was always in a great mood whenever she got home.


At first, he’d found himself in a lighter mood as if her joy was infectious. But now, he couldn't help but worry. Though she’d assured everyone that he would be up and walking around soon, the doctors had all said otherwise. He hadn't been the best husband to her either. Who was to—


“Julian.” Colin shook his shoulder. “Did you hear what I said? I don't think she’s going to meet her church friends, not after running out like that.”


“Church friends?”


“Some cell group meeting. I thought it was some kind of voluntary prison work.” Colin shrugged it off. “Forget it. I’m sure it’s nothing much. I’ll call and check in on her later.”


That was when Julian realized he didn't even have Hayley’s number. “Why do you have her number?”


“I have to keep her updated with what’s going on at work. When your father tries something with the directors, Hayley makes sure she puts a stop to it.”


He frowned. “How come you never said anything about that?”


“She wanted you to focus on your recovery instead of worrying about work.” Colin sipped on his coffee. “Do you think she just sits out here and wait while you’re with your specialists?” He took his phone out and tapped into his call schedules before sliding the phone across the table to Julian. “She takes the time to get updates on the company. And do you know why she does that?”


Julian didn’t.


“So she won’t look like a bimbo and embarrass you when she meets with the board of directors to assure them that you’re perfectly healthy and well on your way to walking and being back in the office again. And did you even go through half the research papers she prepared for you? I bet it was just a waste of my ink and paper and a waste of my time bringing them here.”


“Your ink and paper.”


“Yes, because you’ve made it clear to her that you didn’t want her in your study, so she asked if she could use my printer instead. Then, since she isn’t allowed in your study, she asked me to put the printed materials in there.”


“She could’ve just emailed them to me.”


“She didn’t have your email, and she doubted you would open the email once you saw who it was from. And I somehow just scared the hell out of her.” Colin’s eyes slid to the side. “But she was already rather pale when I got here.”


Julian’s eyes narrowed. “You notice a lot of things about my wife.”


Colin laughed. “So you do know she’s your wife.” He looked over at Doreen when she came back with Julian’s coffee. “Is Mrs. Nicholson feeling all right? Is she sick?”


“Miss Hayley?” Doreen shook her head, but she did it so hurriedly Julian suspected she was lying.


And why had the staff switched to calling Hayley ‘Miss Hayley’ instead of ‘Mrs. Nicholson’? “Did Mrs. Nicholson say she wasn’t feeling well?” Julian noticed she was still in pain, but she seemed to be getting better. While she’d left him alone for most of his sessions, she was always there with him during his physiotherapy now that he was starting to work on his legs.


“She was looking a little pale,” Colin added.


Julian thought about it. Actually, she did. “Is Mrs. Nicholson ill?” he asked Doreen.


“No, Mr. Nicholson.” Doreen excused herself and almost ran out of the room.


“Why wouldn’t she say something if she wasn’t feeling well?”


Colin laughed once. “Because Mrs. Nicholson thinks you don’t care.”


“You two seem to get along very well these days.”


Colin rubbed a hand over his mouth. “Have you ever asked her how she was doing? If she’s having trouble with anything?”


“She’s here all the time.” Except on Friday nights. “What’s there to ask?”


Colin shook his head. “You’re really a selfish jerk, you know that? I didn’t want to say anything after your accident since you were moping.”


“Moping?”


“Yeah. That was what you did. But seriously, there’s only so long you are entitled to be self-obsessed.”


“I’m not self-obsessed. I know she’s still hurting over her injuries from the accident, but she seemed a lot better. And I’ve been busy.”


“So has she.” Colin sighed and leaned back in the chair. “She didn't want me to tell you this, but I think you should know. The truck driver who drove into you guys ambushed her outside the building.”


“What was she doing outside the building?”


“Julian, have you actually tried talking to your wife?” Colin shook his head. “When is the appropriate amount of time before I can ask a divorced woman out?”


Julian frowned at the sudden change of topic.


“When you guys are divorced, I’m asking her out.”


“What the hell are you talking about? We’re not getting a divorce. Stop having stupid thoughts about my wife.”


“Wife? She’s worse off than your secretaries.”


“Colin, stop jumping all over the place. What has Hayley got to do with being my secretary?”


“Your secretary gets paid. She doesn’t. No benefits, and she’s the one paying for everything around here.”


“What are you …” The staff’s wages and utility bills were due, and the specialists she’d hired probably cost quite a bit. Julian hadn’t thought about that. Money wasn’t an issue. She should’ve just said something. “So she complained to you instead of telling me.”


“She wasn’t complaining. I was trying to convince her that nothing happened between you and Charlene and I digressed. It was my fault.” Colin rubbed a hand down his black pants. “Point is, you need to start stepping up unless you really want the divorce she offered.”


“Why do you keep talking about divorce? Did she say something to you?”


Colin’s shot him an are-you-kidding glare. “Have you forgotten what she said to you in the hospital?”


“She never said anything in the hospital.”


“Her present for you, something to motivate you to get back on your feet. She’ll give you an annulment when you’re up on your feet.” Colin snapped his fingers. “Right, annulment. Not divorce. My bad.”


Julian cursed. Hayley did say that.


“I see you’re no longer insistent about proving to your parents that the marriage was a mistake.”


“She just said it in a fit of anger. She didn’t mean it.” She wouldn’t have done so much for him if she did. “She just told her father that she’ll stand by me no matter what.” And that happened only yesterday.


He hadn’t meant to eavesdrop. He had wheeled himself out of the room to get a glass of water when he overheard her conversation with her father.


“Well, she certainly doesn’t see herself as your wife.”


“Did she tell you that specifically? Because she told her father specifically that she’ll stand by me no matter what.”


“And she told me that she’s nothing more than a secretary to you.”


Secretary? Well, she had been more efficient than any of his secretaries. Hayley had gone on ahead to set up everything for him while he was still … while he was still moping.


Colin pulled out his phone from his suit jacket and started tapping on the screen.


“Are you texting her?”


Colin pushed the black file over to him. “Awaiting your final decision on whether we’re going ahead with the acquisition.”


Julian didn't bother to look at the file. “You haven't told me about the cards she’s received.”


“One came with the words ‘I’m back’ while the one she just got had the words ‘I’ll see you soon.’”


“A friend? Ex-boyfriend?” Didn't they post an engagement notice? And their leaked wedding photos were on magazine covers and newspapers. Why was her ex-boyfriend still sending her cards?


“She doesn't have ex-boyfriends.”


Julian arched a brow.


“You know what that means, right? She waited for you her whole life.” Colin shook his head. “I’m definitely going after her when you guys divorce. I think she could be the one.”


Julian’s gaze dropped to Colin’s phone when it buzzed.


“Jealous?” Colin smirked and picked up the phone, and Julian took a deep breath through his nose, reminding himself that Colin was his best friend and was merely joking.


Colin laughed after a while and turned the phone to him. “It’s my sister.”


“So Hayley hasn't replied?”


“Why don't you text her? Let her know you actually care, which you clearly do.”


Julian sighed.


“Please don’t tell me you don’t even have her number.”


He twisted his lower jaw to the side and turned away.


“And the award for the best husband of the year goes to …” Colin tapped on his phone and slid it across the coffee table.










Chapter Ten







HAYLEY DIDN’T WAIT for Desmond to open the door for her. She didn’t even wait for the car to come to a complete stop. Once she believed it was safe to do so, Hayley opened the door and jumped out after mumbling a quick goodbye.


Despite the air-conditioning in the car, she was sweating.


“Miss Hayley.”


Hayley turned back to Desmond.


“I’ll wait for you outside the door. You shouldn’t be alone now.”


“You heard.” How could he not? She must have been screaming on the phone. “I don’t want Frank and Paula to suspect something’s wrong.”


“But Miss Hayley—”


“I’ll be fine. I’ll call you when I’m leaving.”


“Miss Hayley.”


Hayley stepped forward and gave Desmond a hug, and her driver stilled. “Thank you for always being so protective of me. I’ll call you when I’m done.” She stepped back and took a deep breath. Swallowing her tears, she strode up to the Casas’ door. When she raised her hand to the doorbell, she realized how badly she was shaking.


Hayley still couldn't believe her parents hadn't bothered to tell her what happened. They didn't even have to call her; they could have asked their maids to relay the information to her.


Hayley shook her hands out, plastered on a smile, and waited.


“You’re early!” Leanne said as she opened the door.


Hayley let her mask slip at the sight of her best friend.


Frank and Paula hosted the cell group at their place every other Friday. On the alternate Fridays when there wasn’t any cell group, they still opened their house for their members who just wanted to share fellowship.


“Hey.” Hayley glanced over Leanne’s shoulder as she gave her friend a hug. “We need to talk.”


Leanne frowned, but nodded. “We’ll be up in my room!” She cocked her head to the side, and they headed up to Leanne’s old room that Frank and Paula had kept.


Memories flooded Hayley as she stepped into the room that was as much hers as it was Leanne’s. Though her parents’ place was much larger and grander, she still preferred to stay here. And since her parents never really cared much about her, they didn’t mind at all that she was staying over at the Casas so often. To Hayley, this was much more of a home than her parents’ place ever was.


She pulled out the chair from the dresser and sat.


“What’s up?” Leanne sat on the bed and pulled her legs up. “What did Julian do?”


Hayley looked at the photos of Leanne and her stuck along the border of the mirror, along with more framed photos on the dresser. “Ted Shears has escaped.” She’d already been friends with Leanne before Ted took them, but that incident had made them so much closer.


“What?”


Hayley put her index finger over her lips and glanced toward the door. “Frank doesn't need a reason to put him in the hospital again.”


Leanne licked her lips and dropped her feet back to the wooden floorboards. “How did you know?” Her voice dropped to a hushed whisper as she shifted closer to Hayley. “Why isn't it on the news?”


“He went to the hospital with another inmate. One died and one escaped. There was a mix-up about the identities, and they just found out it was actually Ted Shears who had escaped.”


Leanne licked her lips again. “Doesn't mean anything. I’m sure he’s forgotten about us.”


Hayley reached into her bag and handed Leanne the card. “This is the second one,” she said as Leanne read it. “The first one says ‘I’m back.’”


“When did you get the first one? Have you made a police report?”


“I told the detective in charge. After telling me to stay home and lock the doors, she said she needs to talk to me. I’ve arranged to meet her at a café. Will you come with me?”


“Of course.”


Hayley flexed and clenched her hands, trying to force the shivers out of them. But her hands refused to cooperate, not when her brain wouldn’t stop replaying the movie reel of what happened. If it hadn't been for Leanne, Hayley would have been another of Ted’s victim—the sixteenth.


“Once we’re done talking to the detective, we’ll leave. We’ll go for a month-long vacation to … London. You’ve always loved London. We’ll go for walks in Hyde Park. We—”


“I can’t, Leanne.” She sighed. “Julian—”


“Forget Julian. He doesn’t even care about you. Maybe you’ll meet a new guy in London, one like the characters in the historical romance novels you love. A Lord, or an Earl, or something.”


Hayley laughed without humor. If only life were like the novels she read. If only love at first sight or soulmates were real. “I’d love that, but I can’t leave. Julian’s getting better, but I still need to keep an eye on the company.”


“You’ve never cared about the stupid company.”


“I can’t leave, Leanne.” Hayley might not care about the company, but Julian did. She’d given her word that she would do everything she could to keep his position.


Her best friend sighed. “Hayley, Julian isn’t worth risking your life for.”


Hayley stared back at Leanne without another word. She didn’t want to fight with Leanne over this, but she wasn’t going to change her mind.


“Fine.” Leanne threw her hands in the air. “Get security, then. I didn't think the psycho meant what he said in court, but if he’s the one behind the cards …”


If this had happened several months ago, she probably would be a sobbing mess right now. She was definitely freaked out. She still couldn’t stop shaking, but she couldn’t find the strength to cry.


Maybe she was just too tired. Maybe she just had too many things on her plate.


Or maybe, maybe a part of her had learned that she could do this. She could handle whatever was thrown at her.


Or the overwhelming dread from the realization that she had to tell Julian what was going on had suppressed the rest of her emotions. She didn't want to tell Julian, but Leanne was right. She needed to get security, and there was no way Julian wouldn’t notice the additional people hanging around.


“Get the detective to meet us at the penthouse. That way, you won't have to repeat everything to Julian. Maybe the detective can fill Julian in too.” Leanne grabbed her purse. “And he probably won’t give you too hard a time while the detective is there.”


Hayley stood. “He’s not going to be happy.”


“I don't give a sh—”


“Leanne.”


Leanne rolled her eyes. “I don't care what he thinks. If he doesn't like the idea of security, then serve him the annulment papers now. We can afford our own security, and we can afford a month—or two, three, or four months—in London.”


Hayley pursed her lips.


“With the possibility of meeting a new guy,” Leanne continued.


“Actually, I can’t afford my own security or months in London.”


Leanne arched her brow.


“You know the money you left me?”


Leanne groaned and dropped her head into her hands. “Hayley, please don’t tell me you spent it all on Julian.”


“I wouldn’t say all—as in every single cent.” Hayley tapped on her phone. “I need to call the detective.”







“Why does she want you around when the detective is here?” Julian asked, frustrated at the lack of information. He’d texted Hayley, but she hadn't replied. Instead, she texted Colin to tell him that a detective would be seeing them at the penthouse and to ask if he would stay for the meeting.


“You haven't given her any reason to trust you, Julian.”


“And you have.”


Colin grinned. “Oh, did I forget to tell you that I was the one who rescued her from the truck driver?”


“Colin, get out. I don’t ever want to see you in here again.”


“Hayley’s invited me for dinner tomorrow. I’ve agreed.” Colin laughed when Julian groaned. “I was kidding when I said I’d go after Hayley. I’m impressed with her loyalty, but I’m not going to steal your wife.”


Julian knew that. Of course he knew that. He and Colin had went through crazy times together. Julian had his back while Colin gone through some crazy nonsense with his equally rich, powerful, and heartless family. Colin would have his back now.


“It wouldn’t be difficult, though.”


Julian narrowed his eyes.


“She seemed so relieved to laugh and have someone actually talk to her.” Colin hooked his hands behind his head and lifted his feet onto the coffee table. “I feel oddly protective of her.”


“Colin Wells.”


“I was merely trying to make you see what you have before it’s too late.” Colin shrugged. “But all bets are off if you guys actually get the annulment.”


If he could pace, Julian would. But he couldn't, so he fidgeted, drank more coffee than was good for him, and stared at Colin every time his phone buzzed.


After Colin had replied to Hayley that he would stay for the meeting with the detective, she responded with a simple ‘thank you’ and that was it.


Julian was pleased that she hadn't continued to text his friend, but he had also hoped for more information. He was staring at his phone, wondering why Hayley didn't answer his text, when Hayley came out of the elevator with another woman in dark blue jeans and a light green T-shirt.


Was the detective off-duty? It probably wasn't anything important, then.


“Julian. Colin.” Hayley only glanced at him before turning to Colin. “This is Leanne Casa, my best friend. She’s like a sister to me.”


Leanne smiled at Colin. “I’ve heard good things about you. Thanks for being a decent human being to my sister.”


Though she’d said those words to Colin, it was obvious the secondary meaning was meant for Julian. No doubt she would have heard plenty of terrible things about him from Hayley.


“Your best friend is a detective?” Julian asked.


Leanne rolled her eyes. “I’m not. The detective is on the way.”


“So what’s going on?” Colin asked Hayley, and she looked over at Leanne.


“We should sit and talk,” Leanne said.


All of them headed to the dining area. Hayley sat across from Colin after telling Doreen to get them water, and Leanne took the seat next to Hayley. No one said another word until Julian wheeled himself to the head of the table.


“Go on,” Julian said, looking to his right at Hayley.


“When we were in middle school,” Leanne said, turning Julian’s head toward her, “Hayley and I were kidnapped by a man. Ted Shears.”


“Ted Shears had grabbed me and thrown me into the back of his van.” Hayley sighed heavily. “He easily overpowered me and bound my wrists and ankles with zip ties. When Leanne saw, she came running after me and made such a fuss that Ted Shears took her too.”


They paused when Doreen came back and waited for her to serve the water before Leanne continued.


“He drove for hours and took us to an underground bunker in the middle of nowhere,” Leanne continued. “We managed to escape, and we ran and ran. Long story short, we were rescued.”


Hayley’s lips curled into a wry smile. “I was so tired, but Leanne wouldn’t let me stop. She kept insisting that we had to keep moving. If we hadn’t, we would’ve become his sixteenth and seventeenth victims.”


“Ted Shears? As in the man who raped and killed young girls he …” Colin didn’t complete his sentence, probably because Hayley was getting paler by the second.


“That happened a long time ago. Why are you bringing it up now?”


“Oh, I’m sorry, Mr. Nicholson.” Leanne pressed a hand to her chest. “We didn’t mean to waste your precious time.”


“I don’t mean that.” Julian ran his hand through his hair. “I assumed this guy was caught and in prison.” He longed to reach over and take Hayley’s hand, to assure her that she was safe with him. But Hayley’s arms were crossed, her fingers digging into her flesh.


“He escaped a couple of days ago,” Leanne continued.


“You think the cards were from him?” Colin asked Hayley, and she nodded.


“When I told Detective Miller about it, she told me to get home, lock the doors, and wait for her.”


“What a stupid thing to say.” Julian shook his head. What was the detective thinking? Why would she scare Hayley that way?


Leanne rolled her eyes. “To you, anyone who cares about Hayley’s well-being is stupid.”


Julian was tempted to defend himself, but he decided to keep his mouth shut instead. Colin was right: Julian hadn’t given Hayley much reason to trust him or to think he even cared about her.


Over the last few months, he’d refused to admit how amazing Hayley had been to him. He kept waiting for her to try and steal the company from him, kept waiting for her to up and leave the marriage. But she’d stayed and even told her father that she wasn’t going anywhere.


He didn’t even know how much more she’d done until Colin told him just now.


Julian wasn’t one to listen to people’s words. He’d been young and naive once, believing everything his father said and promised. He’d been so stupid he ended up causing his mother’s death.


He swallowed a sigh and pushed those thoughts from his mind.


Only deeds matter. That was something he’d learned after his father let him down time after time. So Julian would do just that, he would prove to Hayley that he would be a good husband to her.


“Detective Miller suspects Ted Shears stabbed the other inmate and himself in order to get transferred to the hospital,” Hayley interrupted Leanne before she could continue. “He switched their tags before getting on to the ambulance, and the hospital thought it was Ted Shears who bled out and died. The police only found out when a Ted Shears’ fan broke into the morgue and said the body on the table wasn’t the infamous psychopath.


“The police just found out about it and they’ve been trying to reach out to me to let me know. They left a message for my parents. They couldn’t get hold of anyone from the office.”


Colin snapped his fingers. “My secretary said something about a detective needing to talk to Julian. I figured if it was anything important, the police would show up with a warrant. I’m sorry.”


Hayley waved it off. “You would’ve told me if you knew it was important.”


She sure has a lot of faith in Colin. Julian wanted to throw Colin out of the apartment—preferably through the window. He shoved the thought aside. “So he already knows this address.”


Julian thought about the situation for a moment. Should they move? He had other houses. “This is the safest place I have.” Despite it being a high-rise apartment, he had plenty of privacy here without having to worry about intruders. “If he tries to break in, he’ll have to go through two security guards or a doorman before getting to our private elevator. Then he’d need permission from someone in the house or have the private access card before the elevator would even work.”


Colin nodded. “I have to page up to the penthouse, even though the guards have seen me more than enough times to know I’ve been here before.”


“We’ll increase security. The firm that does the security for our company has private guards for hire.”


“I’ll get my secretary to arrange it,” Colin said.


“No. I’ll do it.”


Colin smiled and nodded while Leanne and Hayley frowned.


“Why don’t you give me the number and I’ll do it?” Leanne said. “I don’t trust you. You’ll probably forget about it the moment I’m out of here.”


“When I say I’ll do something, I will.” Julian turned to Hayley. “I’ll get a security team here tomorrow morning. You’re safe here, I promise.”


Hayley blinked and glanced over to Colin with a frown.


“He’ll keep you safe.”


She rubbed a hand across her forehead.


Leanne draped her arm across Hayley’s shoulders. “You’ll be okay. I won’t let anything happen to you.”


Julian sighed. Could he throw Colin and Leanne out of the penthouse? It was his penthouse after all. He was tired of them saying and doing things that he wanted to say and do.


Before he could do anything stupid, Doreen informed them that Detective Miller was on the way up. They fell silent as they waited, then greeted the young detective after Doreen brought her in.


“Isn’t there someone more senior you can assign the case to?” Julian asked after shaking the detective’s hand. Her youthful look—made more obvious by her lack of makeup—wasn’t as glaring as the coffee stain on her light purple shirt.


The detective tugged at the lapels of the slightly oversized black suit jacket. “I know it may not look like it, but I’m good at my work.”


Julian doubted it. It had taken the police long enough to figure out the person lying in the morgue wasn’t Ted Shears, and it had taken a call from Hayley before the detective showed up here.


“He’s just worried about Hayley,” Colin said as he took the detective’s hand. He flashed a charming smile and gestured for the detective to take the seat next to him.


Julian would have been annoyed at Colin for trying to smooth over the situation. He wasn’t interested in playing nice with the detective, but he was glad Colin had turned his charming self onto her. “So what news do you have on Ted Shears?”


Detective Miller took a seat and tucked the mess of her black hair behind her ears. Her hair, which hung slightly above the chin, looked as if she’d walked through a hurricane to get to his apartment. “Not much, but we’re doing everything we can to find him.” She went on to explain the network of police out searching for the escaped convict.


“So you’re basically just casting as wide a net as possible, hoping to catch him.” Julian raised a hand before Detective Miller could continue. “What do you need to talk to Hayley about?”


“I wanted to go over the case with her again.” Detective Miller looked over at Hayley. “It may help us figure out what Ted Shears will try and do next.”


Leanne rolled her eyes again. “If the cards were from him, it’s clear he’s coming after Hayley.” She threw her hands in the air. “I don’t like Mr. Nicholson over there, and the last thing I want to do is agree with him. But I think he’s right about needing someone more senior on the job.”


Julian didn’t care that Leanne didn’t like him. He appreciated the honesty, and it was clear she was protective of Hayley as well.


“May I see the cards?” Detective Miller asked.


Hayley pulled out the card from the back pocket of her jeans. “The other one is in the bedroom. I’ll go get it.”


Leanne watched Hayley leave, then turned to the detective. “Do you know what Ted Shears said to Hayley as the guards dragged him away?” She sighed at Detective Miller’s blank expression. “‘You will be my sixteenth. I’ll never let you get away. You’ll spend your whole life thinking about nothing but me.’”


Colin covered his face. “That was why she bolted when I said ‘Whoever it was probably wanted you to be thinking about nothing but this.’”


“It took a lot of counseling with our church pastor before she stopped jumping at every shadow, before she allowed herself to believe she was safe again.”


“You were kidnapped along with her, right?”


“Yes,” Leanne answered the detective. “So you can ask me anything, but don’t make her recount the story again.”


“Here.” Hayley came back in with the card.


“There’s something I need to let you know,” Detective Miller said with a grim expression. “We found these in his cell.” She tapped on her phone and pushed it toward Hayley.


Julian leaned forward. On the screen was a newspaper cutting of their engagement announcement.


Detective Miller swiped her finger across the screen. “And this.”


Another newspaper cutting, this time of their wedding.


“He’s been keeping track,” Hayley said with a tone of finality. “So the cards were from him.”


Julian had never cared if people found out the address to his penthouse. He didn’t think anyone would be able to break into his place. So far, no one had. But he wasn’t willing to sit around and wait for something to happen.


They had to move.










Chapter Eleven







HAYLEY STEPPED OUT of the bathroom and skidded to a stop. Julian was sitting in his wheelchair, seemingly waiting for her. Over the last four months, she’d waited for Julian to finish before she got ready for bed. She wanted to make sure that he was in bed without any issues before she wound down.


By the time she was done, he was usually asleep in bed.


But tonight, she’d been tired and needed a bath. She wanted to wash away the thoughts of Ted Shears and thoughts of what she would have suffered if it hadn’t been for Leanne.


Hayley clutched at the towel she’d wrapped around herself. She wasn’t sure if she should turn back into the bathroom or hurry into the dressing room to get some clothes on. He’s already seen you in your lingerie. And he hadn’t cared for what he saw. So get over yourself.


Hayley straightened her back and dropped her hand from the towel to brace for whatever Julian was about to say. He had been frustrated during their meeting with Detective Miller. He hadn’t directed any of it at her, probably because Leanne and Colin were there, but they weren’t here anymore.


“A security team will arrive tomorrow. They’ll take us to a safe house.”


“Safe house?”


“Hayes Security set up a safe house for us.”


“I thought you said we were safe here.”


“Colin said the truck driver ambushed you outside the apartment building.”


Hayley sighed and walked over into the dressing room. “I told him not to tell you.” But clearly Colin was more Julian’s friend than hers.


“Why not?”


“Because I knew it would only make you more frustrated with me.” She opened the drawer with her silk pajamas. “Go ahead. Tell me how stupid or pathetic I am that I can’t handle a simple trip to the café without causing problems for you.”


“I wasn’t going to do that. What makes you think I’m frustrated with you?”


She laughed without turning around. “When are you not frustrated with me? Everything I do irks you.” Her mind fast forwarded through all the things Julian had said to her and she forced her shoulders back.


“Hayley.”


She paused for a moment and tried to come up with one nice thing he’d said to her—just one. Nope. Nothing. Not even one. “I’m tired, Julian. I’m not up for listening about what a terrible waste of life I am. Tomorrow. You can do that tomorrow.”


He wheeled himself into the dressing room. “Hayley.” He put a hand on her waist, and she jumped away from it as if his touch burned her.


“I know I’m causing you trouble because of this, but I didn’t ask for it. I didn’t ask to be just the type of young girl that Ted Shears liked. I didn’t ask for him to escape and come after me. I didn’t ask for the truck driver to show up outside the apartment building.”


The muscles along his jaws twitched.


Ugh. It seemed having a serial killer coming after her wasn’t enough for her husband to give her a break from his unhappiness.


She sighed and put her hands on her hips. “Fine. Go ahead. Get it over with.”


Hayley gasped, and her eyes widened when Julian suddenly tugged her onto his lap. She pressed the towel to her chest and tucked the end back in place. “What are you doing?”


Julian wrapped his arms around her, and she stiffened.


What is he doing?


“I’m sorry.”


Hayley blinked. I’m sorry? She must have heard something wrong, or she was hallucinating.


“I’m sorry about how I’ve treated you,” he said and paused.


Okay. Something’s wrong.


“I’m not angry with you. I do wish you’d told me about the truck driver and the cards, but I understand why you didn’t.”


Hayley looked up at him. “Are you okay?” She touched the back of her hand to his forehead.


He took her hand from his forehead and ran his thumb over the back of her fingers. “Why aren’t you wearing your wedding ring?”


She was certain now. Something was wrong with Julian. She should book a doctor’s appointment for him. Or had she passed out? Perhaps this was just a dream.


“Why aren’t you wearing your wedding ring?” he repeated.


“You’re not wearing yours either.”


Julian looked down at his ring finger.


A corner of her lips hooked into a wry smile. “You didn’t even know you weren’t wearing it, did you?” When he didn’t reply, she pushed to her feet. “Do you even know where it is?”


Of course he didn’t.


“It’s in here, in case you’re wondering.” She opened a small drawer and pulled out the box that held their wedding rings. “The nurses removed it before your operation.”


“Where’s yours?”


She put the box back into the drawer. “In there too.” Right where it belonged.


Julian wheeled over to her and took the box out of the drawer. He put his ring back on and turned the box to her.


She stared at him for a moment. “What’s going on with you?”


“What do you mean?”


“Why the sudden concern about a wedding ring?” She looked down at the ring. “The sudden need for me to wear it.”


“It isn’t that I wasn’t concerned. I’ve just been busy with my recovery. You should’ve told me when you got the cards. I was worried when Colin told me.”


She laughed and reached to the back of her neck to remove her necklace.


“What’s so funny?”


“What injuries did I sustain from the accident?”







Julian stared back at Hayley, his mind blank. He knew she was hurt, but he never asked exactly how. “You weren’t hurt too badly.”


She smiled, a wry, wistful smile that made his heart ache. She plucked the ring from the box and slipped it onto her finger. “There.” She wriggled her fingers. “Happy? That’s what I live for—to make you happy.”


She grabbed her pajamas and strode out of the dressing room without waiting for his reply.


Julian rubbed at his chest. Could Colin be right? Did Hayley still intend to annul the marriage when he recovered? She sure didn’t seem as if she wanted to wear the ring. He hadn’t meant to force her into wearing it either.


He thought the only reason she wasn’t wearing hers was because he wasn’t wearing his.


But if she was still intent on leaving him, why did she tell her father that she would stand by him?


Maybe she was just upset with him. Christians didn't believe in divorce, right? Or was that just Catholics? Was she Catholic or some other kind of Christian?


Julian ran through all the prayers she’d said over him when she thought he was asleep. She didn't mention if she was Catholic in those prayers. He took the phone he’d placed next to his leg and googled ‘how to know if someone is Catholic.’


None of it helped much until he found something about the difference in cross pendants. He pulled out the drawer she had dropped her necklace into. It was just a simple cross, not a crucifix. Probably not Catholic, then.


Next he googled if Christians were allowed to divorce. There were as many denominations that said ‘yes’ as there were that said ‘no.’ He groaned and tipped his head back.


Forget it. She said she’d grant him the annulment when he got back on his feet, so he just needed to make sure that he became the best husband she could ever ask for before he recovered fully.


He’d formulated a plan by the time he got out of the shower. Once he executed his plan, she would be head over heels in love with him and the thought of divorce would be long forgotten.


He got into bed as gently as he could so he wouldn’t wake Hayley. He had just lain back when Hayley started making distressed noises.


Julian looked over and thought about what Leanne had said. It took a lot of counseling with our church pastor before she stopped jumping at every shadow, before she allowed herself to believe she was safe again.


He reached over and put a hand on Hayley’s shoulder, and she immediately curled into a ball.


“No, please don’t hurt us.”


Shaking her gently to wake her, Julian shifted himself closer to Hayley. “Hayley, wake up.”


“No, please.”


Though he didn’t want to jar her, he didn’t want her to remain in the nightmare. “Hayley, wake up,” he said and shook her harder.


Hayley gasped and shot upright, shielding her face with her arms.


“It’s okay.” Julian sat up in bed and took her hand. “You were having a nightmare. It’s just a nightmare. You’re safe.” He brushed the hair plastered to her forehead away from her face and tucked it behind her ear. “It’s okay.”


She pressed her hands to her face.


“Did the guy hurt you?” Julian had surmised that the version Leanne and Hayley had recited to him and Colin was a censored and condensed version. He hadn’t pushed because he didn’t want to force Hayley to live through her nightmare again.


Hayley dropped her hands after a moment and shook her head. “He roughed us up a little and told me in detail what he’d like to do to me.” A teardrop rolled down her cheek. “And he would’ve done it if it weren’t for Leanne.”


Julian brushed her tear away and pulled her into his arms. “You’re safe now.”


She sighed, and he smiled as she softened in his arms and leaned against his shoulder. Such a simple gesture, but it roused something in him. Her reaction made him want to go out and make the world a better place for her so she would never have to be afraid of anything.


The moment was quickly broken when she suddenly pushed away from him. “I’m sorry,” she said and brushed the back of her hand against her cheek. “I didn’t mean to cling on to you.”


“You—”


She quickly turned and lay back down on the bed with her back to him. Suddenly he felt as if a wall as wide as the Sahara desert separated them.


“Goodnight,” he said.


“Goodnight,” she mumbled without looking at him.


Three seconds? Three seconds of having Hayley in his arms and he was addicted. He was sorely tempted to lie down and pull her into his arms. Could he? How would she react if he did that?


She hadn’t fought him when he pulled her onto his lap. He hadn’t been thinking when he did that, but he couldn’t make himself let her go once he did. And this time, she hadn’t been the one who clung to him. He was the one who’d pulled her against him, and he wanted to do it again. He wanted to spend all his time holding her.


But he couldn’t. Not now. Perhaps halfway through his formulated plan.


Julian leaned back on the pillow. It was nice to hope.










Chapter Twelve







THE GLINT REFLECTING off her full eternity diamond ring caught Hayley’s attention. She looked down at her hand resting on the edge of the black granite vanity. The wedding ring felt strangely heavy. She hadn’t worn the ring since the nurses at the hospital took it off. This doesn’t mean anything.


Julian hadn’t asked for his ring since after the operation either. She didn’t blame him. He’d received terrible news, and she was certain the ring didn’t mean anything to him in the first place. Just as she didn't mean a thing to him.


His sudden decision to wear his ring didn’t mean anything. It doesn’t mean anything at all, Hayley.


But something was different about him. Cut out the daydreaming, Hayley.


She had, after all, done a lot for him over the last few months. Maybe he just felt bad or obligated.


He might have gotten her security, but he was off-loading her to a safe house. Should she ask Leanne to go with her? Leanne wouldn't hesitate, but she didn't want Frank to worry. He’d had a heart attack less than six months ago. Perhaps they could lie and say they were going away for a vacation.


Hayley ran a hand through her hair. Ted Shears.


She stared at herself in the mirror. I’m okay. I’m safe. And she would be safe at the safe house. London sounds a lot better than a safe house. Maybe she could try floating the idea with Julian. He wouldn’t care where she went, and Leanne could be ready to leave in under an hour.


She pursed and released her lips. Why did she even have to ask Julian? She could just make the decision to go to London. She was her own person.


Hayley sighed. She’d be her own person once the annulment went through. Julian had already arranged for security, and she didn’t want to mess up his plan.


She strode out of the bathroom and stopped when she noticed a large black leather suitcase beside the bed.


Had Doreen packed her bag for her? But that wasn’t her bag.


She’d better take her things out of the suitcase before Doreen got into trouble with Julian for touching his things without permission.


“You should start packing,” Julian said as he wheeled out of the dressing room. “The security team should be arriving in an hour.”


Hayley thanked God she wasn’t someone who blushed. The moment she saw Julian, the memory of last night came rushing back. Why had she clung to him in bed? He must have thought she had gone mad.


“Doreen must have taken your suitcase by mistake. I’ll pack the things in my own bag.” She dropped to her knees and unzipped the bag.


“Hayley.” Julian reached over and took her hand. He was doing that an awful lot. “That’s my bag.”


“I know. I’ll—”


“I mean the things inside are mine.”


Hayley looked up with a frown, and Julian stared back at her with an amused smile.


“Wait. You’re coming with me?” She’d been surprised that he bothered with hiring security. She didn’t think he would care, and she couldn’t help but laugh when he said he was worried about her because she wasn’t sure how else she was supposed to react.


“Did you think I was letting you go alone?”


Of course. She dropped her gaze to the bag again. “What about your sessions? You can’t miss them.”


“I’ll get back to my sessions when Ted Shears is back in prison.”


“No. You don’t understand. You’re making great progress. You shouldn’t stop now. Your brain circuits and synapses are still going strong because you’ve only recently been hurt. If you allow too much time to pass, it’ll be more difficult to get back on your feet.”


Julian opened his mouth to speak, but she noticed his hesitation.


“I’m not going to let you stop your sessions.” She stood, intending to walk away, but he held on to her hand. Why wasn’t he letting go? Why did he keep taking her hand? Why was his hand always so warm? It made her want to melt against him.


Hayley glanced into the dressing room and thought about how Julian had pulled her into his lap and held her. So much had happened last night that she still wasn’t quite sure if that actually happened or if she’d imagined it.


“I’m not letting you go alone.”


She cleared her throat as she was jerked back to reality.


“Pack your things. We have to leave soon.”


Hayley shook her head. “I’m not letting you add another item to all the reasons why you hate me.” She tried to pull her hand back, but Julian held on.


“I don’t hate you.”


Hayley laughed again.


“I mean it.”


“Right. You care so much about my well-being that you’re willing to stay in that wheelchair for the rest of your life.”


Julian blinked.


Of course he wasn’t willing. “I guess we’re staying.”


“I’m not the kind of person to give up. I won’t ever stop trying to get back on my feet.”


Hayley cracked a smile. “I know, but I don’t want to play any part in causing even a second of delay.”


“Hayley.”


She sat on the edge of the bed. “I’ll stay in the apartment. I won’t even step into the elevator.”


Julian sighed and ran his thumb over the back of her knuckles. Before last night, the only physical contact she had with her husband was when she’d helped him during physiotherapy.


Watching his thumb run over her knuckles felt strange and surreal.


“I really don’t like the idea that he knows where you are,” Julian said and looked right at her. “And I really don’t mind missing the sessions.”


Was she in the twilight zone? Was she still sleeping? She must be in a dream. Hayley shook her head. Stop living in your fantasy. “I mind.” This was real life, and the reality was that her husband couldn’t stand her.


“I won’t be angry with you over it. I promise.”


“No.”


Julian sighed. “It seems you can be rather stubborn.”


Hayley pulled her hand from his. Her phone buzzed before Julian could continue. She checked the message from Leanne. My parents are calling to wish you happy birthday. I told them we had to bail out last night because an emergency happened at work.


She sighed heavily. She’d completely forgotten about her birthday, and now she had to lie to Frank and Paula.


“Is everything okay?”


She nodded just as her phone rang, and she answered the FaceTime call from Leanne after sucking in a deep breath.


“Happy birthday!” her best friend, along with her parents, shouted into the phone.


She laughed. “Thank you.”


“Leanne says you can’t come over today.” Frank took over the screen. “What happened? We’re closing our truck for the day.”


“I told you, Dad. She has to stay home,” Leanne said from behind her father.


Paula took the phone from Frank. “Why? Is your husband hoarding you? If you’re just going to stay home, then we’ll join you.”


Join us here? Hayley hadn’t expected that. “Um …” She struggled to find an excuse to get out of that.


“Mom, I don’t—”


“It’s decided,” Paula said. “We’ll just cook at your place. We’ve bought everything. We’ll see you there. We love you, darling! Happy birthday!”


“Happy birthday, baby girl!” Frank waved and ended the call.


“No. No, no, no.” She groaned and tipped her head back.


“I don’t mind them coming over.”


She rubbed a hand across her forehead. “Paula and Frank don’t know what’s going on between us. They think I’m happily married.”


“Okay. What’s wrong with that?”


She frowned. “Are you kidding? Because we’re not, and I don’t want them to worry about me.” Neither did she want to disappoint them.


“Marriage is forever, Hayley. Think it through,” Paula had told her. Which was why Hayley hadn’t told Paula and Frank that she was going to serve Julian with annulment papers once he was back on his feet.


“We’ll be fine. Don’t worry. I won’t let them think we’re unhappy.”


Hayley pinched her lips.


“I promise.” He smiled sheepishly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it was your birthday. I didn’t get you anything.”


“I didn’t expect you to.” She stood and glanced at the phone.


“We’ve always played our part well to the outside world, don’t you think?”


“I don’t like the idea of lying to them.” It would only make things worse when she had to break the news of her divorce to them.


Hayley groaned and buried her face in her hands. One step at a time. She didn’t have a choice. As Julian said, they would play their part. “We need an explanation for the guards.”


“We’ll just say we’ve always had them. We’re rich. Rich people have guards.”


“They’ve been to my parents’ place. There are no guards there.”


He put a hand on her back. “I’ll handle the questions. Why don’t you go have your morning coffee and take a break before they get here? I’ll be with you after I reschedule my sessions.”


“You canceled the sessions?”


“I thought we were going away to the safe house.”


“Okay. It’ll be good for you to be occupied with the sessions while Frank and Paula are here.”


“I’ll still cancel today’s sessions.”


“Why?”


Julian paused for a moment. “Because a loving husband wouldn’t spend the day in therapy on his wife’s birthday. It’s just one day.”


She licked her lips. “Julian, Frank and Paula have known me for years. They know me better than anyone else. They’re my family.”


“I won’t embarrass you.”


“It isn’t about that. I … I don’t want them to be worried that I’m in a pretend-marriage.”


“You’re not in a pretend-marriage.”


Hayley rolled her eyes, then wanted to laugh when Julian sighed.


“I’ll be the best husband ever, I promise.”


Hayley studied Julian for a moment. Something isn’t right. “Are you okay?”


“Yes, why?”


Why? Because you’re not the Julian I know.


“Everything will be okay,” he continued.


“Fine. I’ll cancel the sessions for you.” Another text came in from Leanne. I can pretend to pass out so they’ll have to spend the day at the hospital with me instead. That made Hayley laugh.


It’s okay, Hayley replied. Come on over.


She looked down when Julian put his hand on her back.


“Go get your coffee. I’ll reschedule the sessions. I need to call the security team anyway to let them know we’re not moving to the safe house.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes.” He nudged her toward the door.


“Thank you, Julian.” She wasn’t sure what was going on in Julian’s head and why there was a sudden change in his attitude, but she was grateful.


Hayley turned, but Julian reached out and grabbed her hand again.


“Happy birthday,” he said and tugged at her hand, pulling her closer.


She froze when he gave her a peck on the cheek. “Um, thank you,” she said when she could finally get her throat working, then fled the room.







Julian grinned as he watched Hayley bolt from the room. He thought his plan was off to a bad start when he realized it was her birthday. He had been honest. He didn’t know it was her birthday, and he hadn’t gotten her a present.


But that didn’t mean he couldn’t get one now—after he updated the security team on the change of plans. They wouldn’t be happy. He’d insisted they set up the safe house last night so he and Hayley could leave this morning. The security team also needed to hire special vehicles because he was still stuck in his wheelchair.


Julian wished he could be up on his feet. He wished he didn’t have to be stuck in a chair when there was a psycho-killer coming after Hayley. But that wasn’t an option now, so he was done moping about that.


Besides, things were turning around.


Hayley would have to pretend to be in a happy marriage with him while Leanne and her family were around. This would be a perfect opportunity to show Hayley what they could have.


He called the leader of the security team, Jeffrey Marsh, about the change of plans and was in a good enough mood to laugh at Jeffrey’s annoyed tone. Once that was settled, Julian ordered a pair of diamond earrings for Hayley before wheeling himself out to the dining table.


“Julian,” Hayley said after Doreen had served breakfast. “Frank and Paula mean a lot to me. They’re family—real family. Not like the ones we have.”


He thought he’d reassured her, but it seemed she still didn't trust him. “I’m not sure how a real family works, but I get what you’re trying to say.”


Hayley waited, not saying a word.


“I promise I’ll behave.”


Her lips curled.


“How did you get so close to them?”


Hayley dropped her gaze to the fruit salad in front of her.


“It’s okay if you don't want to talk about it.”


“Ted Shears,” she said and jabbed her fork into a piece of apple.


He nodded. “So, is there anything I shouldn't say?”


“Just be the way we are when we're out entertaining and we should be fine.”


They didn’t get to talk much. The security team arrived soon after, a group of eight men. Two would join the guards at the entrance of the garage; two would be stationed at the garage’s elevator. Two would guard the elevator in the lobby while another two would be with them in the apartment.


Jeffrey briefed Hayley and him on the operations, explaining that it would be best if she didn’t leave the apartment unless necessary.


Hayley shrugged. “I can do that.”


“And since we already have the vehicle and we assume that Ted Shears may be watching, we’ll make a big show of leaving tonight. That way, there’s a chance he’ll assume you’re no longer here.”


“Perfect.” Julian liked that idea. “But that means your family can’t visit after today.”


“I understand. I’ll tell them we’re going on vacation.” She turned to Jeffrey. “No one mentions the name Ted Shears around Paula and Frank.”


“We’ll be like wallpaper,” Jeffrey said and tipped his head to the side. “They’re here. They’re coming up the elevator.”


Hayley looked over at Julian.


“I’ll behave,” he assured her, and she rewarded him with a smile. When the elevator dinged, Julian took Hayley’s hand and pulled her closer. She glanced down at him in surprise, but she didn’t pull her hand away.


“Happy birthday, my darling!” Paula came out and pulled Hayley into a tight hug, and Julian let go of her then.


Leanne and a man, who Julian assumed was Frank, strode out of the elevator with their hands full.


“Happy birthday, my baby girl.” Frank lifted an arm and put it around her. “We have two cakes. One was supposed to be for last night.”


“You guys should’ve just shared it among yourselves.”


“It’s meant for you. We’re not going to eat your birthday cake without you around.”


Leanne glanced over at Julian, then back at Hayley. “Happy birthday, babe.” She shared a look with Hayley before nodding at Julian. “Hey.”


“Hey,” Julian said, then extended his hand toward Paula. “Hi, Paula. Frank.” He pumped Frank’s hand once. “We’re so happy you could join us.”


“We’re excited to meet you,” Paula said. “We didn’t get a chance to speak with you at the wedding.”


Frank, however, didn’t seem excited at all. “What’s going on with the security? They checked our IDs before letting us up.”


“Reporters have tried sneaking in before. With Hayley here, I wanted to be more careful.” That answer seemed to please Frank.


Frank nodded with a smile.


“Let’s put all of this stuff down in the kitchen,” Leanne said.


“This way.” Hayley cocked her head to the side and led the way.


They spent the next hour prepping their lunch. Even Julian had to chip in to help. The penthouse had never been this noisy as everyone joked and laughed—mainly at how inept Julian was in the kitchen.


Though he’d never seen Hayley step into the kitchen at the penthouse, she seemed to be able to handle whatever task Paula and Frank threw at her.


The noise and laughter continued over lunch. Grilled steak, gourmet fries that Hayley helped Paula perfect for the food truck’s menu, and salad with a special tangy dressing that Frank created. Despite all the world-famous restaurants he’d dined in, Julian never had a better tasting meal than the one in front of him. It didn’t hurt that Hayley was having so much fun and kept turning to him with that bright smile of hers.


Besides being able to hold Hayley’s hand or hook his arm around her waist for no apparent reason, he truly enjoyed Frank, Paula, and Leanne’s company. The three of them treated Hayley like their own family, and it made Julian want to be part of that. It made Julian want to have something like that with Hayley.


In the middle of their conversation about how Julian would never survive a day without his maids, the phones—all except his—started buzzing on the dining table.


Paula glanced over at her phone, frowned, then tapped on it. Leanne and Hayley did likewise, only to snap their heads up from their phones. They locked eyes with each other as if all hell was about to break loose. Paula, however, stared into space after sliding her phone over to Frank.


Julian wasn’t sure what happened, but he was certain he was the cause of the sudden tension.


Paula turned to Hayley. “Perhaps there’s something you haven’t told us.”


Hayley cleared her throat.


“It’s a misunderstanding,” Leanne said.


“I wasn’t talking to you.”


Hayley and Leanne shared another troubled look.


Paula stared right at Hayley, “What’s this about your husband having an affair with his secretary?”


Julian cursed mentally while Hayley closed her eyes and sighed.


Charlene. Though Julian had slept with more than one of his secretaries, he never had a problem with any of them since they always got to go on with their lives. He’d always made it clear that nothing would come of their relationships, and so far, he hadn’t met any crazies.


He turned to Hayley. “Charlene?”


“She did an interview to discuss your relationship with her and how you’re doing,” Hayley said.


“I never slept with her.”


“Julian.” It was clear Hayley didn’t believe him.


Frank laughed once without humor.


“Nothing happened,” he said. “Hayley walked in on us, and that was it.”


Paula’s jaw dropped.


“That was it?” Frank shouted.


“I mean—”


“I didn’t walk in on them having sex. I probably would’ve if I’d been a few minutes later.”


“Why didn’t you tell us, darling?” Paula tipped her head to the side, her eyes filled with sympathy. “Was it that day when you dropped by the food truck? When we said you looked like a CEO’s wife?”


“Yeah.”


Paula stood and snatched up the plate in front of Julian, then turned to Hayley. “We’re leaving. Now.”


Frank stood along with Paula. “Come on, Hayley. You can stay at our place.”


“Wait.” Julian grabbed Hayley’s hand. “Wait. Please.”


“A real man remains faithful to his wife.” Paula handed the plate to Leanne. “Throw everything away. I don’t want this man eating any of the food I cooked.”


Hayley pulled her hand from Julian. “Paula, I can’t leave.”


“Why?” Frank asked. “You don’t have to be afraid of your parents. You can stay with us. As we’ve said, you’ll always have a place with us. You don’t have to remain with someone like that.”


“She can’t leave, Dad.” Leanne slammed the plate down on the dining table. “I can’t stand Julian either, but Hayley can’t leave.”


“Why?” Paula stuck her hands on her hips. “Why? What’s—”


“Ted Shears.”


“Leanne.” Hayley shot a glare over at her best friend.


“What about that man?” Frank stared at Leanne, then at Hayley. “What’s going on?”


Hayley sighed and licked her lips.


Leanne crossed her arms. “Ted Shears escaped.”


“Since when? Why didn’t you girls tell us?” Frank rubbed a hand against his chest.


“Because we were afraid you’d have another heart attack.” Hayley helped Frank back to his seat and glanced over at Doreen. “Get him a glass of warm water.”


Julian couldn’t believe how fast things had gone downhill. He didn’t say a word until Leanne and Hayley explained what had happened. “I’ll keep her safe.”


Frank scowled. “Stay with us. We can have guards at our place too.”


“No one has ever managed to break into the penthouse before.” Julian rubbed a hand over his mouth. “I know you’re … I’m sorry. I’m sorry about what happened. I was stupid and—”


“And now that you’re in a wheelchair and have no one but Hayley, you’re sorry and will do anything to keep her.”


“No, that isn’t it. I—”


Hayley put a hand over his. “I’m staying,” she said in a soft but firm tone. She didn’t move her hand even at Frank’s glare.


Paula, oblivious to the growing tension between Frank and Hayley, grabbed as many plates as she could. “Once I’m done throwing all these away, we’re leaving. Go pack your bag.”


“I’m not going to lead Ted Shears over to your place. If he wants, he can come here.”


Julian didn’t care why Hayley was staying as long as she did. “I’ll die before anything happens to her.”


Paula dropped all the plates on the dining table. The loud clang and the flying food made Hayley shrink back. “Julian Nicholson.” She slapped her hands on the dining table and leaned forward. “If you try and stop me from taking Hayley away from here today, I’ll skin you. Do you understand me?”


Hayley stood and moved over to Paula. “Paula, please.” She looked over at Julian. “Can I have a few minutes with them?”


Did he have to make a case for Hayley to stay?


“Please, Julian.”


Julian nodded and put his hands on the wheels, but he didn’t move. “Please, stay.” He’d never begged for anything in his life, but he would do whatever he had to so Hayley would stay.


“Please stay?” Paula shouted.


Hayley and Leanne each clutched one of Paula’s arms.


“Julian,” Hayley said. “Please just leave.”










Chapter Thirteen







HAYLEY AND LEANNE finally got Paula to sit after Julian left the dining area.


“I knew something was wrong. Why didn’t you tell us what happened?” Paula asked as she sat.


Hayley sighed. “I don’t know. I felt stupid, I guess.”


“You haven’t done anything wrong, Hayley.” Frank put his glass of water down harder than necessary. “This is all on him.”


“No. It’s on me.”


“Darling.” Frank coughed and pressed a hand to his chest.


“Deep breaths, Frank.” Paula got up. “You need your medication.”


“I’m fine,” Frank said and waved it off. “I’ll be better once we’re out of here. Come with us, Hayley. You don’t need to stay with a man like that.”


“I know I don’t need to, but I chose to enter into this marriage.”


“But you don’t have to remain in it.” Frank dragged his chair over to Hayley and sat. “He cheated. It isn’t your fault that he can’t stay faithful.”


Hayley leaned back in the chair. “I don’t think he saw himself as being unfaithful.”


“Please don’t make excuses for him,” Paula said from across the table. “It makes me want to strangle him.”


“Leave him,” Frank said. “Money isn’t all that important.”


“You think I’m staying in the marriage because of money?”


“I think it’s normal to be concerned about how you’re going to survive after leaving your family.”


“Leanne had set aside money for me,” Hayley said.


“But she’d wasted almost all of it on Julian.” Leanne rolled her eyes when Hayley glared at her. “But don’t worry, I’ll get it back from him.”


“You can come stay with us. You don’t need any money to do that.”


“She’ll come stay with me once the annulment is through,” Leanne said. “But she doesn’t want to leave until Julian gets back on his feet.”


Paula rolled her eyes. “He’s a grown man. You don’t have to take care of him.”


“This marriage may mean nothing to him, but I’m his wife—even if it’s just in name. I’m not going to leave him when he needs someone with him. He doesn’t have anyone but me. No matter what happens to me, I’ll always have you guys.”


“Julian doesn’t deserve you.” Frank closed his eyes, seemingly taking the moment to inhale deeply through his nose. “He has more than enough staff here to help him. He isn’t on his own.”


“Exactly,” Paula said. “Serve him the annulment papers now.” She paused for a moment. “Is there a reason why it’s an annulment and not divorce?”


“Because they’re only married in name,” Leanne said.


Paula closed her eyes as her chest rose and fell slowly. “So the secretary isn’t the only problem.”


Hayley pursed and released her lips. “I’ll leave,” she said before Frank and Paula grew angrier. “I’d decided to leave, and I would’ve done so if it weren’t for the car accident.”


“The car accident doesn’t have to change anything,” Frank said.


“It does, for me.”


Leanne leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. “Don’t bother trying to convince her otherwise. Trust me. I’ve tried.”


“Why? Is this because you’re still in love with him?” Paula asked.


“Of course not.” She couldn’t be. “I’m just trying to be a decent human being. You guys have always said we should help those in need.”


“He isn’t in need, darling.” Paula opened her arms as if she was showing her the apartment. “He can hire all the help he needs. He doesn’t need you.”


“I know, but nevertheless, I’m staying.”


“Hayley,” Frank and Paula said at the same time.


“I’ve made up my mind. Once he’s out of his wheelchair, I’ll serve him the annulment papers.”


Paula shook her head. “I know you, darling. If Julian were to be nice to you, you’d fall right back in love with him.”


“I won’t.” Hayley wouldn’t allow that to happen. “I know he’s only being nice because I’m his main support right now. I know he’ll forget all about me once he gets back to his old life, and I’m okay with that.”


Paula came around the table and gave her a hug. “My sweet Hayley, I’m making it my life mission to find you the best husband in the world. I’m going to start auditions now.”


Hayley chuckled. “Okay. I’ll meet whoever you want to set me up with. But this time, I’m going to decide for myself who I’m going to marry.”


“We wouldn’t have it any other way.” Paula released her and glanced at the food on the dining table.


“Don’t worry. Someone will clear this away.” Hayley pushed to her feet.


“I’m sorry this had to happen on your birthday.” Leanne got up and gave her a hug.


“We’ll have another celebration when everything’s over,” Paula said. “I promise.”


Frank stood and rubbed a hand over his mouth. “Are you sure you want to stay here?”


“I’ll be safe here. There are video cameras all around the lobby and parking garage. There’s security.”


Frank sighed and nodded. “Fine.”


She sighed and gave Frank a hug. “I’ll be fine. I promise.”


“We are calling every day to check in. You’d better answer your phone.” Paula cupped a hand against Hayley’s cheek. “And don’t fall back in love with him.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“I mean it.”


“Don’t worry. My eyes are wide open.” She blinked twice and widened her eyes.


“Miss Hayley.” Doreen appeared in the dining area with a bouquet of red roses and a small black paper bag. “These are for you.”


Paula arched a brow at Hayley.


“I don’t even like red roses.”







Julian remained in his office, as tempted as he was to put himself in front of the elevator so he could stop Hayley from leaving. If he had to grovel, he would. But his presence would only make things more difficult for Hayley.


He looked over at his phone. Colin had texted him to let him know about Charlene’s interview. Julian hadn’t bothered to reply. What was out there was out there. There was nothing he could do to make everything go away.


Colin sent him another text. I’ll handle it.


His head snapped up to the door when someone knocked on it. “Come in.”


Hayley popped her head into the office. “They’re gone.”


“Are you leaving with them?”


“Not now.”


Not now. 


She pushed the door fully open, revealing the bouquet of flowers and the small paper bag she was holding.


Julian winced.


“They came when Frank, Paula, and Leanne were leaving.”


Julian sighed. “I’m so sorry, Hayley.” He ran his hand through his hair. “I really wanted to—”


“I know, and I appreciate your effort.” She looked at the flowers, then back at him. “You didn’t have to get these for me.”


“It’s your birthday.”


“Right.” She glanced at the flowers. “I should put these somewhere, then.”


“If you want to.”


She cracked a small smile.


“You can come in, you know.”


“You told me never to step into your office.”


Julian would have sighed, but that wasn’t going to help the situation. He wheeled himself back from the office desk and over to Hayley. “I’m sorry, Hayley.” He took her hand holding the bag, then wheeled his chair back, leading her into the room and over to the couch.


“I’m sorry for everything I’ve done to you,” he said when she’d sat and put the flowers aside. “I’m sorry for every rude and thoughtless thing I’ve said to you. I really am. I know I’ve been a terrible husband, and—”


“It doesn’t matter.”


“It does. I’m really sorry, and I’ll do everything in my power to make it up to you.”


Hayley blinked twice, but she didn’t reply.


“I’m sorry about Charlene. I swear to you that nothing happened between Charlene and me. I didn’t cheat on you with anyone.”


Hayley turned away.


“Nothing happened. I’ll swear on whatever you want me to swear on. I’ll—”


“Okay. I get it,” she said and turned back to him. Her watchful gaze studied his face for a moment. “I believe you.”


“And for the record, you’re allowed to go anywhere in the penthouse. This is your place too.”


She forced a smile through pursed lips.


“I’m serious.”


“Of course.”


Julian swallowed his sigh. He’d just have to prove to her that he meant everything he said. “I’m sorry for ruining your birthday.”


“You’re sorry for a lot of things today,” she said. “Don’t worry. It isn’t a big deal.”


He took the bag from her hand, pulled a black velvet box out of it, and opened it. “Happy birthday.”


“Thanks.”


“Not a fan of jewelry?”


“Why would you say that?”


“You know your smile is different when you’re being polite and when you actually mean it.”


She tucked her hair behind her ear. “I already have a lot of jewelry. It isn’t as if I wear it all the time.” She cleared her throat. “But thank you, I appreciate them.” She closed the box holding the diamond earrings. “I’ll leave you to—”


Julian put a hand on her leg. “What would you like then? If you could get something for yourself, what would you buy?”


She pinched her lips and shrugged. “I already have everything I need.”


“There must be something. A new car?”


“I don’t drive.”


“You don’t?”


“I have Desmond.”


“Who?”


“My chauffeur.”


“Right.” How could he forget? He’d told the security guards to allow Hayley’s chauffeur into the garage. “Bags? Shoes? Clothes?”


“I have more than enough of those.”


“I’d expected you to need more space than half my closet.” Not only had she kept to her half, it wasn’t even half as packed as he’d expected it to be.


“Really, Julian. I don’t need anything. You don’t have to buy me anything to make me feel better either.”


“I’m not buying you a gift to make you feel better. I want to get you something you like for your birthday.” He reached over for her hand. “And I’ll fix things with Frank and Paula. I promise.” He ran his thumb over the back of her knuckles.


The past few hours had been heaven. To be able to hold her and hear her laugh.


He would do whatever he had to in order to get back in the good graces of Frank and Paula, because that would mean more to Hayley than any thing he could buy.


“You don’t have to do that. Actually, it’d be better if you just forgot about them.”


Julian gave Hayley his most charming smile. “There must be something you’d like to have. Anything.”


“You’ve already gotten me a pair of diamond earrings.”


“You can throw those away.”


She frowned. “What a waste.”


“Then donate them. I don’t mind.” He leaned forward and gave her hand a soft squeeze. “So?”


She pursed and released her lips. “Well, there’s a cell phone case Leanne and I were looking at. The one that survived being dropped out of a helicopter.”


His eyes narrowed. “Are you sure it isn’t a gimmick?”


“Haven’t you seen the video?”


He shook his head, and Hayley grabbed her phone and showed him the video on her phone. His brows rose. “Okay, I’ll get the case for you.”


A Google search got him the website. “Which design would you like?”


“Sea shell.”


Julian nodded. “And which do you think Leanne would like?”


Her brows drew together.


“You said both of you saw it together, right?”


“She likes the dark wooden one.” Hayley pushed herself to her feet, then swayed dangerously to one side.


“Hayley.” Julian reached out, his arm snaking around her waist, but it wasn’t enough to steady her.


Hayley fell back on the couch, shut her eyes, and dropped her head into her hands.


“Hayley, what’s wrong?” He put a hand on the back of her head, stroking her hair.


“Nothing. I’m just feeling faint.”


“That’s not nothing,” he said. “We’re going to the hospital.”


“No.” She reached out and grabbed the arm rest of his wheelchair. “No. I’m fine.” Her chest heaved as she took a deep breath. “I’m okay. I’ll be fine after a while.”


“Has this happened before?”


“Once.”


“Hayley.” He swallowed his frustration. If he hadn’t been busy making sure he was the worst husband in the entire universe, she probably would have told him. “What can I do?”


Her chest rose again. “I’m okay. I’m okay.” She rubbed a hand over her forehead.


“We’re going to the hospital.” He opened the office door and shouted for Doreen.


“Julian, I’m fine.”


“Have you had fainting spells like that your whole life?”


She shook her head.


“Then you’re not fine. You were in a car accident not too long ago. What if there’s a clot or something?” He reached for her hand again when she paled. “It’s probably nothing, but I just want to be sure, okay? I’d rather not have to deal with the Casas if anything happens to you.”


She cracked a smile and nodded.










Chapter Fourteen







HAYLEY GLANCED AT Julian’s hand over hers. He’d held her hand when Frank and Paula came over, but he’d continue to do so after they left, while they were at the hospital, and now in the car heading back to the penthouse.


Hayley wasn’t sure what to make of his behavior.


Don’t overthink things. He was just feeling bad about ruining her birthday. Or as Frank said, she was the main support in his life—which was the reason why he was suddenly being so nice to her. She’d promised Paula that her eyes were open. She wouldn’t fall for Julian again.


All this would mean nothing to him once he got better.


So don’t go falling back in love with someone who won’t even look for you in the rear-view mirror once everything is back to normal.


“Are you feeling okay?” Julian asked with a soft squeeze of her hand.


She pulled her hand from his. “I’m fine.”


After going through the MRI, the doctor had checked her blood pressure. Her blood pressure was incredibly low, and he had wanted to admit her. She didn’t want to, and thankfully, Julian was against the idea too.


There were too many people in the hospital. If Ted Shears could escape from the hospital in a mix-up, he could easily get into whatever room Hayley was in. Instead, he made the doctor explain everything he had to take note of and promised to bring her back for another check-up if her blood pressure didn’t rise in a couple of days.


“It’s probably just from the change of diet,” she said.


The doctor had thought that she’d gone on some extreme diet, but she hadn’t. She did mention that she’d hired a nutritionist so there had been some drastic changes to their meals. She was used to eating lots of meat and carbohydrates, but the carbohydrates had now been replaced by salad with healthy oils and vinegar for dressing.


“Speaking of that, you can eat whatever you want. You don’t need to suffer through the salads.”


“Right. Like I’m going to be stuffing down squid-ink pasta while you’re having salad and chicken breast.”


“I don’t mind.”


She waved it off. “It isn’t as if it isn’t tasty. It’s okay. It just takes some getting used to. It’s healthier, and it’s supposed to be good for my health too.”


He nodded slowly. “I’ll get Anita to bake some brownies or muffins. You can have those after dinner. It should help with your blood pressure. Which do you prefer?”


Hayley blinked, surprised that Julian would ask for her preference. She’d thought that his insistence on getting her a present of something she wanted was the result of guilt.


He arched a brow. “Do you hate both? Or do you love both so much you don’t know how to choose? We could ask Anita to bake both.”


She shook her head. “I prefer muffins.”


“Any particular kind of muffins?”


“Chocolate.”


“Chocolate muffins it is.” He sent off a text to Anita, then turned his attention back to her. “So, what are your favorite flowers?”


“Why?”


“Not red roses I gathered.”


Oh, no. What did she do with the roses Julian got her? She rewound her memories. “I left them in the office.” She’d set them aside when she was talking to Julian, then forgot all about them. She would have thought she’d be much happier to receive flowers from her husband. But reality was vastly different from her imagination. 


“Don’t worry about it.” He continued staring at her, and it took a moment for Hayley to realize he was waiting for an answer to his question.


No, she didn't like red roses. So what was her favorite flower? “I don’t know. I haven’t given much thought to having a favorite flower.” What were the flowers she’d imagined herself getting? She wasn't sure. Something light pink, she supposed.


He laughed, and she couldn’t help but smile.


“Julian,” she said when she caught herself smiling. She had to set things right. She didn’t want to take the chance of getting the wrong idea about Julian’s intentions, then allowing herself to fall into another fantasy. “I told Frank and Paula about the annulment. Once you’ve recovered, we’ll annul the marriage.”


Julian stared back at her for what felt like hours, but was probably just a couple of seconds. “What if I don’t want that?”


“Divorce then. If that’s what you prefer.” She supposed it wouldn't look good for him if she were to get an annulment based on unconsummated marriage after all these months together.


“That wasn’t what I meant.” His eyes bore into hers. “I don’t want either one.”


“You don’t owe me anything, Julian.” She didn't care about the reasons for Julian marrying her. She’d always thought they would eventually fall in love and live happily ever after. But she wasn't going to hold on to a fantasy anymore.


She wanted a husband who loved her more than anything in the world. She wanted someone who wanted her.


“Why did you tell your dad that you’d stand by my side no matter what? You said I was your husband, and you’d stand with me till the end.”


“Because right now, you are. Legally, we’re married.”


“But you don’t intend to remain married to me.”


“I’m sure you didn’t have any desire to marry me in the first place.”


“What if I’ve changed my mind?”


“You’re only feeling like that because I’m supporting you through your recovery. Besides Colin, I’m all you have. That’s why—” She froze when Julian leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers.


She pressed her hands against his shoulders to push him back, but she couldn’t make herself put much strength into her action. Instead, she softened when his hand cupped the back of her neck, pulling her closer as he kneaded it softly.


Julian pressed his forehead to hers when he broke the kiss. His hand remained on her neck, holding her close. “Please, stay.” His voice was raspy and the two words were filled with so much sincerity she wanted to pull him into her arms and assure him that everything would be fine.


“Julian …” Don’t be stupid, Hayley. He only needs you now because he doesn’t have anyone else. Once Julian was up and running, he wouldn’t even think about her. Don't fall back in love with someone who doesn't love you. “I’m not going anywhere for now.” 


Remember: it’s only temporary, Hayley. “You won’t have to go through your recovery alone. I’ll be right here with you.”


“I want you here with me beyond that.”


She shifted back, putting some space between them. She couldn’t think with him so close, with him asking her to stay. You’re meant to be. She shook her head. No. That was a fantasy she’d built. “Julian, you don’t know what you’re saying.”


His brows drew together. “I know exactly what I’m saying, what I’m asking.”


“When you’ve recovered, you’ll feel differently.”


“What if I don’t? Will you stay then?”


“No.” She cupped his face, her heart aching at the open vulnerability in his face and eyes. “Because you won’t want me to stay.”


He took her hand. “Hayley—”


“Stop.” She pulled her hand away, panicking as she felt cracks snaking up the walls she’d erected around her heart. “Do you know what you’re doing to me, Julian? I’ve loved you—the you I’ve imagined in my head—my whole life. I waited my whole life to be your wife. I know that right now you need someone to support you, and I’m here to do so.” She drew a deep breath through her nose. “But don’t ask for things that you won’t want once all this is over. I don’t think I’m strong enough to survive another heartbreak.”







What could Julian say to that? He wanted to tell Hayley that he meant every word he said. He wanted her in his life. He didn’t just want her to be here supporting him through his toughest time. He wanted to spoil her rotten once he was back up on his feet. He would take her to places she’d never been, let her try new things she’d never even considered.


I just hope he doesn’t destroy you like his father did to Amelia. The words that Hayley’s father had said played in the back of Julian’s mind, and the words stuck in his throat. He’d already caused his own mother’s death. Did he really want to destroy Hayley like he did his mother?


Julian lost his train of thought when a tear spilled over Hayley’s eyelid.


After brushing off the teardrop with his thumb, he leaned forward and kissed the corner of her eye.


He couldn’t ask her for more tonight. He wouldn’t. It was his turn to step up, his turn to protect and love her. “I’m sorry, Hayley, for everything I’ve done to hurt you.”


“I forgive you.” She cracked a smile and brushed at her wet cheeks. “Even for the new chaos resulting from Charlene’s video.” She glanced out of the tinted car windows.


Julian followed her gaze and sighed at the crowd of reporters gathered outside the apartment building.


“You don’t have to apologize again. As you said, no reporters have ever broken into the apartment.”


“Hayley …”


“There’s this really famous chocolate mousse cake. Do you think we can send Doreen to buy one for us?” she asked, her voice unusually chirpy.


It seemed she was determined not to continue the conversation they were having. “Of course. I’ll send her out for it once we’re home.”


“I can text her now.”


“Speaking of texts, why didn’t you answer my text the other day?”


She frowned for a moment. “I didn’t get any text from—Oh, wait. Were you referring to the ‘where are you’ text?” She chuckled. “You didn’t even put a name in the text. I didn’t know it was from you.”


He laughed. He couldn’t believe he was that stupid. “So now you have my number.”


“How did you get mine?”


“Colin.”


“I see.”


“He was just concerned about you when he told me about the truck driver. Don’t be angry with him. I know you two have become friends.”


She nodded slowly. “It’s been nice to …”


“To have someone who isn’t angry with you all the time.” He grinned when she licked her lips and looked away. “For the record, I haven’t been angry with you for a while. I’ve just been too prideful to tell you that—”


“Please don’t tell me that you’re sorry.”


“That I’m thankful. Thank you.” He wanted more than anything to reach out and hold her hand again, but he didn’t. He didn’t want to do anything to hurt her.


“You’re welcome.”


Julian cursed when he saw the additional security guards when the car entered the private underground garage.


“What is it?”


“We’ve made a whole show of you leaving to pretend that you’re no longer here.”


“Oh, right. I guess my trip to the hospital ruined that. Sorry.”


“That wasn’t your fault.” The chauffeur stopped the car in front of the elevator, then got out and pulled out Julian’s wheelchair from the trunk. “Hayley,” he said while the chauffeur opened up his wheelchair. “If you aren’t feeling well, will you tell me, please?”


Her eyes softened, and Julian allowed himself to hope that he still had a chance with Hayley. He hadn’t screwed up so badly that she would never trust him again. Gosh, he wanted to wrap his arms around her.


The car door on his side opened.


“Mr. Nicholson.” The chauffeur positioned the wheelchair next to the car, and Julian pushed himself onto the seat.


“Thank you, Desmond,” Hayley said as she stepped out of the car. “Doreen’s going out to buy a cake for me. Take her there, then you can have the rest of the day off after dropping her back here.”


“Yes, Miss Hayley.”


Hayley waited for Julian to wheel himself over to her before heading over to the elevator, then held the elevator door open for him.


A simple gesture, but one that Julian hated. He wanted to do that for her. He wanted to open the car door for her. He sighed.


“Are you okay?” she asked.


“Yeah. And don’t think I’ve forgotten my question.”


She chuckled softly. “Yes, I’ll let you know.”


“Did Doreen know about your fainting spells?”


She tucked her hair behind her ear.


“I’m not going to fire her if the answer is yes.”


“And you won’t give her any problems either?”


“So it’s a yes.”


Hayley licked her lips. “Julian, I specifically told her not to say anything to you. Her default reaction was to run and get you. I stopped her. I didn’t want to trouble you. I thought—anyway, it was my decision. I told her that if anything happened, she should call Leanne.”


“So she has Leanne’s number.”


Hayley nodded. “I gave it to her.”


“Will you tell her to get me if anything happens to you?”


Her brows twitched.


“Since I’m the one at home. I’m closer. I’d be more helpful, even if I’m stuck in a wheelchair.”


“I didn’t tell her to do that because of your wheelchair.”


“You just thought I wouldn’t care.”


She pursed her lips.


“I’ve given you every reason to think that way. I would apologize again, but you said to stop doing that.”


Her lips curled back. “I’ll tell Doreen to get you if anything happens.”


“You’ll do it now? I mean once we get back? In case anything happens,” he quickly added when her brows drew closer. He didn’t want to pressure her, but he wanted to be the one there for her if anything happened. “The doctor did say your blood pressure is really low.”


She nodded once. “I’ll let her know once I see her.”


The elevator doors opened on cue. As usual, Doreen was standing next to the elevator, ready to help Hayley with anything.


Hayley slipped her purse off her shoulder and handed the bag to Doreen.


“What did the doctor say, Miss Hayley?”


Miss. The word bothered Julian more than it should.


“Low blood pressure, probably due to the change in diet.” She glanced over at Julian before continuing, “Doreen, if anything happens to me, get Julian. He’ll know what to do.”


Doreen’s gaze flitted to Julian, then back to Hayley.


“Don’t worry. He didn’t force me to say it.” She smiled. “Desmond will drive you to the cake shop and bring you back.”


“Yes, Miss Hayley.”


“Make sure you tell him to drop you off in the garage. There’s a horde of reporters outside the building.”


This is why I love her. Her concern for others. Her—Gosh. Julian stopped. Love. He’d fallen in love with his wife now that she was determined to leave him. He closed his eyes.


How screwed up was that?


“Julian?” Hayley’s warm hand on his thigh pulled him back to reality, and Julian wanted to beg her to stay and throw the notion of annulment out of the window.


Or he could simply remain in the wheelchair.


No, he couldn’t. He wanted to stand for her. He wanted to open doors for her, to take her to explore new places.


“Are you okay?”


“I’m okay.” He put his hand over hers. “I just got distracted.”


She nodded and stood, pulling her hand out from under his. His heart ached at the loss of the simple contact.


“Do you still want your muffins today?”


Hayley shook her head. “The cake will be enough. Thank you.”


“It’s still your birthday. Do you want to do something together?”


“What should we do?”


“What do you usually do?”


“We’d cook, eat, then watch movies or play games.”


“Games?” He followed Hayley into the living room.


“Board games. Jenga.”


He didn’t have either of those here. “Do you want to watch a movie then?”


She shrugged. “Why not?”










Chapter Fifteen







JULIAN GLANCED OVER when he heard the ding from the elevator. Doreen had come back halfway through the movie, so this must be the cases he ordered for Hayley.


“Mr. Nicholson, your package.”


Julian took the large white envelope from Doreen and handed it to Hayley. “Happy birthday.”


Her brows drew together, then rose. “How did you get the cases here so quickly?”


“I have a standing FedEx account. I asked the company for their closest fulfillment center and got FedEx to pick it up.”


She laughed softly. “You didn’t have to do that. I didn’t mind waiting.”


“I wanted to get it to you on your birthday.” He leaned forward as she opened the envelope. “They aren’t really expensive. You can definitely afford it, so why didn’t you just get it for yourself when you saw the video?”


“My current case works just fine.”


The transparent cover had already yellowed, and the pink metal rim around it had so many scratches that some parts had turned white.


“You really got one for Leanne.”


“Why else did you think I asked?”


“There’s one more in here.” She pulled it out. “Who’s this for?”


“Myself. It looked good.” He took the box from her and put it aside.


She struggled with removing her current case, so Julian took her phone from her and helped her with it.


“Stop,” she said when he tried to scratch the screen protector out. “What are you doing?”


“It comes with a new screen protector.”


“But mine works just fine.”


Julian tipped his head to the side and studied her for a moment. “For someone so rich, you’re pretty frugal.”


“Do you know what my job used to be?”


“You had a job?”


“Kind of. My parents have a budget set aside for philanthropy work. Every month, I go through the tons of letters we receive from people asking for money. All I do is read about how people need money for various reasons, so I always feel bad when I spend frivolously.”


He thought about what she’d said. “But this isn’t spending frivolously. If your screen cracked, you’d have to spend additional money to get it fixed. That’s a lot more expensive than a free screen protector. Besides, this is a gift.”


She pinched her lips. “You’re right.”


He handed Hayley back the phone when he was done with it, then clipped the phone casing onto his bare phone. “Speaking of money, why don’t you send me all the bills you’ve been paying? I’ll get the money transferred to your account.”


“It’s okay.”


“I insist.”


“Perhaps you could write a check for Dale Andrews’ work instead.”


The bioengineer working with him?


“He’s trying to create a smaller version of the system he’s been using with you so more people will be able to benefit from his study.”


Something was wrong with him. Everything Hayley said just made him want to kiss her. “I’ll do that too.” He pushed his wheelchair further back from Hayley so he wouldn’t be tempted to kiss her the way he did in the car. “So, is this how you spend all your birthdays?”


“Sometimes I’d go on vacation with Casas. We always have so much fun.”


“Where have you been?”


They remained in the living room, chatting, until Doreen informed them that dinner was ready. Then they continued their conversation over dinner and dessert. When he finally checked the time, it was already almost two in the morning.


“We should go to bed,” Hayley said.


Julian almost wished he hadn’t checked the time. “How are you feeling? Should we check your blood pressure?”


She waved it off. “I’m feeling perfectly fine.” She stood, and Julian watched her closely. Hayley chuckled when she noticed. “See? Perfectly fine. I think it really is because of the change in diet. Do you want to take a shower first?”


He shook his head. “You go ahead.”







Hayley got settled into bed while Julian showered. The day had gone bad so quickly she wasn’t sure what to say. Despite how things went down with Frank and Paula, the rest of the day had gone pretty well.


Julian’s just being a good friend. He was just trying to make up for ruining her birthday. The kiss meant nothing at all. Even his plea for her to stay meant nothing. She couldn’t allow herself to read too much into it.


“What are you reading?” Julian asked when he came out of the bathroom with a towel draped over his shoulders. “You’re always reading in bed.” He was wearing only a pair of black sweatpants.


She’d always known he was in good shape, but this was the first time she’d seen his six-pack and the lean musculature of his arms. She cleared her throat when his lips curled back. “Just some silly books.”


He wheeled himself into the dressing room, then came back with a white T-shirt on his lap.


“Here.” She pushed back the duvet. “I’ll put the towel back for you.”


“It’s okay. I got it.” He leaned forward slightly as he wheeled himself into the bathroom, and she could see the muscles in his abdomen flexing.


Stop staring. Hayley leaned back on the pillow and pulled the duvet back over her legs.


When Julian emerged from the bathroom, he still hadn’t pulled on his T-shirt, and Hayley wondered if he was doing that on purpose. She forced herself to return her attention to her Kindle e-reader, then gasped when Julian leaned over to see what she was reading.


She turned the Kindle away. “What are you doing?”


“You’re not reading Fifty Shades of Gray, are you?”


She rolled her eyes. “No. I read the first book. Didn’t enjoy it.”


“No interest in being tied up.”


“Honestly, I can’t really figure out what the contraptions in the book are supposed to look like. It’s so confusing.”


He wheeled himself to the other side of the bed, and Hayley pushed the duvet aside before he got onto the bed.


“I thought most women enjoyed some sort of dominance from their partners in bed.”


“I wouldn’t know, but I’ll take your word for it. I’m sure you have more than enough experience to be an expert.” Her words came out tinged with more jealousy than she’d expected.


Julian winced. “Wait. You wouldn’t know?”


Hayley cleared her throat. Why did I say that? Pretending she hadn't heard what Julian said, she set her Kindle aside, adjusted her pillow, then lay down with her back to Julian. “It’s late. Goodnight.”


“Hayley, are you saying you’ve never—”


“Boundaries,” she said. “I would rather not discuss my sex life with you.” Her non-existent sex life.


“I’m your husband.”


“Goodnight, Julian.”







Julian laughed. He wanted so much to turn Hayley over so he could kiss her and do much more … “Goodnight,” he said and switched off the bedroom lights using the application on his phone.


He shifted as he thought about what Colin had said to him and what Hayley had said back in the car. She’d meant it when she said she waited her whole life to be with him, and he’d destroyed the greatest gift he could ever have gotten. “Hayley.”


“I’m asleep.”


He laughed again. Then the last of his self-discipline evaporated. He leaned over and gave her a peck on the cheek.


Hayley turned to him and he took the opportunity to capture her lips. She gasped and her lips parted, allowing Julian to sweep his tongue into her. She tasted just like him, of the peppermint toothpaste they used.


Her tongue moved against his, and he pushed a hand under her and tugged her closer.


“You smell like flowers.” He kneaded her neck, then planted soft kisses down her jaws and neck when she tipped her head back.


She gasped and moaned when he gave her neck a light lick.


“Sweet. Just as I imagined.”


“Julian.”


“I love how you moan my name.”


His other hand found her waist, then skimmed up her ribcage before her firm grip on his wrist stopped him.


“Stop.”


He did. He froze and didn’t dare move a muscle.


“We can’t.” Hayley wriggled out from under him and jumped off the bed. “We can’t.”


He wanted to ask her why not, but he already knew what her answer was. She saw their marriage as only in name, and she wanted to keep him at arm’s length.


He wanted to assure her that he wouldn’t leave her and that he would protect her heart, but he realized he was pushing her to move too quickly. She wasn’t like the other women he’d been with. Women who were more than willing to jump into bed with him; women who thought that they could manipulate him into staying in a relationship if they were good enough in bed.


“I’m sorry,” he said and leaned back onto his side of the bed. “I got carried away.” He patted her side of the bed. “I promise I won’t try anything else.” Not tonight anyway.


She hesitated a moment before getting back in bed.


“You do smell and taste like flowers.”


She turned her back to him, but not before he noticed the slight curve of her lips. “Goodnight, Julian.”


Julian ran his hand through the ends of her hair. “Goodnight, my sweet Hayley.”


“I’m not one of those women.” She sat up in bed and clicked on the lamp attached to the wall above the nightstand, switching it on. “I don’t sleep around—”


“I didn’t say you did.”


“Then you can’t just kiss me and … and …”


“Seduce you?”


She crossed her arms. “Don’t do that again.”


“You saved yourself for me.”


She turned her face away and tucked her hair behind her ear. “I—”


Julian pressed a hand against his face. “Gosh, Hayley, you’re killing me. You have no idea how adorable you are right now.” He wanted to hold her in his arms and make her feel protected.


“I am not adorable.”


“You are.” He turned his back to her. “And your silk pajamas are …” He could so easily slip the thin straps off her shoulders. Stop. Don’t go down that road. “Let’s just go to sleep before I need to take another shower.”


Another click, and the room plunged into darkness.


“Hayley.”


“What.”


He laughed at her annoyed tone. “I really didn’t think of you as just another woman.” He grinned, though she hadn’t replied. “You’re too softhearted, you know. You can’t forgive people just because they apologize nicely.”


“I’m not softhearted. I’m still angry with you.”


“What can I do?” He flipped toward her just as she turned to him. Though the room was dark, the moonlight coming in through the window was enough for him to see that her eyes were open and looking at him. “Tell me.”


“Can I ask you a question?”


“Go ahead.”


“Do you find me attractive … in that manner?”


“As in, do I find you sexy?”


Her tongue darted out, and he couldn’t tear his gaze from its movement across her lips. “Yeah.”


He frowned. If it were another woman lying across the bed from him, he would have thought she was fishing for compliments. “Of course, Hayley.”


“But you were disgusted when you saw me in my lingerie.”


That memory felt as if it’d happened a lifetime ago. “I was frustrated. Frustrated that you looked so good, that my body reacted so violently to just the sight of you in your lingerie.” As his body was reacting now at the mere thought of her in her dark blue lingerie. “Do you have other pajamas? Maybe you could wear something more covered up.”


He stared back at her while she studied him, as if she was trying to figure out if he was lying. “Do you want me to prove how turned on I am?”


She flipped onto her other side. “Goodnight.”


“Oh, Hayley. You really are killing me.”


“Goodnight.”


“Goodnight,” he said, then turned on his back. Maybe he should go take that cold shower.










Chapter Sixteen







“THANK YOU, DESMOND,” Julian said after pulling himself onto the wheelchair. Before the car accident, his secretary had always hired a limousine and driver whenever he needed to be at an event. Otherwise, he preferred to be the one behind the wheel.


Last night, he’d gotten Desmond’s number from Doreen while Hayley was taking her bath. He couldn’t drive himself now, and it was the first time he had to arrange his own transport since getting home from the hospital.


Julian checked the time on his watch. 5 a.m. But the lights in the Casas’ place had been switched on.


“They get up very early to prepare breakfast,” Desmond said next to him. “They get up at three on weekdays.” He’d told Julian the same thing last night.


Julian had called Desmond and asked him to drive him over to the Casas. He’d wanted to do it at night, after Hayley had gone to bed. But Desmond said the Casas went to bed early and suggested he go in the morning instead.


“How do you know so much about them?”


“Miss Hayley tells me. And she always sleeps on the way home if she’s stayed over on the weekdays. I think she gets up to help them with the preparation.” Desmond put his hands on the wheelchair handle, but Julian shook his head.


“I got this.”


Desmond nodded. “I’ll wait in the car.”


Julian wheeled himself down the concrete footpath, staring at the wooden door ahead. The Casas wouldn’t be happy to see him. He just wasn’t sure how bad their reaction would be.


He came to the stop in front of the steps.


Oh, Hayley. Though he’d been in a wheelchair for months, he hadn’t been plagued by inaccessibility. Hospitals were built with wheelchairs in mind, and Hayley had taken care of everything back at home. He would have been infinitely more frustrated with his situation if she hadn’t outfitted the house with ramps. What would he have done without her?


Now, two short steps were all it took to stump him.


Julian glanced over at the doorbell, which was too far and too high up for him to reach. He sighed and shifted the brown envelope on his lap to behind his back. Squaring his shoulders, he planted his hands firmly on the armrests.


He pushed himself to his feet without much effort. He’d done it countless times during physiotherapy sessions. But he’d always done so with a harness and support beams to hold his weight.


Off balance, Julian tipped forward.


He pressed a hand against the door and paused a moment to take a deep breath. Then, moving his hand to the door handle, he gripped it and focused on moving his feet.


One step forward. You can do it, Hayley’s voice played in his head. It was as if she was right beside him, just like all those times in his sessions.


“Okay, Julian. You can do this.” It wasn’t just shuffling his feet forward. He had to lift his knees and take the two steps up. Something he hadn’t done since the car accident. Focus.


Julian sighed and dropped his foot heavily on the first step. He wiped the perspiration dripping down his temple off on his shoulder, then adjusted his grip on the door handle and focused on doing the same with his other leg.


He grinned when he climbed the two short steps and wished Hayley was there with him to see this. Or not. Since she might decide that he was well enough for her to leave.


Refusing to entertain that thought now, he rang the doorbell and shifted his hand from the door handle. He didn’t want to fall flat on his face when the Casas opened the door, so he shifted to press his hand against the wall for support instead.


It took so much of his focus to remain on his feet that it took him a moment to rearrange his features into his charming smile when the door opened.


“What are you doing here?” Frank asked with a deep frown. “Do you know what time it is?”


“What’s going on?” Paula joined Frank at the door. “You. You’re out of your wheelchair.”


“It’s behind me.”


“What are you doing here so early?” Paula asked.


“Hayley’s usually up at six, and I didn’t want her alone at home.”


“You have guards and maids at your place,” Frank said.


“Right. I meant I wanted to be with her. Can we talk for a few minutes?”


“We’re not interested in whatever you have to say.”


“Five minutes.” Julian slapped his hand on the door that was about to be slammed in his face. “I have the annulment papers.” He leaned against the doorway so Frank and Paula could see the envelope on the wheelchair. “I’ll sign them in front of you if you hear me out for five minutes.”


Frank and Paula shared a look before stepping back from the door. “Five minutes,” they said together.


“Umm.” The last thing Julian wanted was to ask the Casas for help, but he couldn’t walk into the house. He doubted he could remain standing for another minute. “I need my wheelchair.”


Frank sighed and moved past him. He hoisted the wheelchair up the steps and into the house.


Julian dropped heavily back onto the wheelchair. He hated being this weak, but he wasn’t going to sit around and mope anymore. He was going to get better. He already was. He wheeled the chair around in the limited space and moved over to the coffee table.


Frank and Paula were seated on the reddish brown leather couch. Behind them was a huge portrait of Frank, Paula, Leanne, and Hayley. A professional photo taken in a studio. Flanking the portrait were dozens of photos of the four of them.


Julian had one of those portraits with his father and stepmother. Except they weren’t laughing with their arms wound around each other. The portrait at his parents’ place was solemn. His parents were seated on chairs in front of him while he stood behind them. Was he even smiling in the photo?


“Say what you want and go,” Frank said, pulling his attention back to their stern expressions.


Paula pulled onto her lap one of the six cushions of different colors, each with a Bible verse printed on it.


“First off, I want to apologize for what happened yesterday. I’ve apologized to Hayley, and I wanted to drop by to apologize to you two too.”


“Why?” Paula asked, her brows drawn together.


“Because you’re important to Hayley.”


Paula gave him a side-eye glance filled with skepticism.


“I can’t do anything about how I’ve treated her in the past. I’m not sure what she told you—”


“Leanne filled us in,” Frank said.


So they’d heard the worst of him. Julian nodded. “But I promise I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to her. I’ll—”


Frank crossed his arms. “She’s leaving you once you’re up on your feet. There’s no rest of your life.”


“I’ll do everything in my power to change her mind.” He held his hand up when he saw the anger flash in Frank’s eyes. “But it will be her choice. If she wants to leave, she can leave. I’ll make sure her parents don’t do anything stupid to force her to stay.”


Julian pulled off the pen he’d clipped onto the envelope and took out the papers inside. He put the papers down on the dark brown coffee table, next to the small potted plant in the middle. He waved the pen to get their attention, then signed the papers. After stuffing the papers back into the envelope, he pushed it toward Frank. “You can keep this. Anytime you want, Hayley can sign on the dotted lines and it will be as if the marriage never happened.”


Paula, who had been quietly observing him all this time, asked, “Why are you doing this if you want her to stay?”


“This is me giving her a choice. She doesn’t think I’ll want her around after I’ve recovered, but I want her to be part of my life.” He smiled. “I want to take her to places she’d never been. I want to spoil her with things she thinks she doesn’t need.” He thought about how she’d laughed during their conversation. “I want to make her happy. I know it’ll take time for me to prove to her that I’m not in love with her just because she’s my rock right now.”


Paula’s brows twitched before turning to Frank again.


Frank shook his head. “You won’t even remember her once you go back to your normal life, to the secretary prancing in and out of your office.”


“I’ve given instructions for my new secretary to be a guy.”


Paula rolled her eyes. “You don’t have much confidence in yourself, huh.”


“I’ve already hurt Hayley once. I don’t want to give her any reason to have doubts about me.” He straightened his back. “I’m not asking you to give me your blessing. I’m here to apologize and tell you that I will do anything to make Hayley happy.”


“Even if that means an annulment,” Frank said, and Julian nodded.


“Very well.” Frank stood and opened the door. “You can leave now.”


Julian had expected a worse reception. He thought for certain that Paula would chase him out with a broom while Frank threatened him with a gun. So, he supposed, the meeting turned out pretty well.


He was ready to just wheel himself down the two steps and hope he didn’t fall on his face. But thankfully, Desmond was standing right outside, and he and Frank helped him maneuver down the steps.


“Desmond,” Frank said when Julian was back on the concrete footpath. “I didn’t expect to see you with this man. Aren’t you supposed to be Hayley’s chauffeur?”


Desmond adjusted his black suit. “I’m sure this is what Miss Hayley would want me to do.”


“Desmond.” Paula popped her head out of the house. “Have you had breakfast?”


“No, ma’am.”


“I’ll pack something for you and Hayley. Give me a minute.”


The door slammed behind him.


Julian sighed.


“At least they let you in,” Desmond said, and Julian laughed once. The chauffeur strode ahead and opened the car door for Julian, then headed back to wait outside the house after packing Julian’s wheelchair into the trunk. “Should I keep both breakfasts for myself, Sir?”


“No, it’s okay. I’m sure Hayley would love to have that.” Julian wasn’t going to keep this visit from Hayley anyway. Even if he did, he was sure she’d hear about it from the Casas.


He just hoped Hayley wouldn’t be too upset with him for showing up at the Casas without talking to her first.










Chapter Seventeen







“GOOD MORNING,” JULIAN said when Hayley pulled out a chair next to him at the dining table. “Did you sleep well?”


She looked away for a moment and cleared her throat. No, she hadn’t slept well. She had replayed his kisses in her head, over and over. Then she tried to suppress her giddiness with a stern talk about not being a fool.


She’d been stupid enough for the past twenty-three years. “I slept well. Did you?”


“Not really. I had a hard time falling asleep.”


Hayley refused to meet his gaze, and Julian grinned.


“We still have leftover cake from yesterday. Do you want Anita to bake you some muffins today?”


She shook her head. “Cake’s fine.”


“Miss Hayley, your mail.”


Hayley stared at the letters in Doreen’s hand. There was more than one today. She took the letters from her. “Thank you.” Besides the cards, she hadn’t received any other letters at Julian’s penthouse. So she didn’t have to open them to find out what they were.


And judging from how Julian was staring at them, she supposed he’d come to the same conclusion.


She opened the first envelope and pulled out the card within. Have you been thinking about me? She lifted the top of the card. I’ve never stopped thinking about you.


Hayley dropped the first letter and opened the next. I missed you. She clenched her jaws when she saw the inside of the card. I’ll be seeing you soon.


She didn’t realize she was clutching the card until Julian covered her hand with his and gently pried it away from her. “I guess Ted Shears knows I’m still here.”


“Let’s get a private investigator.”


“How would that help?”


“I don’t have a lot of confidence in Detective Miller.”


Hayley shrugged.


“Hayley, promise you won’t go anywhere without security with you,” he said in a deep voice, oozing with a serious dose of manliness.


Cut it out, Hayley. She cleared her throat. He just feels he owes you. Don’t get any stupid ideas. “I won’t go anywhere without security.”


“Has Frank or Paula called or texted you this morning?”


She shook her head. “Why? Did they call you?”


“I went to see them this morning.”


“What? Why?” She pushed the chair back from the dining table. “They must be so angry.”


“Not really. They let me in when I showed them the annulment papers.”


She dropped back onto her chair. There. There it is. His kisses and words meant nothing. He wanted the annulment.


“When did you get the papers drawn up?”


“Last night. I texted my lawyer when we got home from the hospital. I think he stayed up all night to get it done, then brought the papers over to me this morning.”


“So where should I sign?” Why was her heart aching so badly?


“I hope you’ll never sign them.”


She frowned.


“I wanted to apologize and talk to them, but I knew they wouldn’t entertain me without enough incentive. So I got the annulment papers drawn up. I told them I’d sign the papers if they gave me five minutes of their time. It worked.” He pulled her chair closer and shifted it so they were sitting face to face. “From how you reacted, can I allow myself to hope that there’s a chance you’ll consider continuing our marriage?”


“Julian.”


“I know. I know you think I won’t want you around, but I’m going to prove to you that I do.” He took her hand. “I want you to be part of my life. I considered just delaying my progress so you’d have to stay by my side longer. I thought that perhaps if I dragged it out long enough, I could make you fall in love with me again.”


Hayley sighed and rubbed her chest. “Julian, don’t.”


“You don’t have to make up your mind now. I want you to know that you have a choice. Any time you decide, you can sign the papers and dissolve the marriage. But I want to make it clear that I’ll do everything I can to make you change your mind.” He tightened his grip on her hand when she tried pulling back.


“Hayley, I’m not saying it because you’re my strongest support. I’m saying I’m in love with the person you are. Yes, I’m thankful you’ve remained by my side to take care of me after how I treated you. But I also love how considerate you are of others. I love how you treat and protect Doreen. I love how you stand up for me to your own father. I love your faith and conviction.”


“Stop, Julian.” She stood and yanked her hand from his. “Stop. I don’t want to hear it.”


“Okay. I’ll stop.” He raised his hands. “I won’t pressure you any further. I just wanted you to know where I stand.”


She stared at Julian, her heart beating wildly within her. Hayley wanted to weep at everything Julian had said. If only he’d said those words to her before the car accident. “We’ll talk when you’re up on your feet.”


“So you won’t leave when I’m up on my feet?” Julian raised his hands again. “I’m sorry. I said I wouldn’t pressure you about it. Just think about staying, okay? That’s all I ask. It’s not too much to ask, right?”


Matthew arrived just then, so they didn’t have time to discuss it any further.


“Time for your physiotherapy.” She followed Julian to the rehabilitation room, her mind bouncing around what Julian had said. Think about staying. Could she? Did she dare to do so?


How was she going to pick up the pieces of her shattered heart when Julian realized he didn’t want her around?


No, she couldn’t stay. She couldn’t survive another heartbreak. Not from Julian.


“I don’t want to strap myself in,” Julian said when Matthew moved over to the harness that was attached to the ceiling.


“Are you sure?” Matthew asked, and his gaze flitted toward her.


Hayley was so caught up in her own thoughts she hadn’t heard what Julian had said to Matthew. “I’m sorry. What’s the problem?”


“No problem,” Julian said. “I just don’t want to be strapped into the harness.”


She knelt down next to his wheelchair. “Julian, don’t push yourself too hard. I don’t want you to get hurt. If you do, it’ll affect your recovery speed.”


“You said we’d talk when I’m up on my feet, right? I want to get up on my feet and start proving to you that I want you in my life—always.”


“Julian.” She sighed.


He cupped his hand against her face. “I’m confident I can do it. Trust me.”


It took everything in her to not lean into his hand. She should tell him to stop saying all these things and to stop touching her like he actually cared. “If you say so.” She stood and moved away from him. Space. She needed space.


She remained several steps from him as he repositioned his wheelchair, then pushed himself up to his feet.


Julian was getting better by the day. It wouldn’t be long before he could walk on his own. Where would they be when that day came? Did he really mean what he said?


No. Don’t be stupid, Hayley. She knew why he was saying everything she’d wanted to hear. Julian needed her by his side, and his need for her support had marred his thinking. He’d confused needing her support for wanting her. He doesn’t want you, Hayley. Remember that.


All this would be over when he was back on his feet. She dropped her hand when she realized she was once again rubbing her chest. She’d let go of her fantasy. She’d come to terms with the fact that she and Julian were never meant to be.


Then why did it still hurt so badly?


She released a deep breath through her mouth. She was driving herself crazy with stupid thoughts. Just focus on now. She’d promised to be his support as long as he needed it, so she would.


She cracked a smile when he turned to look at her. “You can do this.” She moved next to him and waited for him to take his first step.


His hands were on the supporting bars by his sides, and the corded muscles in his arms twitched as he shifted himself into a better position.


As always, she took a step forward when he did. While she’d left him alone for the rest of his sessions, she’d always joined him for his physiotherapy, especially when he started training on his legs.


There were bound to be falls and disappointments, and she wanted to be there to push him through all of that.


She didn’t want to leave Matthew to take the brunt of his anger. She’d explained to everyone on the team about Julian’s condition and how Dale was trying to help Julian. She didn’t want to search for another physiotherapist and waste time explaining things again. She didn’t want to delay Julian’s recovery.


The toughest time of Julian’s physiotherapy had passed. In the beginning, he had bounced from dejection to ire. On certain days, he’d spiral into gloom and talk about how pointless everything was. What was the point of trying? He would never walk again.


Those days, Hayley would tell him that he would walk again, she was sure of it. He would always ask why she was so sure. She would shrug and reply, “I just am.”


Some days, he’d grow annoyed with her and blame her for everything—from the weather to making him go through painful and tiresome physiotherapy. Those days, she would swallow the urge to tell him how equally annoyed she was with him and how she’d like to blame him for all that was wrong in her life. Instead, she kept quiet and let him rant.


At times, his ranting grew cruel and she had to lock herself in the bathroom for a few minutes so she could sob quietly to the Lord and have a mini-breakdown if she needed to. Sometimes she would think she couldn’t take any more. It was too exhausting to be the optimistic one all the time, to be the one hanging onto faith.


But by God’s grace, those episodes dropped in frequency as he began to see how his sessions, especially the ones with Dale, were working.


“Almost there,” she said when Julian glanced up at her as he passed the halfway mark. “You can do it.”


She was genuinely glad for Julian. She’d always known he would be able to walk again. He was stubborn and determined. She knew that if she could convince him to set his mind to it, he would be able to do it.


Hayley ran through all the tough times Julian had put her through. Hang on to that. That was right. All she had to do was to cling onto the hurtful words he had thrown at her and she wouldn’t be swayed. He could say all he wanted, but the truth was that he’d never wanted her around. He hated her.


Taking a deep breath, she pushed her focus from the ache within her chest.


“You’re doing great,” she said to Julian. She brushed the back of her hand against his sweaty forehead, then brushed her hand off on her jeans.


“Don’t do that.”


“Your hands are occupied. If you can’t stand me touching you, then get better faster.”


Julian took another two steps.


“I’m sure you’ll be back hiking soon.”


“Yeah?”


She nodded with a knowing smile. “I told you you’d walk again.”


He moved another step, and Hayley took one herself. How thankful she was to take each step. She’d never given much thought to being able to breathe when she woke up or get herself out of bed each morning.


Seeing Julian struggle had made her realize how blessed she was.


Julian exhaled heavily, clearly exhausted from the short walk. But he could go further, she was sure of that.


“What will you do first? Rock-climbing? Hiking? Scuba-diving? Cave exploration?”


“Have you done any of that?”


She shook her head.


“Which would you like to try? I’ll take you.”


She laughed once. “I’m not really an outdoor kind of person.”


“Coral reefs are beautiful. I think you’d like that.”


Would she? She didn’t know. And don’t you dare start imagining what it would be like to do that with him. She’d dreamt of a life with Julian for over twenty years; she’d been stupid long enough. I won’t be going anywhere with him. Once he was recovered, he would continue with his life as he had before and he would forget all about her.


Before marrying Julian, she’d often imagined that marrying him was the equivalent of breaking free from her parents. Julian would be her knight in shining armor. He would take her out of her dungeon and show her an amazing new world on a magic carpet.


Okay, maybe not magic carpet. But a new world. One that Julian had been in. Rock-climbing. Hiking. Scuba-diving. She’d never done those things, and she would love to try them as long as she was with him.


Not anymore.


She wouldn’t enjoy those activities. She was never an outdoors person to begin with, and she’d only wanted to try them with Julian because she’d always felt safe with him—the him she’d imagined. She’d always imagined her husband would protect her no matter what.


But the month before the car accident had proved that she was on her own. What if he returned to that person after he’d recovered? What if she messed something up while scuba-diving? What if she got lost in the sea? She wasn’t tough enough to survive situations like that. Would Julian protect her then?


Though he’d arranged for the security team and seemed frustrated at Detective Miller’s lack of results, it was an altogether different matter when it came to him actually protecting her.


Julian stopped and shifted his hands again.


“Two more steps,” she said. Two more steps and he would reach the end of the parallel bars. “You’re doing great. You’re almost there. You can do it.”







Julian tightened his grip on the bars and forced himself to take another step. The beginning of therapy had been excruciating for him. He knew he couldn’t expect to be walking again instantly, but he couldn’t help but get frustrated after each session when he’d found himself back in his wheelchair.


He’d never thought he would yearn to accomplish a simple thing like walking.


In the beginning, there were days when he couldn’t believe what had happened to him, and he’d vented his anger on the only person around him—Hayley. But after all that he’d put her through, she was still here, smiling at and encouraging him.


Julian looked up when he managed to reach the end of the short walk by himself, and Hayley was there to beam at him. “I did it.”


“You did.” She came over and put her arms around him.


For a moment, he thought she was giving him a hug, but she was only helping him into his wheelchair that Matthew had brought around.


“I knew you could do it.”


Despite how he’d treated her, Hayley had been next to him, telling him over and over that he would walk again. Initially, he’d been annoyed by her optimism. “If anyone is stubborn enough to defy the doctors and walk again, it’ll be you,” she’d told him over and over.


When he took his disappointment and anger out on her, she merely kept quiet. When his ire subsided, she would be there to encourage him.


He’d lost count of the number of times he’d been dazed by her smiles, of the number of times he’d been distracted by thoughts of kissing her. These four months had opened his eyes like never before.


Other than Colin, no one in the office came by until they were sure his position would not be handed off to someone else. And if Colin hadn’t told him, Julian wouldn’t have known that Hayley was the reason why his father hadn’t just disowned him.


When the office staff started coming by, Julian wasn’t interested in entertaining anyone.


And Hayley would play the good host for at least half an hour before getting Doreen to tell her that she was needed elsewhere.


He wasn’t sure why he’d thought Hayley to be weak and submissive. While still injured, she’d pulled herself together to save his job, then endured his abuse and melancholy while remaining upbeat and supportive the whole time.


If the roles had been reversed, he certainly wouldn’t have been there for her the way she had been for him. Hayley deserved better, and he would be better for her.


“I want to try it again,” he said.


Hayley’s brows drew closer. “How are you feeling? Don’t push yourself too hard. You’re already making a lot of progress.”


“I’m okay.” The company’s annual dinner and dance was coming up in a month’s time, and he wanted to walk in there on his own. He wanted to prove to his parents and everyone else that he was capable of defying the odds. And he wanted to walk in with Hayley on his arm. He wanted her to be proud of him.


She nodded and helped him up. When he was on his feet, she let go of him but remained close by.


As with every session, every step he took, Hayley took one too.


The muscles in his arms were burning by the time he was halfway across the short distance flanked by the support bars, and he tipped his head back.


“You can do it. Just a few more steps.” She grinned at him as their gazes met. “I know you can do it.” Again, she wiped his sweat off with her hand.


He frowned. He didn’t like her doing that. He didn’t want her dirtying her hands, but she shot him a what-are-you-going-to-do-about-it look.


He laughed and shook his head.


Nothing. He wasn’t going to do anything about it. Besides the fact that his hands were occupied, he’d come to realize that he would let Hayley get away with whatever she wanted for the rest of their lives.


He owed her that much, and he wanted her happy.


He wanted to give her everything he could. Flowers, jewelry, vacations. He would take her to the most beautiful places and give her whatever her heart desired.


Julian had never really thought much about God. But each night, after he had gotten into bed, Hayley would take a long shower. When she came out, he always pretended to be asleep.


Then she would gently put her hand on his chest and whisper a prayer over him. She always prayed for God to give him strength and courage both physically and mentally, prayed that God would heal his legs so he could walk and run again, so he could go on all the adventures he so loved.


And here he was.


“A few more steps,” Hayley’s words pulled his thoughts back to reality, and Julian pushed forward. There must be a God, and he must have somehow scored some amazing points to get Hayley as his wife.










Chapter Eighteen







HAYLEY LAUGHED AND took another mouthful of the decadent chocolate cake. This was the kind of dinner she’d imagined having with Julian, and she thought God was somewhat cruel to make it happen after she’d decided to leave. Lord, I hate your timing.


This was what she wanted right from the start. Hayley swallowed the sigh bubbling up her throat. She could always change her mind again, or she could perhaps wait and see. She didn’t have to leave immediately.


No. That wasn’t an option. She wasn’t going to be stupid anymore.


She closed her eyes as the chocolate cake melted in her mouth. “I love this cake.”


“Miss Hayley.” Doreen came over with a black box. “You have a package.”


Hayley glanced over at Julian.


“It isn’t from me.”


She looked at the black box with bright red ribbon tied into a gigantic bow on the top. Something in her gut stirred, and she wanted to tell Doreen to throw it away. What if Ted Shears had sent her some mutilated body parts? She rubbed a hand down her arm.


Julian pulled off the card attached to the ribbon. “Happy belated birthday.” He showed her the card. “Did Ted Shears know when your birthday was?”


“I don’t know.”


“Maybe this is Frank and Paula’s present for you.”


“They got me a pair of boots.” They had given them to her before leaving. Hayley took a deep breath and tugged at the ribbon, then opened the box.


By the time Hayley figured out what was staring back at her, the creature was lunging toward her, its fangs bared. She screamed, then felt herself thrown back onto the floor.


She heard another scream. Doreen’s? Hayley wasn’t sure.


Her eyes were squeezed shut as she braced for the pain of the snake’s fangs plunging into her. But other than the weight on top of her, Hayley didn’t feel anything else.


“What’s going on?”


She opened her eyes at the unfamiliar voice and felt herself being pulled closer to the weight above her. “Julian.”


“It’s okay,” he said into her ear.


Another scream, then a thud.


“There.”


“Mr. Nicholson! You’ve been bitten.”


Hayley gasped and pushed at him.


“It’s not poisonous.”


Hayley looked up at Anita, their in-house chef.


“I grew up on a farm. It isn’t poisonous.”


Hayley followed Anita’s gaze and shivered. On the dining table was the snake, its head cut off by a kitchen knife. The dark eyes of the snake bored into hers, and she forced herself to look away. Julian—he was bitten.


Still on her knees, Hayley moved over to Julian. Spots of red stained his white T-shirt on his right shoulder. She tugged at the hem of his T-shirt, pulling it over his head.


“Baby, there are other peopled in the room.”


“Now’s not the time to joke, Julian.”


He helped pull the T-shirt off his hand. “It’s nothing. Anita says it isn’t poisonous.”


“Are you sure?” she asked with a glance over at their nonchalant chef.


Anita nodded. “A hundred percent. It’s a boa. You should be more worried about it curling around your throat and strangling you. Which was why I had to act fast.”


“Anita pried it off your back,” Doreen said. “Then she … then she …” She gestured a chopping action with her hand.


“I’m sorry for ruining the dining table, Mr. Nicholson,” Anita said. “But I’m sure the snake bite isn’t poisonous.”


“We should still go to the hospital.” Hayley cringed at the sight of the punctures. “I want to make sure you’re okay.”


“If it were poisonous, you wouldn’t need a doctor to tell you.” Anita pulled out the knife embedded in the wooden dining table.


Hayley looked at the knife, then at the snake. “Please don’t ever use that knife to prepare our food.”


“But this is one of my chef’s knives.”


“Get a new set then. I can’t” —she shuddered again— “I won’t eat anything prepared with that knife.”


“I’ll buy you a new set.”


“Thank you, Mr. Nicholson.” Anita looked at the snake, then at Doreen, who had remained quite a distance from them. “Do you want me to help you dispose of the snake?”


Doreen’s head jerked up and down earnestly, and Hayley shut her eyes and leaned back when Anita grabbed the snake. If she didn’t have to stay by Julian’s side, she would be cowering in a far corner of the house by now.


She hated being so close to the creature. Even dead, it was creeping her out.


Julian’s arm went around her shoulder and pulled her against him. “It’s okay. It’s dead.”


She shivered and swallowed. “I hate snakes.”


He shifted, putting himself in front of her and effectively cutting off her line of sight to the dining table.


“We need to replace the table.” She wasn’t going to put her hands on that table. No. She didn’t even want to be near the table.


“We’ll burn it.”


She laughed at that.


“Are you hurt?” He swept her hair from her face and tucked it behind her ear. “Did you bump your head? Are you hurting anywhere?”


She shook her head. She hadn’t processed how she’d gotten to the ground. “You pushed me down?”


“I’m sorry. I just reacted.” He weaved his fingers into her hair. “Did you hit your head?”


She shook her head and pulled his hand away from her hair. “No. I’m fine. Thank you.” She scrambled to her feet. “We’re going to the hospital now.” She pushed the wheelchair closer to Julian.


“Doreen,” Julian said as he pulled himself back onto his wheelchair. “Get someone to dispose of the dining table.” He looked over at Hayley. “Would you like proof that the table has been burned?”


Hayley wanted to tell him again that this was no time to be joking around, but she laughed before she could stop herself. “No. I don’t need that.”


Julian grinned. “Let’s go then.”







Julian’s eyes flew open when he heard Hayley’s scream. Even after a trip to the ER to make sure he was all right, Hayley continued to fuss over his wound. He couldn’t say he didn’t like her attention, but he didn’t want her to keep thinking about the snake.


He’d noticed how her hands were still trembling when she showed the doctor a photo of the snake—one that Anita had taken and forwarded to her phone. Hayley couldn’t even seem to make herself look at the photo.


Julian pushed himself upright in bed as he scanned the dark room for an attacker, for any sort of movement.


He wasn’t sure if it was the adrenaline or his familiarity with his bedroom, but his eyes adjusted to the darkness almost immediately.


Another gasp from Hayley turned Julian’s attention to her.


Next to him, Hayley was curled up in a ball. Her hands were in front of her face as if she was fending off an attack.


He reached over and stroked her hair. “Hayley.”


“No!”


“Shh …” He lay back in bed and slipped an arm under her. “You’re having a nightmare.” He pulled her shivering frame against him. “It’s okay.” He rubbed a hand up and down her back while another cradled her head against his shoulder. “Everything’s okay.”


Hayley curled her hands into his T-shirt. “There’s a snake on the bed.”


Julian wanted to kick himself. From now on, the guard would be screening all packages before they came up to the penthouse. “There isn’t any snake, I promise. It’s just a nightmare.”


He kissed her hair because he couldn’t help himself. Not when she was so close to him, smelling like sweet geraniums. “You’re okay. You’re safe.” He tugged her closer, because he hated that she didn’t feel safe under his roof—their home. “I’m right here. I won’t let anything hurt you.”


Slowly, her trembling eased and ceased. Hayley’s rigid posture softened as she melted against him. Her cheek was resting against his shoulder, her hands on his chest. And Julian felt as if he held the whole world in his arms.


“I’ll keep you safe,” he mumbled under his breath—a reminder to himself. No matter what it took, he would keep Hayley safe. She was his wife—his to protect. “I’m right here. I won’t let anything” —or anyone— “hurt you.” Not even himself.


“Thank you.”


“I enjoy holding you.”


She shifted, leaning back so she could look up at him. “I mean for taking the snake bite for me.”


“Are you sure your head doesn’t hurt?” He hadn’t had time to shield her head. He’d barely gotten himself between the snake and Hayley.


“I didn’t hurt my head.” She shifted further away from him. “Did you know what kind of snake it was when it sprang out of the box?”


“I didn’t grow up on a farm.” He ran a finger down a side of her face. “Stop thinking about it. You’re going to have another nightmare.”


She licked her lips and tucked her hair behind her ear.


“You’re safe, I promise. I’ll get the guards to screen any packages before sending them up.”


Her eyes widened. “You can’t. I mean …”


“Why?”


“I just ordered some lingerie sets online. I’d rather no one goes through them.”


He wasn’t going to allow that either. “Okay. The new rule will have to wait.”


Her head bobbed up and down, then stopped as she looked into his eyes again.


“Stop looking at me like that, Hayley. It’s making me think about kissing you.” More than just kissing her. He blinked when Hayley closed the space between them. “Hayley,” he said when she leaned back from the peck on his lips.


She wriggled closer and tugged on his shirt, pulling him back to her lips.


“Hayley. Stop.”


She immediately stilled, then shifted back. “I’m sorry. I thought …”


“I want you, Hayley. I want to kiss you …” He cupped her face. “So much.” Touching his forehead to hers, he took a deep breath. “But I’m afraid I won’t be able to stop. I don’t want to take more than you’re willing to give.”


“What if I’m willing to give everything?”


He groaned. “Hayley, you cannot talk like that.”


She chewed on her lower lip.


“You’re in shock over what happened. I don’t want you to do anything you’ll regret. I don’t want to wake up and see the regret in your eyes in the morning. I’d hate myself if that happened.”


“I …”


Julian pulled her back against him, holding her tight. He should leave the room before his self-discipline snapped.


“So if I still want to do this tomorrow—”


Julian groaned and let go of Hayley. “Baby, I love you. But I’m going to sleep on the couch tonight.” He pushed the duvet off himself and got into his wheelchair.


“Julian, I’m sorry. I won’t talk about it anymore. Don’t be angry.”


He ran his hand through his hair. “I’m not angry, Hayley. I’m … I just don’t think I can keep my hands off you if I stay in this room another minute.”


“But what if I have another nightmare?”


Julian tipped his head back and groaned again.


“Okay, never mind. I’ll be fine.” Hayley lay back down and pulled the duvet up over her shoulder.


He pushed himself toward the door, then stopped and wheeled himself back to the bed. He got back in bed as quietly as possible, then slipped his arm under Hayley and buried his face in her hair. “Sleep. I’ll be here with you.”










Chapter Nineteen







HAYLEY SNUGGLED CLOSER to the warmth surrounding her. Everything felt unfamiliar, but in a good way. She liked the masculine scent she was breathing in and the security she felt.


Was she still dreaming?


She blinked. No, she was awake. The bedroom felt brighter than usual. Where was she?


She sighed when someone kissed her hair. Wait.


Hayley blinked again and flipped onto her other side abruptly.


“Good morning,” Julian said. One of his hands was under her neck while the other rested on her hip.


She tucked her chin as she remembered what happened last night, embarrassed about her behavior.


At first, she’d been so afraid she couldn’t let go of Julian’s shirt. But as his heat seeped into her, her fear was replaced by a sense of security, the same security she’d felt this morning. All of that would have been fine, except she had kissed him. Why did she do that?


Julian hooked a finger under her chin. “Nothing happened last night, so why do you still look like you regret it?” His eyes narrowed. “Or are you regretting us not taking things a step further?”


“Julian.”


He laughed and dragged her closer to him before kissing her forehead.


Hayley tried to push herself away from Julian, but he curled the arm under her neck to keep her close. “What time is it?”


Julian shrugged. “I’m not sure.”


She turned, thinking to reach over to her nightstand to grab her phone. But she was on the wrong side of the bed.


“I flipped you over so I’d be closer to the door. That way, if anyone came in, they’d get to me first.”


“Did someone sneak into the apartment?”


“No. I just wanted you to feel safe.”


“Thank you, Julian.” She pushed herself up to sit on the bed and leaned over Julian to grab her phone.


“You can’t tease me like that, Hayley,” he said as his thumb brushed across the front of her hipbone.


Hayley looked down at him, not understanding. She grabbed her phone and apologized anyway. “It’s eight!” She scrambled to get out of bed, but Julian tugged her back.


“How are you feeling?”


“Why are you still in bed? You’re usually up at four-thirty.”


Julian was always up at four-thirty to exercise and get a head start on his reading. Hayley would wake up when she heard him moving around the room. Sometimes she’d get up and read in bed. Other times, she would go back to sleep since Julian didn’t have breakfast until six.


“I didn’t want to leave you alone in bed in case you had another nightmare.”


She ducked her chin and ended up with her forehead against his chest.


Julian looped his other arm around her, and her already fluttering heart ratcheted up further.


“Julian.”


“What?”


“It’s late. Colin’s coming over soon.”


“He can wait.”


But she might have a heart attack if she didn’t move away from him soon. “Julian.” She put a hand on his chest. “The staff must be wondering if something’s wrong.”


“What about me?”


She frowned and looked up at him.


“You’re concerned about Colin and the staff. What about me?”


“What about you?”


“I’d like to stay in bed for another five minutes.”


“I’ll go wash up first, then.”


He looped his arm around her waist to keep her from moving away. “With you. I’d like to stay in bed for another five minutes with you.”


“Why?”


“I like having you so close to me. I like how soft you are, how good you smell.”


“Julian.” She pushed at his chest.


“Why do you keep trying to move away from me?”


“Because … you’re so close to me.”


“And you don’t like that?”


“No, it isn’t that.” She liked it too much.


“Then don’t think too much. Just five more minutes, okay?”


She nodded slowly after a moment, but really, she should have just rolled out of bed. As she lay with his arms around her, she ran through all that had happened last night. The way he leapt up to protect her from the snake. The snake could have been venomous. He could have died.


Would she have regretted sleeping with him? She wasn’t sure. But she didn’t have to worry about that because Julian protected her from that as well.


“What are you thinking about?” Julian asked, running a hand down her back.


How could such a simple gesture feel so good? “I’ll go wash up.” She rolled out of bed and hurried into the bathroom. She was in so much trouble.







Julian grinned when Hayley gasped at the sight of him walking with the help of a walking stick. It was taking a lot more effort than he imagined, but it was all worthwhile to see the joy on Hayley’s face.


“Someone’s late getting up,” Colin said when Julian got to the couch.


“I told you about the snake and the chaos that went down. The dining room is missing a dining table, and Julian just made his way out here with a walking stick, yet you’re focused on Julian getting up late?”


“For as long as I’ve known him, he’s woken up at four-thirty in the morning. Always. Without fail. Even when he’s sick. He’s that crazy.” Colin brought an ankle to his knee. “I wonder what kept you in bed.”


Julian shot Colin a glare and settled onto the couch between Hayley and Colin. As much as he enjoyed teasing Hayley, he wasn’t going to allow Colin to do so.


Colin laughed. He leaned forward, grabbed the black folders from the coffee table, and handed them to Julian. “The final applicants. Pick one. My secretary is threatening to quit if she has to continue doing the work for both of us.”


Julian flipped through the files. “Have you interviewed them?”


Colin nodded. “These are the three that were able to handle my brooding. Any of them should be able to handle you.” He looked over at Hayley. “They’re all guys.”


“Colin Wells.”


“Why?” Hayley asked.


Julian put the most qualified applicant on the top of the files and handed them back to Colin, then turned to Hayley. “Because I know I screwed up and I want you to know I meant everything I said about you. I don’t want you to have any doubts about what I’m doing in the office. I told Frank and Paula the same thing.”


“Um, Miss Hayley.” Doreen came over with another black box and red ribbon, her hands visibly shaking.


“Another package,” Hayley said and eyed the box in disgust. “Can I change my mind about letting the security team screen the packages first?”


“No,” Julian said and gestured for Doreen to set the box down in front of him. “Not until your online buys arrive.”


Colin arched a brow. “What did you buy?” He turned back to Julian. “Maybe you shouldn't put it so close. Last night’s snake wasn’t poisonous. Doesn't mean today’s snake isn't either.”


Hayley slapped her hand down on the lid. “Colin’s right. Let’s not open it. Let’s just throw it away.”


“Or call the detective and let her take a look at it.”


Hayley leaned closer to the box, and Julian held her shoulder and nudged her back.


“I’m trying to see if I can hear anything moving inside.”


“Doreen says I might be needed.” Anita appeared in the living room with last night’s knife. “Since it can’t be used to prepare food anymore, we can designate it for head-chopping purposes.”


Hayley turned away and stood. “I’m going to throw up.” She ran into the bedroom.


“Oops. I’m sorry,” Anita said as Hayley ran past her. “I forget city people aren't used to seeing dead animals.” Her eyes widened as Julian stood and hurried after Hayley.


He couldn't move as fast as he wanted, and he wished he’d just taken his wheelchair instead of trying to make a show out of walking.


By the time he got to their bedroom, Hayley was splashing water on her face. “Baby, are you okay?”


She closed her eyes and nodded. “I’m sorry. It’s just …” She shook her head and swallowed.


“Okay.” He wrapped his arm around her when he finally got to her. “Stop thinking about it.”


“Ugh. The head.” She turned away again and bent over the sink.


Julian rubbed his hand down her back, trying to come up with something to distract her. “My shoulder’s kind of hurting from the bite. Do you think you could see if it’s infected or something?”


Her eyes widened, and she immediately turned to him. “Why didn't you say something earlier?” She lifted his shirt off and let it drop on his arm. Very gently, she peeled back the tape holding the bandage on. “Your wound got wet.”


“I took off the bandage to shower.”


She frowned at him.


“I can't really do much about it. Unless you’re volunteering to bathe me.”


She made a disapproving noise and moved into the bedroom. “You’re always joking at the wrong time.”


He grinned and followed her out, and waited for her on the bed while she rummaged through the bag of things they’d gotten from the hospital.


After setting the supplies down on the nightstand, she poured disinfectant onto a small cotton ball and dabbed at his wound.


“Ah.” He moved his shoulder away, and she quickly apologized and blew on his wound. His lips curled back, and she gave him a slap on the back.


“It’s not funny.”


“Okay. Okay.” He took her hand and kissed her knuckles. “It doesn't hurt at all.”


When she was done taping on the oversizedBand-Aid, she stood and said, “Thank you.”


“I think I should be the one saying that.”


“Thank you for distracting me.” She swept everything into the white paper bag, then leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek. “I really appreciate that.”


His lips curled back involuntarily. This peck meant she didn’t regret the kiss she’d given him last night, right? “You’re welcome.”


She tugged at the edge of his shirt after he’d put it back on and smoothed it out across his chest.


“Why do I feel like you’ve just completely taken advantage of me?”


“Your shirt was creased.”


“I think yours is too.”


She stuck her tongue out at him. “I’m ignoring you now.”


He laughed and held her hand. “Help me up? It’s exhausting to walk like this.”


She scowled, but still shifted her weight back to pull him up. Julian tugged back on her hand the moment he was up on his feet and looped his arm around her waist. “Why do you always smell so good?”


“Julian. Behave.”


He laughed. “Yes, ma’am.”


“Are you guys going to stay in your room and flirt all day or are you interested in seeing what’s in the box?” Colin asked from the doorway.


“I’m not interested to see what’s in the box,” Hayley said.


“Your very brave chef opened it.”


“Oh?”


Julian walked over to Colin. “And?”


“It's not a snake. It's a doll. Not a pretty one. Your maid says it’s voodoo.”


Hayley laughed. “So it’s a stick figurine with my name on it?” She stopped laughing when Colin lifted the creepy looking doll with red crosses for its eyes and mouth. A thick needle was stuck through the middle of its forehead.


“Don't touch it, Miss Hayley,” Doreen shouted from behind Colin. “It’s cursed.”


Colin arched a brow. “I would've appreciated a warning.”


Julian grinned while Hayley chuckled.


“This is why you’ve been feeling faint, Miss Hayley.” Doreen pulled her away from the doll.


Julian wanted Hayley close to him, and he was tempted to pull her back. But he liked how protective Doreen was of Hayley.


Hayley gave Doreen a squeeze on the shoulder. “I’m not hexed. There’s no such thing as voodoo. I’ll be fine.”


Julian grinned. This was why Doreen cared so much for Hayley, why he was so in love with her. He frowned when a flash went off, turning to find Colin smiling at the phone.


“Lovesick Julian. How much can I blackmail you for this photo?”


“Not a single cent. You touched the cursed doll. You’ll probably die soon.”


“Julian.”


He turned back to see an even paler Doreen.


“Look what you’ve done.” Colin stepped toward Doreen, and the maid took a large step back.


Julian laughed.


“Why don’t you get some water for yourself and take a break?” Hayley ran a hand down Doreen’s arm. “I’ll keep the cursed man away from you.”


“Now you two are on the same side?”


Hayley waited until Doreen was out of sight before chuckling. “I was just trying to cheer that poor girl up. Things like that only work when you believe in them. I’d rather Doreen not get too obsessed about this strange thing.” She reached for the doll, but Julian stopped her.


“No need to join Colin in the afterlife.” Though he’d meant that as a joke, Julian really didn’t like the idea of Hayley touching the doll.


“I don’t intend to.” She grabbed the doll. “I didn’t know Ted Shears was into voodoo. He was a teacher. Surely he wouldn’t believe in such nonsense.”


Colin rubbed a hand over his mouth. “This is pure conjecture, but could this be from someone else? Like Charlene?”


“Why would you say that?” Julian asked.


“When I went to her place—to fire her—there was a woody smell to the place, like she’d been burning incense. And one of the rooms was dark and lit with candles. She closed the door the moment she noticed me staring.”


Julian remembered how Charlene would sometimes talk about a project being cursed or how the competitor must be involved in witchcraft. He’d never paid much attention to her comments, but now that Colin mentioned it …


Hayley chucked the doll back into the box. “This I don’t care about. But the snake …” She shuddered.


Julian wrapped his arm around her waist. “No more snake talk.” He took a photo of the doll. “I’ll get a private investigator to check on this.”


“Why not just tell Detective Miller?” Hayley said.


“Because Julian thinks she’s incompetent.”


“And I’d rather not distract her from chasing after Ted Shears,” Julian said. “If she thinks that the cards could be from Charlene, she might drop the case completely.”


“I’ll get the investigator,” Colin said. “You do remember there’s a museum fundraiser tonight. You look well enough to attend. Go with Hayley.”


He’d completely forgotten about it. It was a perfect excuse to have a night out with Hayley, away from the craziness of all that had been happening. Security was always tight at such events. With their own security team there as well, he wouldn’t have to worry much. “Do you want to go?”


“Are you sure you’re up for it?”


He nodded.


She nodded after a moment. “Then I need to make an appointment with my hair stylist and makeup artiste.”


“You don’t do your own hair and makeup?”


“Not for events. I don’t even have any eyeshadow of my own.” She grabbed her phone and turned, but Julian tightened his arm around her.


“If it’s too troublesome, then forget it.”


“No, it’s okay. I’m sure they can fit me in, or they’ll recommend someone else.” She leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek. “You guys go ahead and eat.”


“Looks like things are going well.”


Julian hadn’t expected that either. “I think this doll is the opposite of a curse.”










Chapter Twenty







FLASHES WENT OFF all around Hayley and Julian when they stepped out of their car. The museum fundraiser had invited all the richest people in Manhattan, so she wasn’t surprised to see the paparazzi and reporters.


A burst of energy erupted from the camera-wielding crowd at the sight of Julian and Hayley. After the mess with Charlene, she supposed no one expected them to show up—at least not together.


The sight of Julian with his walking stick instead of a wheelchair probably stirred some interest as well.


Security guards from the museum, dressed in dark blue shirts and black pants, were stationed across the walkway toward the entrance. The guards, along with the temporary retractable barriers, kept the throng of people from coming close to them. Still, Julian didn’t take a single step until two of their own personal guards in black suits moved a step ahead of them.


Two more guards flanked them, and Julian hooked his hand around Hayley’s hip to draw her close. She could feel his weight on her, but she did her best to appear relaxed. She made sure she matched his pace so it wouldn’t be uncomfortable for him. She’d suggested that he attend the event in his wheelchair, but Julian refused.


She supposed he was making use of the event to show everyone that he was making progress on his recovery, and she understood why he had to do so.


“Mrs. Nicholson, do you have any comments about the video posted by Mr. Nicholson’s secretary?” someone shouted from among the mass of cameras.


Julian’s hand on her hip twitched.


Hayley didn’t reply. She smiled in the general direction of the voice and continued ahead with Julian.


“Mrs. Nicholson, will you be filing for divorce?”


“Mr. Nicholson, any comments about your secretary’s interview?”


Julian tugged her closer and scanned the surroundings as if one of the reporters might jump out at them. “Maybe coming here tonight wasn’t such a good idea,” he said as he turned toward her, his warm breath tickling her ear.


The reporters pressed forward, and the museum guards immediately worked to push them back.


“Mrs. Nicholson, will you be filing for a divorce?”


“For now, no.” She put an arm around Julian’s waist and shifted closer to him. “Julian is lavishing enough money on me that I don’t see any need for a divorce.”


Julian laughed when the reporters stared back at her blankly.


“Maybe I’ll file for divorce when he refuses to get me a car or something,” she said with a smile as she glanced at the crowd, then turned to Julian.


“I’ll sign everything over to you if you choose to stay.” He wasn’t speaking to the crowd anymore. He had lowered his voice and was only speaking to her.


She’d said what she did to lighten the mood, but Julian seemed to have gotten serious again. “Do you think I married you for your money? To get control of the company?”


“No.”


Her eyes narrowed.


“Not anymore.”


She chuckled. “Thanks for being honest.”


“I don’t want either the money or company if I don’t have you.”


“Julian …” She wanted to kiss him then. She wanted to tell him that she’d stay, she’d do whatever he wanted.


“Come on,” he said and cocked his head to the side.


She didn’t realize they’d stopped moving until he tugged her forward.


Once they were in the museum, they had no chance to speak with each other. They went straight to their table and sat, but every associate and acquaintance was interested in greeting them and expressed surprise at seeing them. All of them tried in some manner to politely pry out information about what happened with Charlene and their seemingly cordial behavior.


Hayley and Julian only joked more about money, and she hinted maybe she should use this chance to get him to buy another engagement ring since she didn’t quite like her current one.


By the time the lights dimmed in the ballroom, she was ready to go home. But the night had just begun.


Around them, the wait staff began serving the first course of their meal.


Hayley wasn’t hungry. She knew such events started late, so she’d arranged for Anita to cook something light. But instead, they were served a full dinner. Apparently, Julian had instructed the staff to do so.


Julian’s hand snaked across her waist. “Hungry?”


Several glances darted toward them as Julian leaned closer to her.


She shook her head.


“Want to get out of here?”


Again, she fought the instinct to frown and smiled at him. “The event’s just starting. We can’t just bail.”


He shrugged. “We’re not bailing. We’ll still be around.”


She couldn’t help frowning. “I don’t understand.”


Julian grinned and stood, then extended his hand toward her. She put her hand in his and stood. Neither of them looked at the curious glances cast their way, and neither said a word about where they were going.


“Where are we going?” she asked when they were out of the room where the fundraiser was being held.


Julian jerked his chin forward at a woman in a white pantsuit.


“Good evening, Mr. and Mrs. Nicholson.” The young lady with her dark brown hair pulled back in a low ponytail extended her hand. “I’m Olivia Natch, and I’ll be your guide tonight.”


“Guide?” She looked over at Julian.


“We’re having a private tour.”


“Mr. Nicholson says you’re interested in the history of Egypt. We’re having a special Egyptian exhibition in collaboration with another museum. It isn’t open to the public yet, but we’ve gotten it ready for you and Mr. Nicholson.”


Hayley smiled broadly at Olivia. She liked how Olivia focused on her instead of Julian. Often when they were out at events, people spoke over her. Sometimes, even when they were speaking to her, they would look over at Julian for confirmation or answers.


She didn’t think she minded it, but she appreciated Olivia’s focus on her, though Julian was clearly the one who had arranged this. “I’d love to see that, but …” She turned to Julian. “Are you sure you’re up for it?”


Olivia moved away from them, then came back with a wheelchair.


Julian dropped himself onto it, and Hayley took his walking stick from him. “Shall we begin?”


She grinned and nodded.


Along with two of their guards, Hayley and Julian followed Olivia through the various sections of the exhibition. She felt Julian’s eyes on her several times, and she’d look over with a questioning smile.


He always shook his head and directed her attention back to Olivia.


She listened as Olivia explained how the underworld of the Egyptians was supposed to work. The deceased’s heart would be weighed against a feather. If it was heavier, he or she would be doomed to one of the different levels of hell. Hayley already knew about it, but she’d always liked listening to stories.


“Don’t worry.” Julian removed his suit jacket and draped it over her shoulders. “I’m sure your heart will do just fine.”


She didn’t even know he’d got up on his feet. She pulled the jacket closer while he returned to his wheelchair. “I just thank God I won’t be judged under this system.” The Egyptian beliefs about the afterlife were a good reminder of how good she had it. Her heart wouldn’t be weighed against anything. Jesus already came and redeemed her from all her sins.


The masculine scent from Julian’s jacket enveloped her. She wished she could lean against his chest and feel his arms around her. Hayley shook the thought from her mind and focused on Olivia instead.


“Would you build a pyramid for yourself and mummify your body after death if you could?” Olivia asked after explaining what each of the five earthen jars of the mummification process were supposed to hold.


Hayley laughed. “I’m not interested in immortalizing myself.” She cocked her head to the side. “Maybe he would.”


“No, thank you. I’m not interested in having my brains scrambled and pulled out through my nose.”


“But you’d be dead. You wouldn’t feel a thing.”


Julian’s eyes narrowed. “Once we’re home, we’re calling the lawyer and I’m setting down very specific instructions on how I want my funeral to be.”


Hayley and Olivia laughed.


“There’s a forty-five-minute movie on the mummification process. Would you like to watch that?” Olivia asked as they stopped outside a small room with white walls and a large screen projector. The room was otherwise empty except for the two black leather lazy-boy lounge chairs in the middle.


“Sure.”


The museum had clearly set the room up just for her and Julian. They had been walking around for nearly an hour. Julian must be tired from wheeling himself around, and she could use a break too.


Olivia nodded and led them into the room. She grabbed a small black remote off the armrest of one of the chairs, then aimed it toward the projector above them.


Light beamed out of the projector and onto the white wall in front of them while Hayley and Julian took their seats.


“Enjoy the documentary. I’ll be right outside.” Olivia started the film and strode out of the room, closing the door behind her.


“This is nice,” Hayley said.


“The chair?”


She frowned at him.


“Did you enjoy the exhibition?”


She nodded. “How did you know I enjoy Egyptian history?”


“Paula said so. She said you love the history of the ancient world.”


“You’ve been in contact with Paula?”


“I invited Frank and her to join us tonight. I asked Leanne too.”


“How did you get all their numbers?”


“I got Leanne’s number from Doreen. Paula texted me after my morning visit to tell me that if I hurt you, I’d become an ingredient in her stew.”


Hayley laughed.


“Should I be worried that the idea of me becoming stew entertains you?”


She stopped laughing and stared at him for a couple of moments with a small smile. This Julian was better than the one she’d imagined marrying. “Thanks for arranging this,” she said.


Julian brushed the ends of her hair over her shoulder, his fingers lingering at the nape of her neck. “I love seeing you smile—the genuine smiles.” He looked like he wanted to say something else, but he didn’t. “We’re missing out on the film.”


He turned and stared ahead at the screen, and Hayley released the breath she’d been holding.


She’d thought he was going to kiss her, and she couldn’t believe how disappointed she was that he hadn’t.


After the movie, Olivia brought them to another small section of the exhibition to show them some Egyptian jewelry before finishing the tour so they could get back to the fundraiser before it ended.


“Thank you, Olivia. I’m sorry you had to stay late tonight because of us, and I’m sure we’ve caused some trouble for you in arranging this.”


“It’s my pleasure.”


Hayley thanked Olivia again, while Julian got back on his feet. His free hand hooked onto her hip, and they slowly made their way back to the fundraiser.


Again, heads turned and eyebrows rose when they returned to their table.


“Tired?” Julian asked.


She shook her head. “You? How’s your legs?”


He shrugged.


They didn’t stay long. Once the lights were up again, they chatted with a few of his business associates before leaving for the car.


She didn’t know she’d dozed off until Julian woke her up when they got home. She struggled to open her eyes. She was warm and comfortable, and she didn’t want to get up.


“I’d carry you in, but I don’t think I’m up for that yet.”


She smiled as Julian kissed her hair. Her eyes flew open then, and she sat up straight. “I’m sorry.” She kneaded his shoulder. “I didn’t know I’d fallen asleep on your shoulder.”


Julian took her hand from his shoulder. “I love having you against me.”


Hayley thanked God she wasn’t someone who blushed, but she was still flustered by his words. She pulled her hand out of his and reached for the car door.


Julian didn’t stop her. He got out of the car and walked himself around to her.


“Do you want the wheelchair?” she asked and glanced over at Desmond, who immediately headed to open the trunk.


Julian shook his head and put his hand on her hip. “I can’t do this if I’m in the wheelchair.”


She narrowed her eyes, but otherwise said nothing. She couldn’t deny that she enjoyed having his arm around her, having him next to her.


“Thanks again for tonight. I had fun,” she said when they were in the elevator. It felt weird thanking Julian for a date. It felt weird that it was actually like a date, except she wasn’t agonizing over whether to kiss him goodnight. Her thoughts flitted back to the moment they had in the small makeshift theater room.


“So if I were to ask, would you go on another date with me?” he asked with a smile, but she could hear the uncertainty in his voice. He really wasn’t sure if she would agree to go on another date with him.


“I would, if you asked.”


Julian turned to her, his smile growing wider. “So this is considered a date, right?”


She nodded slowly.


“Then at the end of the date, there’s usually a goodnight kiss.”


“Which happens when you walk me to the door. We’ll be going straight into the apartment from the elevator.”


“Then let’s have our kiss here.” He stepped closer and backed her into a corner. “Tell me to stop and I will.”


She stared up at him as his eyes searched hers. Hayley didn’t blink or say a word.


Julian leaned closer without breaking their gaze, and it felt like both forever and a split second had passed before his lips touched hers.


She wasn’t sure when she’d closed her eyes, but she opened them when he broke the kiss. His eyes held hers again. Tell me to stop and I will. But she didn’t want him to stop.


Hayley’s lips parted into a smile, and Julian was kissing her almost immediately. His kiss was still soft and gentle, but he took more of her this time. His tongue took its time exploring hers, and she melted against him, forgetting the rest of the world.


Until the world around her plunged into darkness and a sudden silence.







“You’ve got to be kidding me.” In the three years that Julian had lived here, the elevator had never malfunctioned before. He was tempted to continue on with his kiss, but he didn't want Hayley stuck in here.


He moved away from her and lifted the emergency phone to his ear.


“I’m sorry, Mr. Nicholson. We’re sending a maintenance team to fix the elevator now.”


He hung up the phone without replying. “Help’s on the way.”


“Oh, okay.”


“Are you claustrophobic?”


“If I were, I wouldn’t have appreciated you crowding me.”


Julian moved back to Hayley, once again pressing her back against the elevator wall. “So you appreciate me crowding you then.”


“I didn't say that.”


He bent over her neck and trailed soft kisses from her shoulder up her neck. “I like the design of your dress. It gives me space to lavish kisses on you.”


A moan escaped her lips, and Julian grew more frantic in his kisses. Perhaps getting stuck in the elevator wasn't such a bad idea.


He rested his hand on the elevator wall and pressed one firm kiss right where her shoulder met the nape of her neck. No. It’s a terrible idea. As much as he enjoyed the darkness, he didn't like the idea of the lights coming back on and security seeing them.


Grasping at his rapidly fleeing sense of control, he lifted his lips from her and straightened.


“Is everything okay?” she asked with a slight tremor in her voice.


“Yes, except I seem to have zero discipline when it comes to you.”


Hayley rested her forehead against his chest and yawned softly.


His lips curled back, and he cupped his hand around the back of her head. “I’ll hurry them up.” But there was no need. The lights flickered on, and Hayley flashed a sleepy smile at him.


“Yay.”


The doors opened after a couple of seconds, and Julian led Hayley out.


“Miss Hayley!” Doreen took Hayley’s clutch purse. “Are you okay? The elevator has never done that before.” She leaned forward and studied the interior of the elevator as if it had the plague. No doubt she was linking this to the voodoo curse.


“I think God wanted to give us a few minutes of privacy.” She grinned at Doreen. “Don't worry. All is well.” She looped her hand through Julian’s. “Can I wash up first?”


Julian nodded, but Hayley didn't move away from him. She remained next to him, and they took their time walking back to their room.


“I’m sorry for walking so slowly.”


She shook her head. “Never be sorry about that. I much prefer this speed to trying to catch up with your strides.”


He swallowed a sigh. It really was a miracle that Hayley had chosen to stay with him after how he’d treated her.


When they got back to their bedroom, Hayley leaned over and gave him a peck on the cheek before sashaying into the bathroom.


Julian loved that simple gesture. “Need help removing your dress?”


She glanced over her shoulder with a smile, then slipped the zipper down halfway before kicking the bathroom door closed.


Julian laughed. “I love you,” he said, more to himself, as he sat on the bed and set his walking stick aside. He could only hope she would love him back.










Chapter Twenty-One







CHARLENE ADJUSTED HER shades as she stood across the busy street, staring up at the apartment building where Julian and his wife were living. She had never been to his penthouse. Julian had always kept his private life private, and she thought she could change that. She thought she could be Mrs. Nicholson.


She would be so much better for Julian. She was smart and ambitious. Anyone would love to show her off on his arm.


She’d given up a better job offer to become Julian’s secretary because her brother promised he could make Julian fall in love with her.


“What are you doing here?”


She turned at her brother’s irate voice.


“What if the reporters notice you?” Her brother grabbed her arm. “You shouldn’t be here.”


Charlene shrugged off the rough hand. “You said your love spells would work. They didn’t.” She’d thrown herself at Julian, but Hayley Espel had walked in and ruined everything. After that, Julian became ice cold to her.


“I told you. You’d have to have sex with him before the spell would hold.”


“You said your voodoo would make Hayley Espel sick. You said you’d send spirits to hurt her, and she’d pull out of the situation and run from Julian. That didn’t happen either.” She closed her eyes. “I shouldn’t have believed you.”


Why was she stupid enough to believe in voodoo anyway? Just because her long-lost brother told her so?


She looked up at her brother. She couldn’t even see the resemblance. Apart from the blood that ran in their veins, there was no similarity between them. She was a college graduate. Michael Paolo hadn’t even made it to high school. 


Then again, she had been luckier than her brother. She was adopted out of the foster system, while her brother rotted in it until he escaped by becoming a runaway.


Michael ran his hand through his hair. “I don’t know why it hasn’t worked on her. My spells have always worked.”


“Always worked,” she scoffed. Michael must have weaved one of his spells over her then, and that must have been the one that actually worked. Why else would she fall for all this voodoo talk? Why did she agree to go out and get the boa constrictor for Michael? Why had she sent the snake and the doll to Hayley?


“I told you. It worked when—”


“Then why didn’t you use spells to get yourself a better life or job? Why be a pathetic truck driver?” That was something she should have asked right from the start instead of getting pulled into this. “And of all the people you had to crash into, you had to crash into Julian.”


The crash ruined everything. If that hadn’t happened, Charlene would have had more time to work on Julian and they wouldn’t be in this situation now.


Michael had promised her the stars. All she had to do was give herself to his gods and she would have whatever she wanted.


He lied.


“What happened was the will of the gods.”


“Then your stupid gods delivered him right to his wife.” Charlene had heard the shouting match between Julian and his father. She knew he didn’t want to marry Hayley Espel. But because of the accident, Julian was suddenly reliant on his wife and Charlene had to be fired.


“Watch what you say,” Michael hissed.


“Why? Your gods couldn’t do a single thing about Hayley Espel but they will be able to hurt me?” She scowled at him. “You and your gods can—”


Michael grabbed her arm, his hand cutting off the blood flow. “You watch what you say, Charlene. The gods are not as forgiving at I am.”


“I don’t need you to forgive me.” Now that the scales of disillusion had fallen from her eyes, Charlene realized what a stupid mistake she’d made.


Last night, out of the blue, her adopted father had reached out to her and spoken with her on the phone for hours. He apologized for pulling away from her after her adopted mother’s death. He told her that no matter what happened, she could always come to him.


Charlene had sobbed for over an hour after that phone call, and she realized what she had done. She’d made mistake after mistake. She’d dug herself a hole, and she was going to be buried in it if she didn’t make things right.


The only way to make things right? Begging for forgiveness from Hayley Espel. She would explain that she had nothing to do with the car accident, then apologize for everything else. She would beg; she would get on her knees. She would do whatever was needed as long as Hayley Espel wouldn’t charge her for what she’d done.


There was something else she had to set right. She turned to her brother with a glare. “Take your things and get out of my life.”


Her brother’s eyes widened. “You don’t mean that.”


“I mean every word of it. I don’t want to see you at my place anymore.” She’d finally found her brother less than a year ago. Actually, Michael had found her, because in truth, she hadn’t thought much about him.


She was young when she got adopted. Her adopted parents had always been upfront about her adoption, and they always answered all her questions.


Did her biological parents love her? Her adopted parents were sure they did.


Then why didn’t they give up their drug habits? Why did they give her up instead? Her adopted parents admitted they didn’t have the answers.


When Charlene asked them about her brother, her adopted parents didn’t seem to know she even had a brother. The foster system was an impossible labyrinth of red tape and inefficiencies. She wasn’t sure when her adopted parents stopped trying to reach out to Michael. She wasn’t sure when she forgot about him, but she did.


And she should have gone on with her life without getting involved with Michael.


But her adopted mother had died after years of struggling with cancer and her adopted father pulled away from her. Charlene needed someone to lean on. That was when Michael showed up.


Timing.


Hayley Espel had the right timing.


Charlene? She laughed once without humor. “You are the curse. If it weren’t for you, I’d have a good job.” If Michael hadn’t filled her with ideas of getting close to Julian and making him fall in love with her, she wouldn’t be in today’s situation.


“You would’ve been able to get another job if you hadn’t pulled that stupid stunt with the interview,” Michael snapped. “If you’d trusted me—”


“I’m where I am because I trusted you!” Her raised voice caught the attention of several of the reporters across the street. She quickly turned and hurried away from the building. “Get out of my life. I don’t ever want to see you again.” She stopped and glared at him. “And make sure you take all your stupid voodoo things with you.”







“Here, Miss Hayley.”


Hayley laid the ivory-white table runner across the middle of the new dining table, which was exactly like the previous one.


“Are you sure you don’t want to change the dining table?” Julian asked, his arm around her waist.


“I like the design of this table.”


Julian had asked Hayley to choose another dining table, but she thought the design of the previous dining table suited the penthouse. Julian, however, didn’t like how everything in the penthouse was chosen by him.


As a compromise, she’d sent Doreen out for some decorative items.


Hayley set the clear vase down, then put in the fresh baby’s breath. Stepping back with a grin, she turned to Julian. “Is it too much?”


“You can paint the apartment pink if you want.”


“I might just do that.”


He leaned over and gave her a peck on the cheek. “Go ahead.” He pulled out the chair for Hayley, then settled into his at the head of the table. “Is everything okay?” he asked when Hayley checked her phone again.


“You said you invited Leanne to the event last night, right? Did she reply to your text?”


He shook his head.


“She hasn’t texted me back either.”


“Maybe she’s busy.”


“No. Leanne always has her phone with her. She replies to all her texts immediately, unless she’s ignoring you on purpose.” Was Leanne angry with her for not serving the annulment papers on Julian? They’d talked about it. Though Leanne didn’t want Hayley to waste her time on Julian, she understood why Hayley chose to stay.


“Mr. Nicholson.” Doreen came back into the dining area. “You have a letter from FedEx.”


Julian frowned. He took the envelope from Doreen, and took three steps away from Hayley before tearing it open.


It seemed Julian didn’t want her to see whatever was in the FedEx flat pack envelope. “I’ll leave you to—”


Julian reached over and grabbed her hand. “I just wasn’t sure what was inside. I wasn’t expecting anything from FedEx. I doubted another snake could fit or survive in this thing, but I didn’t want to risk having anything jump out near you.”


She took a step closer, caught up in the thought of kissing Julian. But he broke their gaze and pulled out another white envelope from the FedEx package.


Hayley turned away. She was in so much trouble. What happened to not falling back in love with him? But he’d been so sweet. She’d had doubts about him protecting her, then he’d leapt in front of a snake to keep her safe. Then he’d continued to protect her—even from herself.


“You’ve got to be kidding.”


“Another letter from Ted Shears? Why is he sending a letter to you?”


Julian slapped the letter against his hand. “It isn’t from Ted Shears.” He sighed. “It’s from Charlene.” He handed the letter to her. “And she’s addressed it to you.”


Hayley took the letter with care, as if it would explode at her touch. She was actually surprised that Julian had passed the letter to her instead of ripping it up. “What does she want?”


“Forgiveness, apparently.”


She skimmed through the letter. “Wow.” It seemed Doreen wasn’t the only one who believed in voodoo.


Hayley returned to the dining chair, reading through the letter a second time. Charlene explained everything in the handwritten letter: from how she was adopted to how she met her brother again. She went on to admit to sending the packages and begged for forgiveness. “I guess she’s afraid we’ll report her to the police.”


“We’re still going to.”


Hayley chewed on her lips.


“Hayley.”


“If this whole voodoo thing gets out to the press, they’ll have another field day.” She put the letter down. “She promised she’ll stop everything.”


“You can’t just trust her because she said she’ll stop.”


Hayley nodded slowly. “Keep the letter, then. It’s her confession. If she pulls anything else, we’ll hand this over to the police. Otherwise, perhaps we should just let everything blow over.”


Julian stared at the letter for a few moments.


Hayley folded the letter and stuffed it back into the envelope, then slid it over to Julian. “Keep it for now.” She leaned back and stretched. “Do you need to work? Do you want to watch another movie?”


Julian had distracted her when she couldn’t shake the thoughts of the chopped-up snake. Now was her turn.


He frowned at her, but that quickly faded as his lips curled back. “Sure. Why don’t you choose something for us to watch? I’ll keep this.”


She nodded. She’d just stood and turned when Julian’s arm went around her waist.


“Hayley,” he said, his warm breath tickling her ear. “I’m sorry about this. I’m sorry for what Charlene did.”


She turned her face toward him. His face was so close to hers, and she lost her train of thought when she locked eyes with him. An electrical buzz seemed to pulse between them, trying to pull them closer.


Despite the kiss they’d shared in the elevator, Julian hadn’t tried kissing her again for the rest of that night. In fact, she’d been tired enough to fall asleep the moment her head touched her pillow.


Hayley closed her eyes and tried retrieving her lost thought. “It isn’t your fault. You didn’t know—”


“I’d rather not talk about her now.” His arm around her waist tugged her closer against him as he closed the distance between their lips. “Why do you always smell so good?” he asked when he broke the slow, languid kiss.


“If you like my smell so much, you can use my shower products in the bathroom.”


He laughed and gave her another peck. “Should I be worried that my kisses don’t seem to fluster you anymore?”


Who said they didn’t? Her heart was beating so hard and fast that she was sure Julian could feel it. “I’ll go choose a movie for us to watch.”


Julian sighed. “Fine.” He dropped his arm from around her.


“Or,” she spun back around to him, “we could cook something together.”


“You know how to cook?” His arms went around her again.


“Paula taught me. I even know how to make mozzarella cheese. We experimented with it when I suggested they sell gourmet fries in their food truck.” And it had been a major hit. “It’s really fun to play with. Maybe we can do that another time.”


“Why not do it now?”


“We’d need some special ingredients.”


He shrugged. “We can send Doreen out to get them. We can watch a movie first, then make our own gourmet fries later. We do have the whole day.”


“Yeah, why not? Doreen,” she called out and tried to disentangle herself from Julian, but he stubbornly held on.


“Yes, Miss Hayley. Oh.” Doreen froze on the spot, then turned and stopped again.


Hayley shot Julian a glare. “I’m going to text you a list of items to get at the grocery store. I’ll get Desmond to drive you.”


“Yes, Miss Hayley,” Doreen said without turning around. “I’ll go grab my purse.”


“You can take my card from my wallet.”


Julian let go of Hayley then. “No, take mine.” He gave her a peck on the forehead before moving away from her.


She pursed her lips and pulled out her phone. After sending Doreen a text, she texted Leanne. I need to talk to you. Hayley leaned her head back. She should have a talk with Paula too. She always had such good advice for her.


“So, what are we watching?” Julian asked when she joined him on the couch. “Um, I don’t know. Why don’t you choose something?”










Chapter Twenty-Two







“YOU CAN’T PUT the pot that way. It isn’t going to get clean,” Hayley said as Julian tried stuffing the large stainless steel pot into the dishwasher.


He frowned and bent lower to study the dishwasher. This was the first time he’d ever opened one.


“Is this the first time you’ve ever loaded a dishwasher?” she asked.


“How are you an expert on this?”


“Paula and Frank never treated me differently from Leanne. Whatever chores Leanne had to do, I had to do too.”


He glanced up at her and rearranged some of the items in the dishwasher so the oversize pot would fit. “And you didn’t mind?”


“I enjoyed learning how to do chores. It made me feel like I could actually contribute, that I wasn’t just some spoiled princess stuck in a tower.” Hayley came over to the other side of the dishwasher and helped him with it.


“They were giving you a choice in case you ever decided to have a life outside of being an heiress.”


She stopped and looked up at him.


As much as Julian had tried pushing the thought out of his mind, Hayley leaving him was a possibility that was getting more real and frightening with each day. As their gazes locked, he was tempted once again to ask her to stay. He’d promised himself that he wouldn’t pressure her, but he wanted to hear her say something—anything—to let him know it wasn’t a hopeless situation.


She’d responded to his kisses, and she no longer flinched from his touch. But she still hadn’t said anything about staying, and the uncertainty was driving him nuts.


“What’s wrong?”


He shook his head and closed the dishwasher.


Hayley chuckled and pulled it open again. “You need to put in the cleaning powder.” She opened several cabinets before finding a box and pouring some into a small compartment. “There.” She closed the dishwasher and switched it on.


“I guess you won’t have a problem surviving on your own after the annulment.”


She straightened. “I thought you didn’t want me to leave.”


“I don’t. I’m really hoping you’ll choose me.” He dropped his head. “But you are going to leave anyway.” That was what he deserved. He’d hurt her. He’d broken her heart. It was already a miracle that she remained by his side to help in his recovery.


He shook his head. Stop moping. He’d made his bed; he had to lie in it. Forcing a smile, he continued, “I’m glad you can do all this. I won’t be so worried about you when the time comes.”


Who was he kidding? It didn’t matter what Hayley could or couldn’t do. He would be worried about her every single moment she wasn’t with him. “Don’t expect me to disappear, though. I’m still going to prove to you that I want you in my life.”


“And how are you going to do that?” Hayley leaned a hip against the kitchen counter.


“I don’t know, but I’ll figure out.”


“You don’t know? I thought you were an expert at getting women to fall in love with you.”


“Hayley, I admit I haven’t been a saint.” He stepped toward her and put a hand on her hip. “But I’ve never cared about any of the …” That didn’t seem like something he should be announcing. “Point is, I’ve never had to … pursue anyone. I’ve never wanted someone to stay in my life the way I want you.”


Hope flared in him when Hayley’s gaze softened, but she shook her head a moment later and turned away from him.


“You have no idea what your words do to me,” she said. “They scare me.” She turned back to him. “When you say things like that, when you’re all nice and sweet to me, you make me want to … to forget about the annulment and stay here with you.”


His eyes widened. “Then stay.”


“I can’t!” She pressed her hands to her face. “I don’t want to feel like an absolute fool when you get back to your old life and realize I have no place in it.”


“That’s not going to happen.”


“Because I’m your only support now.”


Julian groaned. “How can I make you see, make you feel what I feel about you?”


Hayley strode out of the kitchen, and Julian went after her.


“I’m sorry, Hayley.” He took her hand and pulled her to a stop. “I’m sorry. I won’t pressure you. I keep telling myself that, then I get all worried about losing you and I forget what I promised not to do.” He cupped his hand behind her neck and pulled her close.


Resting his forehead against hers, he continued, “I’m sorry. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. I’ll wait as long as you need.” He closed his eyes. “I’ll understand if you choose to leave.” It would break his heart, but he would let her go. “I just want you to know how I feel. I don’t want to regret things left unsaid.” Like what had happened with his mother.


Julian shook that thought from his mind. “Just promise you won’t shut me out of your life when you leave. Can I ask that?”


Hayley sighed. “Julian, if you break my heart again, I will allow Paula to use you for stew.”


He opened his eyes and moved back just enough so he could look right into her eyes. Had he misheard? Was Hayley saying what he thought she was saying?


She rolled onto the balls of her feet and pressed her lips to his.


Julian didn’t need further encouragement. He crushed his lips against hers, his kiss fierce and possessive. His hands skimmed down her arms while hers moved up his chest. “Hayley,” he said, his voice deep.


He tightened his grip on her hip when he finally broke the kiss. “Hayley.” He closed his eyes.


“I love the way you say my name.” She leaned forward again, but his hand gripped her shoulder and held her at arm’s length.


“Did I do something wrong?” She tried to take a step back, but he wouldn’t let her move away either. “I thought …”


The muscles along his cheeks twitched, and he sighed after a moment. “Give me a few seconds.” When he opened his eyes, her brows were drawn together as she stared at him.


“I don’t want you to regret this in the morning.”


“I won’t.”


“You know what I’ll think if we do this, right? You’ve been saving yourself for marriage. If we do this, it means you’re choosing me.”


“Isn’t that what you want?”


“Is this what you want?”


“Yes.” She didn’t think before speaking.


“Hayley.” This time, her name sounded like a warning.


“I’m choosing you, Julian. Do you want me?”


“I can’t believe you still have to ask.” He pulled her against him and kissed her, breaking the kiss a moment later. “Bedroom. Now.”


She giggled and nodded.


He took her hand, and they went back to their bedroom. He released her hand and closed the door, then headed toward the nightstand. He pulled out the black box he’d kept in there. “I didn’t do it right the first time.”


“Do what right?” Hayley asked when he turned to her.


He came over to her. “It may be a little awkward since I’m not sure if I can actually get down, or if I can get up after that.”


She frowned at the box in his hand. “Julian.”


Shifting his weight onto the hand with the walking stick, Julian got down on one knee.


“Julian, what are you doing?”


He opened the black box. An pink oval diamond sat proudly in the middle, encircled by smaller white diamonds. “Hayley Espel, will you marry me?”


She laughed.


“I know. You’re not marrying me again, but it sounded more romantic than ‘will you agree to remain married to me.’”


“Yes. Whatever it is, yes.”


He slipped the ring onto her finger, and she helped him up to his feet. “Do you like it?” He wrapped his arms around her. “I sent Colin to bid for the diamond.” When he saw the news that a rare pink diamond was up for auction, he knew it belonged to Hayley. “I told him to get it no matter the price.”


While she’d never told him that she liked pink, he’d seen her phone, EarPods, and Kindle cover. They were all in some shade of light pink, so he knew the ring would be perfect for her.


“You sent the company’s CFO to bid for a diamond?”


“I didn’t trust anyone else to do it. Once he got it, I sent it to the jewelers to have it set. Do you like it?”


She nodded. “This suits me better than the three-carat engagement ring.” She’d always thought that diamond was way too big and gaudy for her. She hadn’t worn it except to formal events. “Did you get this because of what I said that night at the museum? I was joking.”


“I sent Colin for it before that. The day after your birthday.”


“The day after my birthday? But I told you then that I was leaving.”


“I know. But I wasn’t going to let you leave without a fight. I just thought I’d hold on to it until you became mine again.”


She pursed her lips and dropped her gaze to the floor.


“Hey, I deserve everything that’s happened. I’m already thankful that you’re saying yes now. I was prepared for the possibility of growing into a lonely and bitter old man.”


She rolled her eyes, and he kissed her nose.


“So what do I do with the previous one?”


“Just treat it as another piece of jewelry. I didn’t even buy it. My stepmom did.”


“Wow.”


“Yeah. I’m sorry.”


She shrugged. “Then I don’t have to feel bad announcing that I like this better.”


“So now, wife.” He pulled her closer against himself. “Have I given you enough time to enjoy your new ring? Because we were in the middle of something.”


“Hmm … I don’t know.” She looked at her ring and wriggled her fingers.


“Jewelry appreciation will have to wait, because I can’t.”


She laughed, but Julian cut it off with a kiss that told her just what he couldn’t wait for.










Chapter Twenty-Three







JULIAN’S EYES FLEW open at the firm knocks on the bedroom door while Hayley snuggled closer against his chest. He curled his arm, holding her head close to him. He allowed himself to enjoy the feeling of Hayley against him for a moment before turning to check the time on his phone.


“What time is it?” Hayley asked as she rubbed her eyes.


“Just slightly after one.” He sat upright and pulled the covers up over her shoulder. When he was sure that she was probably covered, he shouted, “What is it?”


“Mr. Nicholson.” One of the guards stood in the doorway. He glanced toward Hayley, then turned away. “Can I speak with you for a moment?”


Hayley frowned.


“I’ll be right out.”


The guard closed the door and waited outside while Julian pulled on his sweatpants before grabbing his walking stick.


“Should I go with you?” Hayley asked as he slipped off the bed.


“I’m sure it’s nothing.” This wasn’t how he’d imagined he would wake up with Hayley in bed. He bent over and gave her another peck on the hair before heading out of the room.


“What’s going on?” he asked after closing the bedroom door behind him.


“Your ex-secretary, Charlene Blunk, was creating a ruckus at the entrance to the garage. We’ve escorted her into the garage to avoid attracting attention. She refuses to leave until she’s spoken to you and Mrs. Nicholson. What do you want us to do?”


Julian ran his hand through his hair. “What does she want to talk about?” Why did she have to do it at this hour? “If it’s about us reporting her to the police, you can tell her not to worry. Hayley won’t do anything if Charlene behaves from now on.”


The guard nodded, then paused. “I think you should speak with her. She seems frantic. She says she has to warn you two.”


Julian exhaled heavily. When would this nonsense with Charlene finally be over? “Fine. I’ll go down and talk to her.” He headed back into the bedroom and found Hayley sitting up on the bed, wearing his T-shirt.


She pushed the covers from her bare legs after he closed the door. “What’s going on? Is everything okay? Is it Ted Shears?”


He shook his head. “It isn’t him.”


“Then what?”


He sat next to her on the bed. “It’s someone else.”


She frowned.


“Can I remind you that we had an awesome night and you’ve agreed to stay married to me?”


“You’re scaring me.”


This wasn't what he wanted to discuss with Hayley after the night they shared, but he might as well just spill it.


“The guards can’t get it out of her?” Hayley asked, once Julian had explained.


“She’s refusing to talk to anyone but us.”


Hayley ran her hand through her hair. “Okay. Give me a few minutes.” She slipped off the bed. “I’ll change into something and—”


“You don’t have to go. I’ll go. Why don’t you stay here?”


“No way.”


He tugged her back onto the bed. “I’d rather you didn’t meet her. I don’t like the idea of you speaking with her.”


“Because you’re afraid it’ll bring up bad memories?”


“Because I’m afraid she has something up her sleeve.”


“The guards will be there with us, right?”


He nodded. “But—”


“I don’t like the idea of you speaking with her either.”


He laughed and nodded. “Okay. But promise you’ll stay behind me and the guards at all times.”


“Okay.” She jumped off the bed and headed into the dressing room.


“I’d like my T-shirt back.”


After less than a minute, Hayley came out of the dressing room and announced she was ready.


“Do you have to wear those?”


She looked down at her yoga pants. “What’s wrong with them?”


“They’re so tight.” Anyone would be able to see how slim her legs were. He rubbed his fingers across his forehead. He wasn’t sure what was wrong with him. He’d never been a jealous person, and here he was getting all wound up about Hayley in yoga pants.


“Are you okay?” Hayley came over to him. She dropped his T-shirt next to him and put her arm around his shoulders.


He kissed her knuckles. “I’m okay.” He grabbed his T-shirt and pulled it on. “Let’s go.”


“And my yoga pants?”


He shook his head. “Hayley, I think you did something to my head.”


She chuckled. “You’re cute when you’re being silly.”


He took her hand, their fingers intertwining, and they made their way to the private parking garage. He tightened his grip on her hand when he saw Charlene standing next to a guard. “Hayley.”


“I know. I’ll stay by your side.”


He wanted to correct her. He wanted her to stand behind him, not next to him. But he doubted that would go down well with her. While she’d given in to him on many issues, he’d seen the stubborn side of her too.


“Ju—Mr. Nicholson.” Charlene took a step forward, but the guard immediately grabbed her arm to hold her back. “Mrs. Nicholson.” She turned her attention to Hayley and dropped her gaze to the floor. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything I’ve done.”


“What do you need to warn us about?”


He liked how straightforward Hayley was being.


“My brother, Michael. He’s the one who drove into you and Mr. Nicholson.”


“He ambushed Hayley outside the apartment building,” Julian said.


Charlene’s head hung lower. “Yes.” She looked up at Hayley. “I swear I had nothing to do with either that or the car accident. I didn’t ask him to do that. He says it’s the will of the gods.”


Hayley rolled her eyes. “I’m not interested in any voodoo talk. Is that what you’re here to warn us about? That your brother has more voodoo curses to rain down on us?”


Charlene pulled out a note from her back pocket, and the guard immediately grabbed her hand. “He left this note with me.”


Julian took the piece of crumpled paper from Charlene. Scribbled messily on the note was a promise to Charlene that Hayley would die soon. The snake had taken Hayley’s blood, so now Michael had everything he needed to kill Hayley.


“He doesn’t have my blood. The snake didn’t bite me.” Hayley took the paper from Julian and returned it to Charlene. “The snake bit Julian.”


Charlene’s eyes widened.


Julian shrugged. “I doubt he got his hands on the snake anyway. Anita disposed of it.”


“Look,” Hayley said. “From the letter you wrote, it’s obvious none of his curses panned out the way he wanted. We’ll be fine. Thanks for letting us know.”


“But I’m afraid he’ll try and do something to you. I said some terrible things to him.”


Julian glanced over at the guard.


“We can bring in another team if you like.”


“Do that.” Julian put his hand on Hayley’s back. “Let’s go.” He stopped and turned back to Charlene. “I hope our paths won’t cross again.”


Charlene nodded. “I understand.”


With that, he led Hayley back into the elevator. “Why are you frowning so hard?”


Hayley licked her lips. “Do you have a religion?”


He arched his brow. “No. Why?”


“The snake bit you.”


“I thought you didn’t believe in voodoo.”


“Because I believe my God is bigger than whatever voodoo gods are out there.” She pulled her lower lip between her teeth.


He grinned and ran his thumb against the edge of her lower lip. “And you’re worried about me because I’m a faithless atheist?”


“You’re an atheist?”


“Would it make you feel better if I became a Christian?”


“Julian.”


He laughed at her frustration. “I’ll be fine. If you need me to get baptized, I’ll do it. I’ll do whatever makes you feel better.”


She sighed, then put her hand on his chest. “Lord, I cover Julian with Jesus’ blood. I declare that nothing evil will be able to touch him—”


“Us.”


She opened her eyes.


“Us. Nothing evil will be able to touch us. Why are you always praying for me and not yourself?”


“How do you know I’m always praying for you?” She tipped her head to the side. “You were just pretending to be asleep.”


“Busted.”


She rolled her eyes, then shut them again. “Nothing evil will be able to touch us. In Jesus’ name, amen.”


“Why do you always have to end with that?”


She explained what it meant, and her lips curled back after a moment.


“What?”


“You look like you’re actually listening.”


“I am,” he said. They stepped out of the elevator, and Julian continued, “Since I’m in so much danger, you really should stick with me to make sure nothing goes wrong. Maybe I shouldn’t go in to work tomorrow—or later.”


“You want to skip out on your first day of work?” She returned to their bedroom and strolled into the dressing room. “Colin’s told everyone that you’d be going back today. I don’t think it’ll look good if you don’t show up.”


Before the accident, all that mattered to Julian was his work. After the accident, all he wanted was to get back on his feet so he could go back to his life. But now, spending a day in bed with Hayley sounded so much better than anything else.


He groaned when she came out of the dressing room in her silk pajamas.


“You have a lot of issues with my clothes.”


“Are you trying to keep me here with you?” He crawled into bed with her, then pulled her under him.


“What are you doing?”


“It’s still hours before I need to show up in the office.”


“You usually wake up at four-thirty in the morning.”


He shrugged. “I don’t mind staying in bed with you. I can stay as long as you want. I’m the CEO, after all. I’m allowed to be late.”


Hayley laughed. “So I’ve heard.” She hooked her hands over the back of his neck. “I love you, Julian. I’m sorry it took me so long to find the courage to allow myself to accept that again.”


“That’s my fault. Not yours.” He kissed her, but broke it off before it went too far. “Are you sure you’re okay? I didn’t hurt you last night?”


She shook her head. “I’ve already told you no. I thought it would. I’ve read so many articles in the magazines about how terrible it would be.”


“So I hope it wasn’t terrible for you?”


Her lips curled into a sweet smile. “No. It was … nice.”


“Nice?” Julian bent his head over her neck. “I think I didn’t do my job right.”


She giggled and tried to wriggle away from him, but his arms had formed a cage around her. He wasn’t letting her go anywhere.


“I’ve read so many articles about women hating sex. I think their partners are not doing something right.”


Julian laughed then. “Hayley, my sweet Hayley.” He nibbled on her earlobe and gave it a light tug with his teeth. She squeaked, and he said, “I love you. I really need to stop before I end up spending the day with you in bed.”


Though Hayley hadn’t complained, he didn’t want her to get sore.


He rolled onto his side of the bed. “So, why don’t you come with me? I’ll only be there for a little while anyway.” His appearance at the office was mainly to show everyone at the company that he was still alive and was getting better. He’d been doing some of his work from home and Colin had taken care of the rest. There wouldn’t be much catching up. “I don’t like the idea of leaving you alone at home.”


“The guards will be here with me.” She took her phone from the nightstand and frowned.


“Leanne still hasn’t answered you?”


Hayley nodded. “She usually replies to my messages immediately.” She tapped on her phone again.


“If you want, we can go check in on her when we’re on the way back from the office.”


She looked over at Julian. “Really? You’d do that for me?”


“Baby, you need to stop being so impressed about you should take for granted.” He slipped an arm under her and dragged her closer to him. “If you ever need anything from me, just ask. Do you understand?”


She nodded with a sweet smile, and he pulled her head against his shoulder.


“If you don’t want to go to the office with me, how about we have lunch together?” he asked. “From how much you love your chocolate cake, I assume you’d like chocolate lava cake?”


“I do.”


“Okay. I’ll make the reservations. I’ll come back to pick you up. Don’t go anywhere on your own, okay? Just until Ted Shears is caught. I promise I’m not trying to imprison you.”


“I know. I’ll stay home.” Hayley pursed her lips for a moment, then took his hand. “You said you didn’t sleep with her. Is that true?”


“Yes.”


“Why not? I mean … she was … you guys were—”


“Honestly, I wasn’t interested. I was angry with my parents for forcing the marriage on me.” He flipped his hand around and held on to hers. “I wanted to do something to rebel. It was stupid, and I’m sorry I hurt you.”


“Water under the bridge.”


He pulled her against his chest. “Really? Because I don’t want you worried or having doubts about us. I don’t want you thinking about what you saw and getting hurt all over again.” He shifted and looked down at her when she didn’t say a word. “I don’t want things between us to end up like my parents.”


Hayley leaned back, pulling away so she could look up at him. “You broke my heart, Julian.”


He wanted to apologize again, but Hayley pushed away from him and continued, “But I don’t know. That day in your office feels like something that happened in another life. Or maybe it’s just God’s grace. I didn’t like seeing another woman straddling you, but … I don’t think you’re the man in that memory.”


Julian stared back at her. “What if I’m not the man you think I am?”


Hayley’s brows drew together.


Julian had never told anyone else this. He’d carried the guilt on his shoulders since the day his mother committed suicide. But he didn’t want to have secrets between him and Hayley. “I killed my mom.”


She blinked back at him.


He pushed his fingers into his hair. “I should’ve told you this before—”


“What are you talking about? Your mother killed herself.”


“Because of me.”


Her brows remained furrowed, and she shut her eyes. “I don’t understand.”


Julian pushed himself up and leaned back against the headboard. “The few days before she killed herself, she’d been calling me. I didn’t answer her calls because my father told me she was trying to stop the camping trip he had planned with me. I was so excited about the trip I just ignored her calls like my father said.”


“Oh, Julian.”


He shifted away when Hayley leaned toward him. “That day, I waited all day for my dad to come home so we could go on the camping trip he promised. But he never came. Then the police showed up and told me that my mother had killed herself.”


“That wasn’t your fault.”


He clenched his jaws shut and reached for his phone. He tapped away on his phone, then held it between them as he turned on the speakerphone.


“Julian …” a broken female voice said on the other end of the line. “If you love me—even just a little bit—call me. Please call me.”


Julian closed his eyes. He could never bring himself to delete the voicemail. Those were the last words his mother said to him, and those words served as a reminder that he could never trust anyone—especially not his father.


“Is that your mother?”


Julian nodded.


“Julian.”


When he opened his eyes, Hayley was looking at him, her eyes filled with sympathy. And Julian couldn’t stand it. He ended the call, pushed aside the duvet, and got off the bed.


“Julian.” Hayley followed after him. “Your mother’s death wasn’t your fault.”


“How is it not?” His words came out louder than he’d anticipated, but Hayley stood her ground. “She asked—begged—me to call her back.”


The words from his mother’s last message had always haunted him.


“You didn’t know.”


“I should have.”


“No.” She ran her hands down his arms. “How would you know what exactly was going on with your parents? This is on your father. He lied to you. He tricked you into ignoring your mother.”


Julian grabbed his walking stick and took a step to the side.


“Julian.” Hayley gently cupped her hand against his face. “It’s not your fault. This doesn’t change how I see you.” She stepped into his arms and rested her head against her chest. “It wasn’t your fault. Do you hear me?” She put a hand against the back of his neck and tugged him closer. “It wasn’t your fault.”


Julian dropped his head against Hayley’s shoulder and sobbed.


“It wasn’t your fault,” she repeated over and over until his tears stopped. “I’m sorry about what happened to your mom.” She leaned back and looked at Julian. “Her death wasn’t your fault. It doesn’t change the way I think about you.”


“Aren’t you afraid we’ll end up like that?”


She shook her head. “We won’t.”


“And how do you know that?”


“I said you’d walk again, didn’t I?”


His lips curled back.


“I won’t let that happen to us.”


Julian weaved his fingers into her hair and bent over her lips. “I can’t believe I almost lost you.” He kissed her slowly and pushed her back against the bed.


“Julian.” His name escaped her lips in almost a moan.


They fell back on the bed, and his lips captured hers again.


“Julian, you need to get up for work in a few hours.”


“I think I’ve earned the right to be late for work.” He’d always been one of the earliest at work each day.


She grinned. “You are the CEO, after all.”


Julian spent the next hour loving Hayley and seriously considered what would happen if he didn’t show up at work.


Hayley shifted against him, her eyes closed. “Sleep,” she murmured.


Julian kissed her hair. “I love you.”


“I love you too, but I still don’t like you meeting her.”


He frowned. “Who?”


“Charlene.” Hayley shifted and rested her head against his chest. “Will you burn the couch in your office?”


Julian laughed. “Colin has redesigned my office. He threw everything out and changed over to a more wheelchair friendly office, in case I had to go back to work while still in a wheelchair.”


“Huh. He said he was making a few changes so you wouldn’t have a problem moving around if needed.”


“I was so jealous when I found out you guys were on the phone so much. That will stop now, right? Will you promise to call me more often than you call him?”


She chuckled. “He’s just watching your back.”


“He asked me how long is the appropriate time to wait before asking a divorced woman out.”


Hayley rolled away from him. “He calls me. I don’t call him.”


“Once everything’s back to normal at work, I’m going to fire him.” He pulled her back against him and took in the scent of her flowery shampoo.


“Mmm.” She snuggled closer and yawned softly.


“Sleep.”


“I need to talk to Paula.”


“I can go with you if you want.”


She shook her head and mumbled something, but Julian couldn’t hear her. He wasn’t even sure if she completed her sentence before dozing off. He kissed her hair and closed his eyes. Now if only the loose end of Ted Shears could be tied up, then he could really begin his life with Hayley.










Chapter Twenty-Four







LEANNE GROANED AS she forced her eyes open. She felt as if her head weighed a ton. Did she have a hangover? She tried lifting her hand to her face but realized she couldn’t. She opened her eyes in a panic and tried to push herself upright.


She couldn’t do that either.


She took in breath of stale air, then coughed as she felt her scratchy throat.


“Finally. I was beginning to wonder if I’d used too much.” A face appeared in front of her, and Leanne instinctively turned to run—except she couldn’t turn. She couldn’t even feel her limbs or her head.


What was wrong with her? What had he done to her?


“Did you miss me?” Ted Shears asked.


Though Leanne hadn’t seen him in over a decade, she recognized him immediately. Nothing about his features shouted serial-killer. Nothing about him would have alerted a normal person, which was why he had been able to rape and kill so many girls while continuing to teach school.


His blond hair had turned white, and the lines in his face were more prominent. But besides that, nothing much had changed. He could probably still pass himself off as an affable old man on the street.


Except he wasn’t.


“Can’t talk?” He shook his head and went over to the syringe he had placed on the small metal table in a corner of the dirty room. “I’ll have to use less with Hayley.” He put down the syringe he was holding and wiped his hand on his dark green and brown khaki pants. “I want to hear her scream. I want to hear her beg for her life.”


A shudder went through Leanne. It seemed the boldness she’d possessed when she was younger had diminished by quite a bit. Perhaps now that she was older, she finally understood the danger she was in. Perhaps her courage had been used up the last time she came face to face with Ted Shears.


Or perhaps she had only been brave because she wasn’t alone the last time. Hayley had always told everyone that Leanne was the brave one who had saved her, but she’d dared to try escaping because she knew Hayley would have her back if anything happened.


“I can’t say I missed you.” Ted Shears dropped the syringe and came back to her. He bent forward so their faces were level. His eyes roamed over her, and his lips curled in disgust. “So plain, so unlike Hayley.”


Leanne blinked. She wanted to spit at him, but it seemed all she could get moving were her eyelids. Or was she blacking out from whatever he’d put into her system?


“I did think about you, though. The more I thought about you, the more bitter I grew.” He shook his head. “But one can’t live life like that. I’ve come to realize that I have to let my anger go.” He pressed his hand against his black T-shirt. “I can’t be bitter about the things I can’t change.”


You’ve got to be kidding. Was Ted Shears lecturing her?


“I’ve planned my escape for years, but I never really knew if I would have the chance. I was, after all, on death row.”


So why haven’t you let him die, Lord? Why didn’t you let the government execute him already? Leanne shook her head. At least she did so in her mind. She couldn’t allow herself to wallow in what she couldn’t change either. She had to find a way out of here.


“Once I was out, I had to find my dear Hayley. She’s so precious to me. Maybe I won’t kill her the way I did the others. Maybe I’ll keep her chained up with me, so I can see her every day, just as I did every night in my dreams.”


If Leanne could have gagged, she would have. She wanted to scream at Ted Shears to get his face out of her sight. She wanted to knock her head against his and watch him bleed. Ahh! She tried moving again, but she couldn’t.


“I’ve learned a few things in prison. This is the most useful skill I’ve picked up.” He stepped back and to the side and skimmed his hand down the edge of the silver table. He studied the tray of syringes like they were his baby. “Run. Go if you can. You love to run, don’t you?”


Leanne’s eyes took in what they could.


“I don’t even have you tied up. Go on.” Ted Shears walked around to the back of her chair. “Get up from the chair and run.”


She looked at the surroundings. The narrow room with corrugated metal walls. The heavy stale air.


Ted Shears had brought her back to his underground bunker. The same underground bunker the police hadn’t been able to locate.


This was why she had a natural distrust of those doomsday survivors she saw on National Geographic. She wondered how many psychotic killers had used that as an excuse to build their own underground slaughter chamber in the guise of a survival bunker.


Leanne shut her eyes as a sombre thought came to her: she had to find a way out or no one would be able to find her.


When Leanne and Hayley had escaped, they ran without any sense of direction. They just kept running and running, knowing that the further they ran, the further they were from Ted Shears and the bunker. So they weren’t much help to the police in locating the bunker.


They were, however, more than able to describe Ted Shears. Once his sketch was up on the news, people recognized him immediately. The friendly neighbor next door. The nice teacher who was always kind and encouraging to his students.


The police had arrested Ted Shears just as he was about to make a run for it.


Now, here she was again.


Leanne closed her eyes. Lord, seriously, I really don’t want to do this again. Unlike Hayley, Leanne never suffered much from the nightmares. The last time she was here, Ted Shears had dumped her in another room and left her there to rot. So she had plenty of time to wriggle out of her cable ties, then find and help Hayley.


When they were running, Hayley had kept looking up to the sky as they ran, probably praying for their safe escape. Maybe that was the real reason why they were the only ones to escape Ted Shears.


Lord, save me. Leanne wasn’t bound now, but it was so much worse. Lord, help!


“Imagine my surprise when I saw you going into her new place. I couldn’t believe the rush of anger that overcame me. I thought I’d let it all go, but at the sight of you …”


Was Ted Shears trying to talk her to death?


She opened her eyes at the rough jerk on her chin.


“I wanted to tear you apart. I wanted to make you pay for what you robbed me of.” His lips twisted in disgust. Gone was the mask of affability he used to conceal the evil lurking within. The dark, empty look in his eyes spoke volumes of the emptiness in his soul.


Leanne couldn’t speak. She couldn’t get her lips to reflect the same disgust she felt from him, so she poured all of that into her glare.


“Still stubborn, I see.” He grabbed a phone off the table with the syringes.


She recognized the case. The new dark walnut case Hayley had gotten her maid to send over to her place. It seemed Julian was smart enough to know he had to win her family over if he wanted to win Hayley over.


“Look here. Smile.”


She frowned, then glowered at Ted Shears as he grinned.


“I’m sure Hayley would love to know what you’re up to. She seems worried. She’s been texting you, and it seems she’s called you quite a few times.” He shrugged. “But the connection here isn’t good, surrounded by metal containers and all. I miss her voice. Let me give her a call. I’ll be right back.”


He took two steps away from her, then stopped and turned back to her with a sinister smirk. “Run if you can.” He winked and turned.


Ahh! Leanne hated being this helpless. At least when she’d been bound, she could focus on releasing her bindings. Now, she couldn’t do a thing. She was stuck in her mind. Jesus!







Hayley stepped off the treadmill and pulled her face towel off the handle. Though she’d lived in the penthouse for nearly six months, this was the first time she’d used the gym. After getting a warning from Julian about not entering his office or touching his things, she decided it was better for her to exercise elsewhere. She did have a gym membership.


She glanced at the workout bench when her phone started ringing. Leanne. She grabbed the phone and answered the call. “Finally,” she said. “I’ve been texting and calling you. I was going to file a missing persons report if you didn’t get back to me by noon.”


“How I’ve missed your voice.”


Hayley froze. She checked the name on her screen, then pressed the phone back to her ear. “What are you doing with Leanne’s phone? What have you done to her?”


Ted Shears laughed on the other end. “Your voice sounds so much better when it has a slight tremor in it.”


“If you dare hurt her—”


“She robbed me of my time with you, angel.”


Hayley shook her head. “This is a trick.” Leanne could take care of herself. There was no way Ted Shears had been able to take her. “You don’t have her.”


He laughed again. “I’ll be seeing you soon, my angel.” Then the call ended.


Hayley stared blankly at her phone. She was still in a state of shock when a message from Leanne came in. She tapped into the message and a photo of Leanne popped up on the screen. She recognized where Leanne was immediately. The underground bunker.


So Ted Shears really did have Leanne.


She ran her hand through her hair. What should she do? Her thumb moved without her command. Before she knew it, her phone was back against her ear.


“Miss me already?”


“Julian, he took Leanne. He took her back to the underground bunker.”


“What? Hayley—”


“Ted Shears! He took Leanne!” She must have been louder than she thought because a guard popped his head into the room and eyed her curiously.


“Where are you?”


“At home.”


“Stay there. I’m coming home.”


“What about Leanne? We have to do something. He’ll kill her. He’ll …” She couldn’t even say what he would do to her. The horrid things he’d described in detail.


Hayley pressed a hand to her face.


“Ted Shears has Leanne. Call Detective Miller and Carter.” Julian’s voice appeared softer, as if he was speaking to someone else.


“I’m coming with you,” someone in the background said.


Colin. She closed her eyes. If only she could remember the way back to the underground bunker. She could remember Ted Shears’ face as if she’d seen him just a moment ago. She could remember the way it felt when he breathed against her neck. She could remember every single horrid thing he’d said to her, yet she couldn’t remember the way back to his bunker.


She sighed. Why was she so useless?


“Have you told the guards what happened?” Julian asked.


“No.” She looked up at the guard still staring at her. “Ted Shears took my friend,” she said. “He just called me.”


The guard nodded. He closed the door behind him, and Hayley wondered if he had just locked her in.


“Hayley, I need to call Frank and let him know. Promise you won’t step out of the house. Promise you won’t let anyone up.”


Frank and Paula. Why didn’t she think about that? “No, you can’t call Frank.” She licked her lips. “His heart. He suffered a heart attack not too long ago. You can’t tell him.”


“Okay, then stay on the phone with me.”


Colin said something in the background, but it was too muffled for Hayley to catch.


“Baby, are you sure it isn’t a trick? Maybe it’s a spoof call.”


“No. He sent me a photo of Leanne. I recognized the background. It’s the underground bunker he held us in. I’m sure.”


There was a pause before he asked, “And Leanne? Was she alive in the photo?”


“Yes.” She sighed at that. “I think so.” For now at least. “Lord, you have to keep her safe.” She licked her lips. She should tell Paula. She should let everyone know so they could pray for Leanne too. “I need to call Paula.”


“I can do that.”


“No, I’ll call her.” She pursed her lips and walked into the living room. Doreen was already waiting there for here with a glass of water. Even Anita came out of the kitchen and was watching her as she spoke with Julian. “I need to go.”


“Hayley.”


“I’m safe here. Just … hurry back, okay?” She ended the call and called Paula.


“Hey, darling, is everything all right?”


“Paula, I need you to move away from Frank. I need to talk to you, and you don’t want him to know what’s going on.”


“Why?”


“Just trust me.”


“Okay,” she dragged out the last syllable. “Girl talk. Hang on.”


Hayley swallowed her impatience as the seconds ticked away.


“Okay. We’re safe. Go ahead. You slept with him, didn’t you?”


“What? No. I mean—” Hayley shook her head and took a deep breath. “Paula, Ted Shears has Leanne.”


Silence.


“Paula?”


“How’s that possible? She came by yesterday. She was going out with her staff to celebrate their new launch. She was … Didn’t she join you for the fundraiser?”


“No. Julian texted her and she didn’t reply. I should’ve checked. I should’ve dropped by her place to see if everything was okay.”


“We need to call the police.”


“Julian got Colin to do that.”


“Where are you now?”


“At home.”


“And you’re safe?”


She wanted to cry. How could Paula still be worried about her when Leanne had been taken? “Yes. I am.”


“Don’t do anything rash. Do you understand me, Hayley?” Paula said. “Hayley, do you hear me?” she asked when Hayley didn’t immediately reply.


“Yes.”


“I need to pray. I’ll call you back.” The call ended, and Hayley dropped onto the couch.


No. She couldn’t sit here and do nothing. If it hadn’t been for Leanne, she would be dead. She couldn’t allow Leanne to go through this ordeal on her own.


Hayley stood again when the elevator door opened. She sighed when Jeffrey Marsh, leader of the security team, strode out. Of course it wouldn’t be Julian. He would have to teleport to get back so quickly.


“Mrs. Nicholson, I heard we have a situation.” His large commanding frame came to a stop right in front of her. Something about the calm way he held himself in spite of the situation calmed her.


Hayley explained what happened.


“He sent a photo to your phone?”


She nodded.


“Can I take a look at it?”


Hayley handed her phone over.


Jeffrey Marsh took a look at her phone and looked away for a moment. “Is Miss Casa one of those who values her privacy much?”


“I don’t … I don’t think so. She loves posting things on Instagram. Why?”


“Good. Then the photo could be geo-tagged.”


“What?”


“Do I have permission to send this to our tech analyst?”


“Yeah. Do whatever you think will help.”


Jeffrey Marsh tapped on the phone. “Is she using the same phone as you? Any chance her ‘Find my friend’ is on?”


“We’ve never used that before.” Hayley wasn’t sure if she even had that application on her phone.


“Find my iPhone?”


“I don’t know her password.” Hayley licked her lips. “But her watch tracks her location.” It was the typical smart watch that kept track of everything from her heart rate to her sleeping patterns.


“And you know her password to that?”


Hayley shook her head again. “But I know the password to her laptop, and I’m sure she syncs everything to her laptop. She takes her laptop everywhere with her. If you can find her car, we can get her laptop. I know her car has a built-in GPS too.”


“Good. That’s very good.” Jeffrey Marsh stood. “My men will stay with you. I’ll let you know once I find something.”


“Is there anything I can do?”


“You stay safe so we can get her laptop to you.”


Hayley sighed.


Jeffrey didn’t bother to waste time comforting her, which Hayley was glad for. All that mattered now was finding Leanne.










Chapter Twenty-Five







JULIAN SIGHED THE moment he laid eyes on Hayley. He knew she was safe. He’d called the guards to make sure they had their eyes on her, and she’d promised she wouldn’t leave the house. Still, he couldn’t help but worry.


She ran into his arms, burying her face in his chest. She didn’t say a word. She just held on to him as he wrapped his arms around her.


“It’ll be okay. We’ll get her back.” He wanted to continue holding her, but he was sure she wanted to know the update Jeffrey had given him. “The police tracked her car. Jeffrey’s on the way to retrieve it.”


“Won’t the police want it? I can make a trip down to the police station. We can go now.” She was in a black T-shirt and her skinny jeans and white sneakers, clearly ready to leave when she had to.


“He’s bringing it here. He’ll get there before the police. He’ll get the laptop.”


She frowned. “How can you be sure?”


“Plausible deniability, Hayley,” Colin said. “We don’t ask what we don’t want to know.”


“I can live with that.” She rubbed her hands together. “How long will it take?”


“He’ll let us know once he has his hands on her laptop.” Julian led Hayley back to the couch. “Detective Miller will trace her phone and get the last location of where it pinged off. And Carter is talking to her staff. He’ll trace her movements and see if he can find anything.”


“Who’s Carter?”


“The private investigator Colin hired,” Julian said.


Hayley shook her head. “That’s too slow. We’ll be too late.” She wrung her hands. “We can go down to the farmhouse. This elderly woman brought us into her house and called the cops. The police will know where that is.”


Julian understood Hayley’s concern, but he didn’t want her near the place. “No.”


“I have to do something.”


“What if it’s a trap?”


“I don’t care, Julian!”


“I know she saved your life. I—”


“Please, Julian.” She leaned into him. “Bring the guards with us. I promise I won’t leave your side. But we have to do something.” She looked up at him with her wet lashes. “Please.”


He tipped his head back and groaned. He couldn’t let her do this, but he couldn’t deny her request either. Not when she was staring at him like that. “You do not leave my side, and you remain in the sight of one of them at all times.”


She nodded quickly. “I promise.”


“Here.” Anita came over, unhooking something from her keyring. “Keep this with you.”


Hayley took the small tile-like object.


“What’s that?” Julian asked.


“It’s a Bluetooth GPS tracker.” Hayley stuffed the tracker into her back pocket.


“I kept forgetting to take my keys with me after locking my door.” Anita showed Julian an application on her phone. “Mrs. Nicholson got me this after she heard me complaining that I couldn’t find my key. It’ll send an alert to the phone if the tracker isn’t within five feet, I think. It can be tracked up to two hundred feet. Just in case you and Mrs. Nicholson get separated.”


Julian immediately downloaded the application and let Anita log into the account. “Thank you,” he said.


Anita nodded and turned to Hayley. “A boy in Africa once scared a lion away by putting a stick above him to pretend he was bigger.”


Julian frowned at that. He appreciated all that Anita had done, but he didn’t like what she was saying though he couldn’t quite understand her point. But before he had to put a stop to it, Paula came running out of the elevator.


She embraced Hayley, then asked about a hundred questions in under a minute.


“We’re going to the farmhouse.”


Paula’s eyes widened. “Why?”


“I may have a way to track Leanne. I don’t want to wait here. We couldn’t have run that far. The underground bunker must be somewhere near the farmhouse.”


“Then I’m going with you.”


Hayley grabbed her purse and looked back at Julian. “Let’s go.”


Colin glanced over at him. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”


“Does it look as if I can stop her?”







Five police cars were already parked in front of the farmhouse.


“This isn’t good,” Hayley said.


Jeffrey Marsh had instructed one of his men and Desmond to drop them off and drive away. He didn’t want to alert Ted Shears to their presence, but it seemed it didn’t matter now. The police had made it obvious enough.


When they got out of the car, Detective Miller came out of the house.


“You shouldn’t be here.”


Hayley ignored the detective. She hadn’t been back to the farmhouse since the police picked her and Leanne up. She’d spent the next few years trying to forget all that had happened that she hadn’t even thanked the elderly woman who helped them.


Paula hopped out and walked ahead of her, embracing the old lady standing at the door. From the way they chatted, it was clear they knew each other. Turning to Hayley, Paula waved her over.


Hayley let go of Julian’s hand and moved over.


“Hayley,” Paula said. “I’m sure you remember Debra.”


“Yes.” Hayley reached out and took Debra’s hand. “Thank you for what you did for us. I’m sorry I never came by.”


“I understand. Paula explained how you struggled. I’m glad you’re okay now, and I wish we could’ve met under better circumstances.”


“Mrs. Nicholson.” Detective Miller moved next to her. “You shouldn’t be here.”


“Hayley and Paula are always welcome in my house.” Debra put a hand on Hayley’s back and tried to lead her into the house, but Hayley shook her head.


“Can I take a look around?”


Debra arched a brow.


“Maybe I’ll remember something.”


“Are you sure you want to do that?” Paula asked.


Julian’s arm went around her waist. “I’ll stay with her.”


She turned to him and gave him a grateful smile. She’d thought he would make a fuss and tell her to stay in the house. “I’ll be fine with Julian.”


Paula glanced at Julian, then looked back at her. “Okay.”


“Stay with Paula,” Julian said to Colin.


Hayley walked around the old farmhouse. Her heart was pumping so hard that she didn’t hear anything else for a couple of moments until Julian cut in front of her.


“Hayley.”


She exhaled heavily and closed her eyes.


“You’re safe. He can’t hurt you anymore.”


She nodded.


“Do you remember what you were wearing?”


“My school uniform.”


“You must have been tired from running.”


She nodded against his chest. She’d been so tired. She’d stopped several times. Each time, Leanne would tug on her arm and tell her to keep moving.


“How did you know there was a house here?”


Julian’s question unlocked the memory she’d suppressed, and she could see the lights in the distance like she did that night. “There were lights.” She opened her eyes as her memory reel played in her mind.


She moved to the back of the house.


The light had lit a fresh hope in her, and that gave her renewed strength.


She and Leanne had made a mad dash toward the light. Leanne fell once, and Hayley grabbed and dragged her forward. Neither of them made any noise even as they burst through the woods. “There.” She pointed at the vantage point that was so clear in her head. “We came out of the woods there.”


She turned back to the woods.


“You might’ve been running in circles.”


Hayley turned at Jeffrey’s voice.


“I have the laptop.” Jeffrey had driven here right after getting the laptop from Leanne’s car. “There wasn’t any sign of struggle in the car, but I did find this nearby.” He fished out the car key in his pocket, and Hayley recognized the keychain immediately. That was how she got the idea to get the tracking tag for Anita. Leanne was always misplacing her things too.


She and Julian headed to Jeffrey’s car. She got into the passenger seat while Julian stood next to her.


Opening the laptop, she typed in Leanne’s password.


“The police pinged her phone. She’s around here, but it’s a huge area. They’re thinking of starting a search.”


“They couldn’t find the bunker back then,” Hayley said. “We can’t wait for them to do a slow search.” 


Hayley turned back to the laptop and opened the safari application. “Leanne and I are both terrible at remembering passwords, so we let our laptops do it for us.” She scrolled through Leanne’s lists of username and password. “There.”


She took her phone, opened the application she’d already downloaded while on the way here, and entered the username and password to the fitness watch. She held her breath while the application loaded.


When it did, she sighed.


Nothing.


“We might be out of range,” Julian said.


“The range would be cut a lot shorter if she’s underground and in a bunker.”


Hayley licked her lips. “But if we get close enough, we can find her, right?”


“Except we don’t know which direction we should head toward.”


Hayley touched the cross pendant on her necklace. Jesus, give us wisdom. Give us a clue. Help us find her. “Polaris.”


“What?” Colin asked while Julian just stared at her.


Hayley wasn’t wearing that particular necklace now. She wasn’t sure why she hadn’t been able to take her eyes off the Polaris necklace the moment her gaze landed on it. Something about it called out to her. Now she knew. “It was what brought Leanne and me here.”


“Hayley.” Julian put a hand on her back to get her attention.


“I went out on a yacht with my father and his friends. One of them told me about the North Star.”


“Polaris,” Julian said.


Hayley nodded. “That was where we ran. Leanne said we just had to get as far away from the bunker as we could, so I stuck to one direction. That way, we wouldn’t end up running in circles.”


“Are you certain?” Jeffrey asked.


She nodded. She’d spent years refusing to think about what happened that day, but now that she’d opened the box, the memories were coming back. “If we move south from here, we’ll get closer to her. I’m sure we’ll be able to sense her fitness tracker then.”


“I’ll go with my men,” Jeffrey said.


“I want to go along.”


“No.” Julian glared at her when she turned to him. “You’re not going anywhere. I don’t—”


“Julian, you don’t know what Ted Shears said to me.” She swallowed. “If anything happens to Leanne, I’ll never forgive myself. I can’t just sit here and wait.”


“No.”


Hayley hopped off the car. “I’m sorry, Julian. I’m going with Jeffrey.”


“He can track Leanne with the tracker.”


“He may be able to track Leanne with the tracker. What if the Bluetooth signal is too weak to penetrate the metal bunker? Maybe I’ll remember something when I get closer. Maybe—”


“Maybe! You’re going to risk your life for a ‘maybe’?”


“No. I’m doing this for my sister.”


Julian moved forward, but Colin grabbed his arm.


“Stop it, Julian.”


Julian shrugged off his arm.


“We’re going, now,” she said to Jeffrey.


“No. I hired you. You listen to me.”


Jeffrey sighed. “I can watch over her.”


“No.” “Go.”


Julian and Colin said at the same time.


“Go,” Colin repeated when Julian shot a glare at him. “Watch her,” he said to Jeffrey.


“I’ll go with you.” Julian moved forward, but Jeffrey extended a hand.


“I’m sorry, Mr. Nicholson. I can’t have you coming with us.” Jeffrey dropped his gaze to his legs. “The terrain in the woods—”


Julian slammed his hand against the car.


“Julian.” Hayley cupped his face. “Please don’t be angry with me. I’m sorry. I really am, but I have to do this.” She leaned forward and kissed him on the lips. “I’ll be right back. I promise.”


“Hayley.” He grabbed her hand as she turned. His grip was so tight that Hayley thought he was going to forcibly make her stay. “Please be careful.”


She nodded. “I promise.”


“Okay.” Jeffrey crossed his arms. “If we’re doing this, you do things my way.”










Chapter Twenty-Six







HAYLEY’S LEGS WERE aching. She hadn’t exercised in a while, and she had to choose this morning to do a five-mile run.


She pushed through the ache in her muscles and continued ahead, following behind Jeffrey. Jeffrey and another guard walked ahead of her while two more guards tailed her. They’d been walking in this formation for over an hour.


Just how far had she and Leanne run that night?


“Anything?”


Hayley stopped and looked around. Honestly, nothing looked familiar. She shook her head. Lord, help me find her. She took a step to the side, stepping out of the perimeter of her guards so she could have a better look.


Still nothing.


With her eyes on the trees, she stepped back.


“No!”


Before she knew it, she was flung forward on the ground. The wood’s foliage and soil cushioned her fall, but the impact still stunned her.


Shouts of pain, then muttered curses broke through her shock, and Hayley flipped herself over. Two of her guards were looking down into a hole she’d almost dropped into.


“He set traps,” one of her remaining two guards said.


“I thought the police combed the area.” Jeffrey extended his hand toward her when she got back on her feet. “Don't move.”


“Are they okay? I’m so sorry.”


“You didn't know.”


Had the traps always been there? “I’m so sorry.” Not knowing about the trap didn't change a thing.


“It means we’re close.” Jeffrey’s eyes widened, and Hayley knew things were about to get worse even before she felt cold metal against her neck.


“Both of you. Get into the hole.”


Hayley recognized the killer’s voice, just as she did when he’d picked up Leanne’s phone.


Jeffrey straightened. “Let her go. The police have you surrounded. You’re not going anywhere.”


“I have plenty of traps around.” Ted buried his face in her hair, and his chest knocked into her back as he took a deep breath. “Which is why I couldn't believe you and that meddling girl managed to escape. I thought for sure I’ll find you in one of the holes.”


Hayley wanted to gag when Ted Shears pushed her hair aside and touched his lips to her shoulder.


“You’re not pure anymore, but I’ll still have plenty of fun with you.”


“Where’s Leanne?”


“Dying. And these men are just wasting our time.” He pressed the knife closer against her throat, and Hayley could feel the sharp edge breaking her skin.


Hayley knew who Ted Shears was, but had locked every thought of him so deep in her memory that she hadn’t immediately realized who had been sending those cards to her. She hadn’t held on to what he’d said to her in the bunker or in court before he was led away. Her pastor and the Casas made her promise she wouldn’t read any of the news articles about him, and she didn’t.


Ted Shears equaled danger. But it wasn’t until he made a call from Leanne’s phone that everything got real.


The cards? The cards were a threat sent from a distance, and Hayley wasn’t one to bemoan being trapped at home. She didn’t mind staying home. She didn’t mind needing to arrange security every time she stepped out of the penthouse.


The threats had stirred memories, but she hadn’t felt the full weight of fear until this moment.


But she refused to react to the pain. Instead, she nodded once at Jeffrey.


Still, Jeffrey didn’t move, and his man didn’t move without his permission.


“I’ll be fine.”


“Mrs. Nicholson.”


Two words that reminded her she wasn’t on her own anymore. She wasn’t the thirteen-year-old taken by Ted Shears. Leanne needed her now, and Julian was waiting for her. She wasn’t going to let either of them down. “I’ll be fine.”


Jeffrey glanced over at his man, then nodded once. He watched his man lower himself into the hole, then dropped himself into it after another glance her way.


“Finally.” Ted Shears removed the blade from her neck and spun her around.


And there she was, face to face with the man who had kidnapped her with the intention of torturing her to death in the worst possible ways.


Ten years ago, he’d approached her with a plea for help. His daughter was enrolling in her school the next day, and he wanted her to take a look around to familiarize herself with the place. But she was afraid and didn’t want to come out of the car. Would Hayley go tell her that it was okay?


He’d appeared kind, and he’d spoken to her politely. He looked just like her mathematics teacher. So Hayley agreed.


She was too young to understand that people hid behind masks, that evil existed.


Despite the smile he was wearing, nothing about Ted Shears looked friendly now. She saw the depravity of his soul. He didn’t have to tell her the thoughts running through his mind. She knew for certain he’d waited for a decade for a chance to get her.


He wouldn’t go easy on her. He would torture her. He would savor every second of her pain.


Which was why she should run.


His knife wasn’t on her throat anymore. She could fight.


But she couldn’t. She needed to get to Leanne first. She opened her mouth to demand Leanne, but something within her stirred, urging her not to do so.


Hayley swallowed her words, and Ted Shears smiled.


“I like that you haven’t changed.” He ran his thumb across her wound, pressing into it as he did.


Hayley winced at the sudden spike in pain. Her reaction broadened the psycho’s grin.


“Good girl.” He sucked on his blood-coated thumb. “Move.” He cocked his head to the side, gesturing for Hayley to move ahead of him.


She did as he wanted. David took down Goliath with five stones. Stones. Samson killed a thousand men with a donkey’s jawbone. She would be fine. Hadn’t she come to the conclusion that she didn’t need to be the damsel in distress? She could be the hero. She could slay her own dragon … right?







Julian shifted his grip on the walkie-talkie. He was tempted to check in on Jeffrey and the team. He wanted to know that Hayley was safe, but he couldn’t.


Jeffrey had made it clear: Julian wasn’t to contact them. Jeffrey and his men would contact him. They didn’t want to alert anyone to their presence, and that made sense. But he couldn’t sit still until Hayley was back with him. He couldn’t stand waiting in the farmhouse while she was out there.


“You’re not making her any safer by pacing back and forth,” Paula said.


“He needs to practice walking anyway,” Colin answered before Julian had to reply.


Julian was glad Colin interjected. He almost forgot who Paula was, and he’d almost snapped at her. How could she be so calm? Leanne had been taken by Ted. Hayley was out there in the woods. How could she sit and look at her phone as if nothing was wrong?


“They’ll be fine,” Paula said as if she’d sensed his question. “The blood of Jesus is over them. Nothing can hurt them, especially not a man.”


“He isn’t just a man. He’s a serial killer. He took them before. He made it clear he would hurt them.”


“They escaped him once.”


“What if they used up all their luck?”


“It wasn’t luck.” Paula closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “God’s hand is over them. No one can pluck them from him.”


“Ted Shears took Leanne already.”


“The two of them have each other’s back. They’ll be fine.”


He opened his mouth to speak, but Colin moved in front of him and shook his head.


“You’ll see,” Paula said.


Julian headed out of the house and back to Colin’s car. He slapped his hand against the car. “I shouldn’t have let her go alone.” He looked down at his legs. If only he hadn’t been in the accident. “I shouldn’t have left the party early.” That would have changed everything. He wouldn’t be stuck here waiting if he hadn’t been in the car accident.


“If you’re thinking that you wouldn’t be standing here if you hadn’t been in the car accident, then you’re right.” Colin leaned back on the car. “If you hadn’t been in the car accident, Hayley would’ve left you before that week was over. You wouldn’t know anything about Ted Shears coming after her. You wouldn’t know anything until this showed up on the news. So you’re right. You wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t been in the car accident, but Hayley would probably still be in this exact situation.”


Julian clenched his fist.


“A lot of people are praying for them.”


Julian frowned at Colin.


“That’s what Paula was looking at. I saw the messages. The words were like this huge.” Colin gestured with his thumb and index finger. “Maybe we should too.”


“You’ve got to be kidding.”


“What else can we do? Pacing until we wear a path ten inches deep wouldn’t do a thing to help them. What if, just what if, the prayer thing actually works?” Colin shrugged. “God, wherever you are, keep Hayley and Leanne safe.” He strode back to the house, and Julian sighed.


He opened the car door and pulled himself onto the seat. “God, please keep Hayley and Leanne safe. Bring them back.” He dropped his head into his hands. “I can’t lose her, not when I’ve just gotten her.”










Chapter Twenty-Seven







“PLEASE DON’T HURT me.” Hayley repeated for probably the hundredth time since being taken by Ted Shears. She tripped over nothing and made pathetic noises when he jerked her to her feet. “Please don’t hurt me.”


“I love hearing your voice, my angel.” He dragged her ahead.


Hayley had already lost all sense of the direction he was taking her. The trees all looked the same to her, and it wasn’t as if she had time to observe her surroundings.


The grip on her arm suddenly tightened, then she was pushed to the ground.


“Run, and your friend dies.”


Hayley watched Ted heaved up a covering camouflaged with leaves and branches. Her heart thudded while she reached into her pocket, and she tried to do so as subtly as she could. Keep yourself small. Don’t draw attention, Jeffrey had said to her.


She dropped the tracking tag next to her and covered it with a handful of leaves. “Please just let us go. You can leave. I won’t tell the cops anything,” she said as Ted Shears moved back toward her. “Please, I promise.”


Ted Shears laughed. “I have no intention of going anywhere, not until I have my fill of you.”


Uncannily, his words didn’t just bring a wave of fear. An equal or greater portion of anger rose to match that wave threatening to overwhelm her, and she had to consciously remind herself to remain meek. That was what Ted Shears wanted; that was who Ted Shears thought she was.


“Down.” He pointed at the ladder leading down to the underground bunker.


She stared down at it and flashes of memory popped into her mind. She remembered the ladder. She’d climbed out behind Leanne and escaped the bunker through here. How had Leanne lifted the cover all those years ago? It seemed to take quite a bit of Ted’s strength to pull it up.


“Now!”


She flinched at his voice.


“Don’t you want to see your friend?”


Hayley climbed down the ladder. Once in the bunker, her brain seemed to recognize the place immediately. She headed to the room she’d been held in, and inside, sprawled—face down—on the floor next to a chair was her best friend. “Leanne!”


Leanne turned her face to the side, and her eyes widened, but she gave no other reaction.


“What have you done to her?”


Ted Shears cursed when he entered the room, and Hayley followed his gaze to the things scattered on the floor. A metal tray and syringes lay amid a pool of liquid. He picked up the syringes and threw them across the room, yelling more curses.


He must’ve injected something into Leanne.


Ted Shears stomped toward them and shoved Hayley aside. He flipped Leanne over and lifted his hand with the knife. Hayley jumped forward and grabbed his wrist.


His other hand reached out and his fingers clutched her throat. “You’ve changed, Hayley.”


She couldn’t let go of his wrist, and she couldn’t pry his hand from her neck with just one hand. 


But the psycho suddenly looked down and shoved her back.


Hayley landed on the floor and gasped for air while Ted Shears pulled a syringe out of his ankle.


Leanne grinned. “Go to hell.” Her words were slurred, and it seemed to take much of her strength to utter those words.


Ted Shears roared with frustration. This clearly wasn’t how he’d planned for things to go down.


But this was Hayley’s chance.


She ran forward and threw herself against Ted, tackling him to the ground. She quickly rolled away from him. Orientate yourself. She needed to find something to defend Leanne and herself. She glanced down at her feet, at the knife that knocked into her shoes.


She locked eyes with Leanne, but she didn’t have time to thank her friend. She grabbed the knife and slashed wildly at Ted.


Ted blinked and shook his head. It seemed whatever Leanne had injected into him was starting to work.


“I didn’t come with just four men. Two more teams were right behind us. They were tracking us the whole way.” She was lying. The other team of four had split up. Two of them were with Frank and two remained at the farmhouse with Paula. “I have a satellite tracker implanted in me. They’re closing in on you right now.” Another lie.


But the monster wouldn’t know. That was the point of Anita’s story, right?


Hayley wasn’t even sure if satellite trackers were a real thing. She’d watched a TV series about a bunch of rich kids getting kidnapped, and they apparently had such trackers in them.


She doubted Ted Shears would have an in-depth knowledge of technology anyway. He had, after all, been in prison for a decade.


“They won’t find me, angel. I’ll come back for you. Even if they take me in, I’ll find a way out again. I’ll get you someday. You and this meddling friend of yours will always have to live looking over your shoulders.” Ted Shears smirked, then turned. He ran out of the room with a slight stumble.


“Why isn’t he completely paralyzed like you?” she asked Leanne.


“Left … a lit … little.”


Hayley chewed on her lips. The police couldn’t find this place ten years ago. What if they couldn’t find him now? “I can’t let him get away.”


“Hay—”


She ran out after Ted before Leanne could complete her name. Ted wasn’t too far ahead of her. She climbed up out of the bunker, but didn’t go straight after him. She felt around on the ground where Ted had pushed her down, then grinned as she grabbed the tracker.


She ran forward and once again threw herself onto Ted Shears, the knife and tracker clutched tightly in her hands. She only had time to slip the tracker into his back pocket before he managed to throw her off him.


He turned to her, and she jumped to her feet.


“I’m here!” she screamed while slashing at Ted Shears. “Help! I’m here!”


Ted Shears looked behind her, then bolted.


“Mrs. Nicholson.”


Hayley turned and sighed. “Jeffrey!” She ran to him. She hadn’t expected anyone to show up. “I did what you said. Where are the rest of your men?”


“There were spikes in the trap.”


“What?” She swallowed. That would explain the cries of pain. “Are they … dead?”


“No. Hurt, but they’ll survive. Your friend?”


“Here.” Hayley ran back toward the opening and climbed down the ladder. She ran back to Leanne, who was crawling out of the room. “It’s okay. He’s gone.”


Jeffrey glanced over his shoulder. “Does the door lock?” He pulled out a gun. “Do you know how to use this?”


“I planted the tracker on him. Julian can track his location. Let him know. The police can go after him. You need to help me get Leanne to a doctor.”


Jeffrey put his gun back into his holster and pulled out his walkie-talkie. He told Julian that Hayley and Leanne were safe and relayed the information about the tracker.


“I want to talk to her.”


“I’m safe, Julian,” Hayley said into the walkie-talkie. “Don’t let him escape.”


“I’m on it.”










Chapter Twenty-Eight







IT WAS DIFFICULT for Julian to let go of Hayley the next morning after waking up. The realization that he could have lost Hayley yesterday was still screaming loudly in his mind. He didn’t want to release her from his arms. He didn’t want to get out of bed.


He was awake at four-thirty as usual, but all he did was pull Hayley closer against himself.


Hayley snuggled against him and only stirred when the sun had completely risen. She made no move to roll out of bed either. She rested against his chest, holding him without saying a word.


Their silence was broken by the vibration of his phone. He would have ignored it, but Hayley insisted he answer it.


So now, here they were, seated around the dining table with Detective Miller.


“Had the traps always been in the woods?” Hayley asked the detective who was seated across from her.


“I believe so.”


Julian shook his head. “So that means the police didn’t even get close to his underground bunker the last time.”


“Miss Casa was adamant that there was no one else in the underground bunker. With both your statements, it was more than enough to convict him, so the police didn’t have much incentive to find the bunker.”


“How did Ted Shears know I would find the way back?”


“He didn’t. He was watching the farmhouse with binoculars. He saw you heading into the woods, so he followed and waited for an opportunity. He knows the woods well.” Detective Miller held her phone away and stared them down before giving them a lecture on how they shouldn’t have gone after Ted Shears on their own. They should have shared whatever information they had so they could work together.


Julian didn’t show any sign of disagreement because he wanted Detective Miller out of his place. All he wanted to know was that they’d apprehended the psychopath, and they had.


“Are we done?” he asked the moment Detective Miller stopped speaking.


“Yes.” The detective stood and left. Julian reached over and gave Hayley’s hand a squeeze.


“How are you feeling?”


“Perfectly fine.” Hayley had sustained a few scratches and bruises, but none that was life-threatening enough for the doctor to admit her to the hospital.


While they were heading to the hospital in Colin’s car, Hayley had recounted what happened. Several times, Julian had wanted to interrupt to chastise her for behaving rashly. What if Leanne hadn’t managed to jab that small amount of drug into Ted Shears? What if Hayley hadn’t been able to get the knife? What if Jeffrey hadn’t gotten to her in time?


But having her safely tucked into his arm had allowed him to swallow his concern. After all, he knew Hayley didn’t think about what could have happened. She reacted. She was too loyal a person to leave her friend to a psycho-killer or to let her friend get hurt.


Julian didn’t want her living her life worried that Ted Shears might grab her anytime either.


“I’m glad everything’s over.”


Not exactly. Julian would have preferred if the police had killed Ted Shears. His death would make sure that Hayley would never have to face the psycho-killer again. But Ted Shears wasn’t one to go down fighting. The moment he knew he couldn’t run, he’d dropped to his knees and surrendered to the police.


Ted Shears probably thought he was smart enough to find a way to escape prison again, but Julian wasn’t going to let that happen.


His new team of lawyers would make sure that Ted Shears was locked away in isolation.


Julian would make sure Ted Shears didn’t come into contact with anyone. He would make sure Ted Shears didn’t leave his cell until his execution, which Julian would make sure didn’t take another ten years to happen.


“Leanne wants out of the hospital,” Hayley said after checking her phone.


After the doctor had assured Julian that Hayley was okay, they’d stayed in the hospital with Leanne until they were chased out. The doctor hadn’t allowed the police to speak with her, but Leanne was well enough to tell them what happened.


She’d been on the way to her car after dinner and drinks with her staff when Ted Shears grabbed her. He’d knocked her out immediately, and she woke up paralyzed in the underground bunker.


“Has the doctor cleared her to leave?”


“I don’t think so, but I’m sure they will soon.” Hayley got up from the chair.


“Do you want to go to the hospital now? I’m sure Frank and Paula will be there.” The two of them had dropped by this morning, but Julian and Hayley were still sleeping.


“Paula left something for me.” She got up and left the dining room. She came back soon with a large brown envelope in hand. “Doreen handed it to me while you were in the bathroom.”


“The annulment papers.”


“Yeah.” She returned to her seat, and Julian held his breath while he waited.


Hayley had said she would stay, and Julian believed her. But he also knew how important the Casas were to her. If they were to stand their ground and insist that Hayley leave him, would she change her mind?


Hayley cracked a smile as if she could see the questions in his head. “I’m not leaving.”


He sighed. “You could’ve started with that.”


She chuckled. “I thought I’d made it clear enough.” She wriggled her fingers, flashing her engagement ring at him.


“So does this mean Frank and Paula approve of our marriage?”


Hayley flipped the envelope over. On it were the handwritten words ‘We’re happy if you are.’


Julian grinned and took the envelope when she slid it over to him. He ripped the envelope, along with its contents, in half. “So, when do you think we should have our wedding?”


“We’re already married, Julian.”


“I want another wedding. A small one. You, me, Colin, and the Casas. Frank can walk you down the aisle.”


Hayley folded her arms on the dining table. “Julian, what if I’d planned the wedding we had? What if everything I’d ever wanted was the wedding we had?”


“Did you plan the wedding?” Julian asked. Hayley might have waited her whole life for him, but he was certain she didn’t have any say in the wedding. Not when it was planned by her mother.


Her lips curled back. “Luckily for you, no. My mother kind of took over.”


“So? Let’s have another. We can have it in London. We can rent a castle.”


She frowned.


“I saw what you were reading.”


She closed her eyes and pressed a hand to her face.


Julian laughed and took her hand from her face. He hooked his finger under her chin and drew her toward him. He met her halfway and kissed her. “I love you, Hayley Espel. Let’s plan a wedding.”










Epilogue







JULIAN ADJUSTED HIS coat for the thousandth time while he waited for the string quartet to start playing the music. The sun was setting, casting a warm orange glow across the garden of the majestic English manor.


The first wedding must have meant a lot to Hayley, but this would mean more to both of them. They weren’t doing this because their parents wanted them to. This was their choice.


Hayley had chosen the flowers for the stand above him. She, Leanne, and Paula had spent months looking for a dress. Julian had found the venue and booked it immediately when he saw Hayley’s reaction to the garden.


They’d chosen the cake and picked out their wedding rings together.


The manor was way too large for their small wedding party, but Julian didn’t care.


Everything had been kept under wraps. They booked everything under Leanne’s or Colin’s name. If anyone checked, it would be as if Leanne and Colin were getting married.


“Stop fidgeting,” Colin said.


“You have the rings, right?”


“Yes,” Colin drawled out the word. “Do you want me to show them to you again?”


Julian glared at Colin.


“Make sure you get plenty of shots of Julian Nicholson getting all antsy,” Colin said to the photographer. “Why are you so nervous anyway? She’s already married to you. She isn’t going to leave you at the altar.”


Of course Julian knew that. Which was why he didn’t understand why he was so nervous either.


The string quartet began playing before he could try and figure out why, and Hayley came around the corner, led by Frank. He knew Leanne and Paula would be right behind her, but he didn’t—couldn’t—look beyond Hayley.


Frank could be wearing his pajamas, and Julian wouldn’t know.


His eyes were on Hayley. She grinned at him as she strolled down the green lawn in a gorgeous dress. The sleeveless white gown was overlaid with pale pink lace embroidered with flowers.


“You take good care of her, do you understand?”


Reluctantly, Julian pulled his eyes from Hayley and turned his attention to Frank. “Yes, sir.”


Frank grinned and handed Hayley over to him.


“You look amazing.”


“Matches my ring.” She stepped up onto the white platform. “Why am I so nervous?”


He shifted her hand onto his chest, letting her feel how hard his heart was pounding.


She giggled and turned to her pastor, whom they had flown in so he could preside over their wedding. Hayley had considered inviting her church friends to their second wedding, but it was too long a story to explain and they didn’t want to risk it leaking to the press.


The ceremony was over in a breeze. Julian leaned in to kiss Hayley, then he pulled her tight against him and kissed her again.


“All right, people.” Leanne clapped her hands. “Let’s go have our dinner while the lovebirds kiss the night away.”


“I have a surprise for you,” Julian said when they broke their kiss.


Hayley leaned back so she could look at his face.


Julian spun her around to face the manor. “This is ours.”


She gasped. “Julian.” She turned back around to face him.


“I’ve been in negotiations with the owner, and we just signed the papers before the ceremony.”


“You didn’t.”


“Do you like it?”


“You know I love this place.”


“And it’s ours.” He laughed when she threw her arms around his neck.


She glanced over at the manor, then back at him. “I didn’t get you anything.”


“You’ve already given me everything.” He pressed his lips to hers again.


Hayley broke the kiss and leaned back in his arms to gaze up at him.


“Is there something on my face?” he asked after several moments of silence.


She shook her head. “I’m just thinking you are so much more amazing than the Julian I’d built up in my fantasy.”


“Are you happy?”


She nodded.


“That’s all that matters to me.”










Author's Note







Hi there!


I hope you’ve enjoyed the book. I was inspired to write Arranged after hearing and seeing the struggles of my friends and family in their marriages. One thing I’ve noticed is that women are strong.


In every woman is an amazing strength that never fails to leave me in awe, but it’s also normal to become tired and feel alone in whatever battles you’re fighting. Know that it’s okay to cry out or even complain to God. He is always there to listen to you. He is always there for you.




So do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I am your God. I will strengthen you and help you; I will uphold you with my righteous right hand. Isaiah 41:10




You’re not alone. You’re loved, and God has promised that all things work together for good to them who love God (Romans 8:28). So hang on. Things will get better because God has your back.




With love,


Trisha




P.S.: If you’ve enjoyed the book, you’ll be doing me a great favor by clicking here and leaving a review on Amazon.
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Kerri Adams grew up and had her heart broken in the spotlight. Her relationship with singer Nick Evans, one that all media had their attention on, came to a crashing halt.

Now, after a three-year hiatus, she’s back home in California, healed and ready to move on. At least that’s what everyone thinks.

No one—not even the family she loves—knows about her secret. A secret she has kept over the last three years. And to complicate things, Nick Evans drops back into her life, bringing along a paparazzi mayhem that may jeopardize her acting career and secret.




Enjoy the following excerpt from Mr. Bad Influence:




Chapter One




6:45 a.m. Her stuff wouldn’t get here until seven, and that was fifteen minutes too long.


Kerri glanced at her reflection in the glass in front of her. Even through the reflection, she could see the dark rim under her eyes. She sighed and pressed the red button on the treadmill, one of the two treadmills available in the gym, then trotted along as the speed slowed. She had been on the machine for merely eleven minutes, but she didn’t have the energy.


She would prefer to be in bed, snuggling against her silky soft 1000-thread-count sheets.


She stepped back onto the dark gray carpet and cast a disgusted glance at the flattened fibers, wondering if the carpet was the reason behind the musky smell of the place. Wrinkling her nose, Kerri scanned the relatively small and empty gym. One guy stood in the limited space next to a row of weights, pumping a weight in his hand, while another was doing leg lifts on one of the ten machines available. Both guys were staring at their reflections in the mirror, watching themselves as their muscles bulged and relaxed.


This was the first time she’d set foot in this gym, the first time she had experienced such an exchange.


She’d been concerned when she received the instructions. After all, the gym was a public place where anyone could recognize her. What if someone followed her into the locker room and caught her red-handed? What would she do then?


The alternate option wasn’t viable either. She couldn’t have that stuff delivered to her place. Her neighbors might see something. Someone might start gossiping. And before she knew it, she might be all over the news and magazine covers for the wrong reason.


She dragged her feet toward the locker room. She couldn’t linger in the gym without working out. Those two guys would eventually stop pumping their muscles, and they might just notice Miss America’s Sweetheart, Kerri Adams, loitering around.


She would just spend the next fifteen minutes in the steam room—if there was one.


But when she was about to pass the dull gray lockers with peeling paint and go in search of the steam room, she noticed that the number lock on her locker had been turned the other way. The lock’s dial was now facing the locker instead of her. She glanced over her shoulders and walked around the room to make sure no one else was there before hastening to locker number 23.


She reached for the locker, and her fingers trembled as she adjusted the numbers on the small silver lock, turning them to line up 0023.


Both the locker and the code for the lock had been given in the instructions. She wasn’t sure why it had to be this particular locker, but she didn’t ask questions. People buying such stuff didn’t ask questions.


She gave a tug, and the lock opened.


Kerri froze when she thought she heard someone else in the room. Her hands were on her black gym bag, one on either end of the zip, and she didn’t dare to move or even breathe.


The room returned to silence, and she sighed when she realized the sound was from her dangling lock scraping along the metal locker. She would have laughed, but the desperation to make sure that she had received the stuff was overwhelming.


She unzipped her gym bag in one fast stroke, expecting to see the packets of white powder.


But there weren’t any.


The money she had placed on top was missing, but nothing took its place.


Frowning at her clothes, she pulled out the bag and reached into it. There you are. Underneath her clothes were the small squarish plastic packets, and she was immediately disgusted with herself for having such familiarity with them.


She grabbed her sunglasses, then zipped the bag and left the gym, keeping her head low and trying to be as discreet as possible. She slowed her pace when she realized how fast she was walking. Relax. No one can see what’s in the bag. But she felt as if everyone knew, as if the whole world’s eyes were on her.


Thoughts of appearing on the front page news with the headlines Miss America’s Sweetheart Arrested For Drug Possession After Her Three-Year Hiatus made her cringe.


Her parents would kill her, and how would she face Pastor Jay?


When nearing an elderly couple, Kerri looked down and away while her hand covered her face, pretending to adjust her sunglasses. She exhaled the breath she held only when she got into her rented car.


She tipped her chin toward her chest, allowing her dark brown hair to fall forward so she could hide her face behind the curtain of her hair. She scanned the immediate area and made sure there wasn’t anyone with a camera or even a cell phone in her vicinity. When she was satisfied that no paparazzi were hiding behind the trees or around the corners of buildings, she unzipped her bag and pulled out the plastic packets containing white powder.


She was so sick and tired of sneaking around, of hiding this secret from everyone she knew and loved.


But she couldn’t stop.


Lord, please let this be the last time I do this. She buried the packets under the clothes in her bag, then threw the bag under the passenger seat before starting the car and pulling away from the curb.


She had to hurry. She had to get home, put on some makeup to appear well rested, then head out to church.




Several gasps broke out as Nick walked behind Pastor Jay. Nick had put his cap back on and kept his head low, so he blamed Pastor Jay’s light blue T-shirt, the one underneath his brown jacket, for attracting the attention to them.


Most of the church’s congregation had already left, so Nick wasn’t all that worried about getting mobbed.


He kept his focus on his moving feet and continued walking as if he hadn’t heard anything. He followed Pastor Jay toward the door that led to the back of the building.


Nick exhaled heavily and pulled his cap off when they got to the stairwell. “Isn’t there another way to get downstairs?” He didn’t think having to walk all the way to the front of the church’s auditorium was a good way to stay out of sight.


“Nope.” Pastor Jay took off his jacket, revealing the tattoos on his arms, and threw the jacket over his shoulder. “Don’t worry, you’re safe here. The congregation is used to seeing famous people.” His finger weaved into his short dark brown hair, tugging upwards at the ends. “I like the pomade you recommended. I couldn’t find it anywhere, had to buy it online.”


“I told you to just take mine.”


Pastor Jay shrugged. “I’m not as rich as you are, but I can afford my own pomade.”


Nick shook his head. Pastor Jay had refused to accept anything from him. He even refused to allow him to pay for any of the meals whenever they were out.


“Hey, it isn’t that I don’t want your stuff. It’s just better this way.” Pastor Jay hooked his arm over Nick’s shoulder. “You always have people hanging around you because of your money. I can’t allow that kind of misunderstanding to happen between us.”


“I know you aren’t hankering after my money.” 


Pastor Jay put him through too much pain. He was never afraid to confront him when he thought he was getting out of line, and he never shunned from telling him the cold, hard truth whenever he thought Nick needed it.


“I need to maintain the right to knock you on your head whenever necessary,” Pastor Jay said. “Tell you what. You can treat me to a good meal on my birthday. I’ll pick the place, and I’ll let you pay. Deal?”


He grinned. “I’ll think about it.”


Pastor Jay gave his head a light shove. “I may not even invite you to the dinner. You just need to come over and foot the bill.”


Nick laughed.


Once they exited the stairwell, Pastor Jay turned left, and Nick trailed behind Pastor Jay as they strolled down a small walkway with a room at the end of it.


“The VIP room!” Pastor Jay spread his arms wide, presenting the dark wooden door. “You’ll love it,” he said and laughed.


Nick didn’t understand what Pastor Jay was laughing about, but he pushed his black long-sleeved T-shirt above his elbows, turned the door knob, and stepped into the room anyway.


Right by the door were rows of beige chairs stacked against a white wall, and the warm stuffy air was clear indication that the air-condition system didn’t cover this room. He cast a sardonic glance over his shoulder at Pastor Keith, who grinned back at him.


After taking another step, he stopped and stared at the familiar stranger on a beige chair. Her chair, along with four other empty chairs, was placed in front of three towering stacks of brown cardboard boxes that didn’t look all too stable.


Kerri’s long brown hair, the soft hair he used to run his fingers through, was tied back in a low ponytail, its end resting comfortably over the front of her right shoulder. Next to her was another stack of translucent rectangular plastic boxes. Though they were stacked almost three-quarter way to the ceiling, Nick wasn’t quite as worried about them for they appeared empty.


Nick didn’t move, didn’t say a word. He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do.


Kerri flipped a page of her magazine as she looked up, then her hand stopped mid-air, along with the page she was turning.


They looked at each other, her large brown eyes gazing right at his, neither saying a word.


His leg twitched, and he took a step forward. Something about Kerri’s gaze always pulled him toward her. Three years apart did nothing to change that. “Hi,” he said, unwilling to let the silence drag on.


“Hey,” she said after a moment.


“I thought you left,” Pastor Jay said when he came into the storeroom. “Do you want me to stay and wait for your car to come around?”


Nick was about to answer no when he turned to Pastor Jay and realized the question had been directed toward Kerri. He turned back to Kerri and found that her focus had remained on him. A corner of his lips hooked into a smile, and he cocked his head toward Pastor Jay.


Only then did Kerri turn to Pastor Jay. She uncrossed her legs and closed the magazine on her lap before shaking her head. “No, we’ll be fine. Thanks.”


Pastor Jay nodded and left the storeroom after giving Nick a pat on his shoulder. Nick slotted his hands into his jeans’ pockets. “Where’s your mom?”


“Still chatting, I assume.”


“I thought you always went home with her.”


“I moved out.”


“Really?” He didn’t think Kerri would ever do that. He pointed to the chairs next to hers. “May I?”


“Of course.”


Nick sat on the second chair from Kerri, leaving a seat between them. It felt strange to be seated so far from Kerri. Whenever they were together, she had always been next to him or in his arms. He crossed his arms, resisting the urge to reach over. A habit, perhaps. “It’s been a while.”


He hadn’t seen Kerri since their car accident. Her mother had transferred her to another hospital and kept the location under wraps. He’d tried calling Kerri, but her phone was always switched off. And he kept waiting for her to show up, but she didn’t.


Which reminded him—he was still disappointed with her for vanishing from his life without a word, just as his mom did after getting the big fat check from his first bestselling album.


“Welcome to the VIP room,” Kerri said with a small smile.


“And people thought being a star is always glamorous.”


“David will pull the car up outside and come in to get you. I’m sure he’ll come in to say hi before going to get your car.”


He nodded. Pastor Jay already told him about the server in charge of his car.


Silence took over again.


Nick had so much he wanted to ask and say to Kerri, and her gaze said the same, but neither seemed capable of speaking. He wasn’t even sure what he was thinking of. “So, how have you been?” he finally asked.


“Good. I came back from Thailand a couple of months ago, and I just wrapped up a movie.”


He was surprised the magazines were actually accurate. “Thailand? Another mission trip with the church.”


“The last—for now, at least.”


“You’ll have to start your movie promotion soon.”


She nodded. “And you’re coming out with a new album. Pastor Jay told me,” she added when he arched a brow.


It didn’t seem fair that she was able to keep tabs on him when he couldn’t do the same for her. “Yeah.” But he was the one who had messed up so badly. “Kerri, I’m sorry about … what happened. I shouldn’t have driven—”


“We both played a part in the accident.”


“I was the one driving,” he said.


“I was the one who grabbed your car key. You came after me because of that, so I’m sorry as well.”


He looked into her eyes; he missed doing that. “Are you okay? Were you hurt?”


“I got a rather bad gash on the side of my head.” She lifted her hand to her hair. “And broke a rib. Nothing as bad as what happened to you.”


“Just broke a few more ribs than you did.”


“And fractured your leg and broke your right arm,” she said.


“I’m fine.”


“I’m sorry I just dropped out of your life.”


He looked at her, not saying a word.


“Pastor Jay and my parents …” She shook her head. “You were so important to me.” She paused, and her chest rose.


Were. That word stung him. It shouldn’t. He had moved on; they both had.


“I wasn’t sure if I could leave you behind if I were to see you again.”


So that was why Pastor Jay had showed up and told him that Kerri would no longer remain in contact with him. Pastor Jay had convinced him that if he cared about Kerri, he would leave her alone.


Nick loved Kerri, and the last thing he wanted was for things to be over between them. But Pastor Jay had made him see that they had grown toxic to each other. Without cocaine clouding his judgment, he was able to rationalize. His life was messed up, and he couldn’t—wouldn’t—drag Kerri down with him.


That moment of lucidity dissipated soon after, and he became furious with Kerri for leaving without a word. He had hoped she would find a way to contact him. Despite telling Pastor Jay that he wouldn’t contact Kerri anymore, he had hoped to see and talk to her again—even if it was for one last time. And when she didn’t reach out to him, his hope turned into a childish stubbornness to get over her and cut her out of his life as completely as she did to him.


“I must’ve disappointed you. I should’ve said something instead of … especially since …”


Especially since you knew what happened with my mom.


Over the past three years, he had thought about this moment. He thought about what he would say and do. He would be cool and nonchalant. He would show her that she meant nothing to him, and he was perfectly fine without her. But now, he wasn’t sure where all his anger had gone, and he didn’t care.


“It’s okay.” He just wanted to make sure she was all right and he hadn’t caused any irreparable damage. “I hope you’re completely healed from your fracture and all.”


“Yeah. I’m absolutely fine. And you?”


He nodded, and they both took a deep breath and looked away from each other—the first time since they started their conversation.


She brushed her hand against her bare arm. “Is your—” “Where’s your—” They started and stopped at the same time, then laughed together.


“Go ahead,” he said.


“Nothing important.” She looked over at the door when she heard the three quick raps. “That’s me.”


“I’ll see you around,” he said, the words spilling out fast and furious. He almost cringed at how pathetic he sounded.


“Yeah.” She grabbed her black leather bag that was on the floor and stood. “Bye, Nick. It’s nice to see you again.”


Nick watched Kerri leave, his eyes following the soft sway of her hips in her skinny jeans. His gaze eased down her legs and smiled at the white canvas shoes. “I love your shoes.”


Kerri looked over her shoulder and gave him a smile before closing the door behind her.


Three years. He hadn’t seen her for three years, but he could still tell she hadn’t changed her perfume. He could still smell it in the lingering air around him. He stood, tempted to rush over to the car and stop her from leaving. The few minutes spent with her after three years apart were too short.


The two of you aren’t good for each other. He groaned when Pastor Jay’s voice surfaced in his head, and he ran his hand through his hair. He needed a distraction.










Chapter Two




Kerri got into her silver SUV and looked back at the church. She paused for a moment, uncertain with what she was waiting for. Shaking her head, she gazed down at her shoes as she put the car key into the ignition.


Before, she had always insisted on wearing heels despite how they made her feet hurt. She was a celebrity, and image was everything. Nick had always tried to get her to wear something more comfortable, but she never allowed herself to do so.


Nick was a singer, and the spotlights were always on him as well. But he never cared too much about what he wore on normal off-stage days.


She turned to the passenger door when she heard the click of the door opening, and she frowned when the server who had retrieved her car got in and closed the door.


For the first time that day, she paid attention to the server. She stared at the unfamiliar face, at the short, curly black hair that was similar to David’s hair.


“Who are you?” Her eyes flickered toward the left of the server’s black polo shirt that had no print or logo—specifically her church’s logo. “What are you doing? Are you from the church?” How else did he get her car key? “Where’s David?”


David usually parked and retrieved the car for her, but she was so consumed with thoughts of Nick that she hadn’t noticed who led her to her car.


“I love you, Kerri.” The guy’s widened eyes stared at her, his sienna eyes boring into hers, and his brows were pushed all the way up, scrunching his forehead.


Whoever this person was, she didn’t like how he was staring at her, but the gaunt-looking guy didn’t seem capable of causing too much harm. Besides, they were still in church. What could the guy do to her?


“Thanks for getting my car, but I need to go now.” Kerri pressed her back against the door while reaching over to the seat belt buckle. 


The guy grabbed her hands. He clasped his scrawny hands around hers and tugged them to his chest. “I love you so much.”


Kerri swallowed and tried to pull her hands from his, but the guy’s hands clutched hers, his fingertips digging into her skin.


“I can’t believe I’m holding your hands.”


“You’re hurting me.” She jerked harder, but that only caused the guy to further tighten his grip.


Her heart pounded harder then.


“Kerri, I’m your biggest fan,” the guy said, leaning closer.


A chill glazed over her shoulders, but she managed to release the breath she’d held and screamed, “Help!”


The guy moved forward and cupped his hand over her mouth. “Shh … it’s okay. It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you.” Despite saying that, his hand remained over her mouth.


Before she could scream again, the passenger door opened.


“Get away from her.” Nick grabbed the guy’s hair and yanked him away from her and out of the car.


She unbuckled her seat belt and scrambled out of the car.


Nick pounded his fist into the guy’s face.


“Nick!”


He stopped and looked up at her. In that split second their eyes met, he seemed to see something in her that fueled his rage. He threw one more punch that knocked the guy out, then threw the guy onto the ground and ran over to her. “Did he hurt you?” He held her shoulders and leaned forward.


Kerri shook her head.


“Are you all right?”


Her chin jerked downward shakily.


“Let’s get you back inside.” Nick wrapped his arm around her shoulders and led her forward. “I’ll tell Pastor Jay about the server.”


“I don’t think that guy’s a server. His shirt doesn’t have the church logo.”


“So he just figured out how the system works?”


“Where’s David? The church wouldn’t hand out my key to someone they didn’t know.” Kerri took his hand. “You have to talk to Pastor Jay and find David. He could be hurt.”


“I’m not leaving you alone.”


“What’s going on?”


Kerri recognized her father’s voice, and she turned to find her father staring at Nick, then down at their hands. She let go of Nick’s hand and explained what had happened.


“Are you all right?”


“I’m fine,” Kerri said.


Her father stared at her for a moment, then shifted his focus to Nick. “How did you know she was in trouble?”


“I didn’t. I couldn’t get any signal in the storeroom, so I came out.”


One of her father’s eyes twitched. He seemed to be contemplating something in his mind, but Kerri wasn’t sure what. “Stay with her,” her father finally said.


It took Kerri a whole second before responding with a blink.


“I’ll find David.”


“Are you sure?” she asked.


Her father looked at her. “About what?” He glanced over at Nick, then back at her. “Go into the room and stay there.”


“Maybe you should get someone to go with you,” she said.


Her father laughed. “I’m not old and useless yet.”


“I don’t like the idea of him going alone,” she said when her father disappeared from her sight.


“The crazy fan is lying next to your car.” Nick placed his hand on her back and led her back into the storeroom. “Your father will be fine.”


She exhaled heavily and sank onto one of the chairs. That was when she saw Nick’s knuckles, which were stained with blood. “You didn’t kill that guy, did you?” She lifted his right hand.


“I didn’t.” He sat next to her before pulling his hand from hers and wiping the blood on his jeans. The blood camouflaged itself against his dark blue jeans, and some of it remained smeared across his knuckles. “Are you all right?”


“You’ve already asked me that.”


“I just wanted to make sure.”


She smiled and nodded. “I am.”


“What a day, huh?”


“You have no idea.”


Nick frowned, and she immediately regretted her choice of words. “What else happened?” he asked.


“Nothing.”


His eyes narrowed. “You mean nothing you want to tell me about.”


“Can’t you be nicer? We haven’t seen each other for three years.”


“Did that guy scare you out of your mind?” He grinned. “I just saw you a couple of minutes ago. But I can understand. A few minutes away from me can feel like years.”


She laughed softly, and he ran his thumb along the edge of her lower lip. She turned her eyes to him when he did that and watched his light brown eyes give way to his black pupils.


That touch and look were so familiar, but the familiarity didn’t stop her heart from fluttering.


“Now that you’re in a better mood, do you want to tell me what got you so upset?” Nick said after a moment. “Are you having problems with stalkers again? Is it that guy?”


She blanched. “He must have been following me to find out how the church deals with our cars.” If that guy had been following her, he could have noticed a lot more than just the church’s parking system for VIPs. He could have seen her various illegal purchases.


“It’s all right.” Nick shifted closer. “It’s over. He can’t hurt you anymore.”


She shook her head and pressed her face into her hands. “It isn’t him. I haven’t been receiving strange letters.” At least none got to her.


“Then what’s wrong?”


She wanted to tell Nick what was going on, but she couldn’t. She knew how much the news would hurt him. “I can’t talk about it.”


“You can’t?” He arched a brow. “Kerri …”


“Kerri? Nick? What are you still doing here?”


Kerri and Nick leaned away from each other when they heard her mother’s voice.


“Mom.” She turned and saw Pastor Jay with her mom. “I’m fine,” she said and repeated the story.


“I’ll find your father,” Pastor Jay said and ran out of the room while pulling out his phone.


Her mother came over to her side. “Thank you, Nick.”


Nick shrugged.


“Look at your hand.” Her mother reached into her bag and pulled out her phone. “I’ll get someone to bring a first aid kit.”


“I’m all right,” Nick said.


“Don’t be silly. You’re bleeding; you’re not all right.” Her mother stepped away and told the person on the other end of the line to bring a first aid kit and to call the police.


“It isn’t my blood.”


Kerri almost laughed when her mother blinked, her face void of expression. After a moment, her mother glanced toward the door.


“Nick didn’t kill that guy,” Kerri said.


“Okay.” Her mother shrugged. “Then someone will need the first aid kit.”


Her father and Pastor Jay carried an unconscious David back into the storeroom and laid him on the floor. He didn’t seem hurt, just unconscious.


Pastor Jay’s wife, Pastor Yvette, came down with the first aid kit before the police arrived. Throughout the whole time, Nick refused to budge from his seat. The only time he got up was when he walked Kerri back to her car.


He watched her put her seat belt on, and they looked at each other for a moment. She thought he wanted to say something, but her mom walked over. “We’re ready to go.”


Kerri glanced at the rear-view mirror. Her father’s car was right behind hers. “I have to go.”


He nodded.


“Thanks, Nick,” her mother said and walked away.


“Yeah.” Kerri looked up at Nick. “Thanks for everything.”


His lips curled. “Anytime.” He held her gaze for another moment before closing the door.


Kerri drove away from the church while Nick turned and walked away with Pastor Jay and Pastor Yvette.


She knew she would see Nick at church sooner or later, but she hadn’t thought it would be this soon and with this much drama. She smiled as she thought about his thumb against her lips.


Nick looked different. His brown hair was now blond, with both the sides shaved and the rest pushed back. He had grown a lot more muscular as well and filled out the long-sleeved T-shirt rather nicely.


But everything else felt exactly as it used to.


Her favorite thing about Nick was still his eyes. The way he looked at her; the way his concern shone through his light brown eyes. And he was still able to tease her into a better mood.


She looked out of her car and clenched her jaw as she saw the tree that she and Nick had crashed their car into.


Before she had time to dwell on the fuzzy memories from the night of the accident, her phone started ringing.


A familiar unsaved number lit her phone’s screen.


Refusing to answer the call, Kerri allowed it to ring through. But Stephanie wasn’t giving up. The call came in again, and Kerri exhaled heavily before answering it. “Yes?”


“Have you gotten the stuff?”


She rolled her eyes.


“Kerri.”


“Yes.”


“Can you meet me now?”


Kerri hated how Stephanie always phrased her questions as if she really had a choice. “Something happened at church. My parents are with me. They won’t leave me alone for the rest of the day.”


“Kerri, this isn’t how we work.”


“I’ll meet you if you can get my parents away.”


A minute of silence followed.


“Tomorrow,” Kerri said.


“All right,” Stephanie said after a moment.


“I do have a problem. I may have a stalker who’s been following me. I don’t know since when, and I don’t know how much he knows.”


“Do you know who the guy is?”


“I’ve made a police report, and the police have arrested the guy. I don’t know how long they’ll hold him.”


“All right.”


Kerri ended the call. When would her entanglement with drugs be over?


It had been three years. Three years since the car accident; three years since her entanglement began. The claws of the night of the accident had dug deep into her, and she hadn’t been able to shake free from them.


At least Nick appeared well, and things seemed to be getting better for him.


Please, Lord. Let the past be the past. Let me move on as well.







Chapter Three




Kerri had just settled into the red velvet seat on set when her assistant, Dana, bent below one of the six lightings, hopped over a thick black wire, dodged and mumbled an apology to the cameraman, and hurried over to her.


Kerri arched her brow as Dana’s red hair that was tied up in a messy bun bobbed around in her haste to get over. “What is it?”


Dana handed the phone to her, her brandy-colored eyes swimming with apprehension. “I think you should look at this before the interview.”


Kerri skimmed through the article, and the muscles along her jaws twitched. “Thanks.” She handed the phone back to Dana, and Dana hurried off the set after straightening her light gray T-shirt.


Glaring down at her bright red heels, Kerri inhaled deeply through her nose.


“Is everything all right?” Marissa Bates’s apple-red lips curled as she took a seat in one of the two empty red seats on the other side of the white squarish coffee table. The tight curls in Marissa’s brownish copper shoulder-length hair brought out the vivacious spark in her otherwise dull blue eyes.


Kerri nodded with a polite smile of her own.


“I’m so glad you’re here,” Marissa Bates said as she gave her black jacket that she had worn over her royal-blue shirt a tug and dusted off a white speck on her shoulder before looking over at a man who had just walked onto the set. 


The man in a light gray suit and short blond hair stood in front of the cream-colored wall with the show’s lapis blue title on it.


“Glenn,” Marissa Bates waved him over, “Kerri, this is my co-host, Glenn.”


Glenn gave Kerri a firm handshake and stretched the over-taunt skin on his face into a small smile before taking the last remaining seat.


“All right, all set.” The guy from the production crew looked over at them, then at the cameraman. “Ready, in ten, nine …” The man counted down to four and signaled the last three numbers with his hand.


Kerri closed her eyes. Back straight, shoulders squared and relaxed. Her mother’s voice in her head helped her run through a mental checklist of her posture. Kerri didn’t have to make any adjustments; she rarely ever did. But her mother’s voice always surfaced whenever cameras were around.


“We have a treat for our viewers today. The first interview since her hiatus. We have America’s sweetheart, Kerri Adams, with us.” Marissa Bates turned to her. “Welcome to our show, Kerri. I’m very excited to have you here.”


“Thank you.” She smiled and nodded at Marissa. “I’m excited to be here.”


“I love your new movie,” Marissa said. “What a sweet story.”


“Was the script written just for you?” Glenn asked.


Kerri chuckled. “No. The casting director called me after he saw the script.” She answered all the questions Marissa and Glenn had about the movie. With over ten movies under her belt, Kerri was more than prepared for the usual questions regarding her movie.


Glenn leaned forward. “Did you get along with your co-star?”


She nodded. “We got along very well. Taylor took very good care of me.” Here goes.


“What a shame he couldn’t be here,” Marissa said. “I love seeing the two of you together; you guys have such great chemistry.”


“Thanks, but we’re not dating or seeing each other. We’re good friends. That’s all.”


Marissa laughed. “So you’ve seen the magazine covers.”


How could she not? And even if she had missed the magazine covers, the paparazzi swarming Taylor and her had no problem pushing cameras in front of their faces.


“The rumor mill has been going wild,” Marissa said.


“And that’s all they are—rumors.”


“I have to admit. I was hoping there was some truth to it. I’m such a fan, and after what you’ve been through with Nick Evans …”


Kerri forced a smile. “Taylor and I are just good friends.”


“Well, speaking of Nick.” Glenn leaned back on his chair. “I heard you had an eventful Sunday.”


Kerri cast a knowing smile over to Dana. She thanked God for Dana, her third assistant since her return to work. “I did. A fan somehow infiltrated the church, pretending to be a server, and got too close for my comfort.”


“Oh? I thought Nick was jealous and got into a fight with the server. He has gotten into several fights due to jealousy.”


“That was years ago. We were younger and … less wise,” she said and continued before Glenn could ask another question or make another statement. “And as I said, the guy isn’t our church’s server. Even our church has come forward to say that. You should get your facts checked before accusing anyone.” She smiled sweetly at Glenn.


“I’m not trying to accuse Nick. I’m merely stating what someone wrote.”


“Well, the person wrote nonsense that isn’t worth reading.” She maintained her friendly demeanor. “If Nick hadn’t been there, if he hadn’t pulled the guy away from me, I don’t know what could’ve happened.” She added a shudder for effect.


“I’m glad you’re safe,” Glenn said, and Marissa nodded. “But something bad always happens to you whenever he’s around you, doesn’t it?”


Kerri inhaled slowly through her nose. “My mistakes were my own. They had nothing to do with him.”


Glenn shook his head. “All that partying and drinking. Not to mention the drugs. You don’t do any of that anymore. Once he was out of your life, everything calmed down.”


“I chose to take every drop of alcohol; I chose to go to all the parties, but I never took drugs.”


“But he did.”


She sighed. “Right, but he never—not once—tried getting me to take cocaine with him.” Her entanglement with the drug was her own choice, too.


“You’re still very protective of him. I hope you’re not still in love with him. He isn’t good for you.”


Kerri looked down at the glass of water on the coffee table in front of her. She entertained the thought of picking up the glass and splashing the water into Glenn’s face.


“Glenn,” Marissa said and looked at Glenn. “Be nice.”


Kerri picked up the glass, took a sip of water, and returned it to the table. “It’s all right.” She looked right at Glenn. “I’m still protective of Nick because he’s my friend. Before we were a couple, we were good friends. He has always been blamed for all of my mistakes, which isn’t fair to him.” She turned to face a camera and paused for a moment, waiting for the producers to switch the focus of the screen onto the camera she was looking at. “I want to officially apologize for all the mistakes I’ve made. I’m sorry I wasn’t a better example. I’m sorry if I disappointed you, but none of that was Nick’s fault. I take full responsibility for my actions.”


“Even for the car accident?”


Her eyes almost narrowed into a glare. But by God’s grace, she managed to stop herself. “Absolutely,” she said as sweetly as possible. If she were to lose her cool now, it would somehow be Nick’s fault again.


Marissa nodded, and her bright smile returned. “I think it is clear that Nick cares about you as well.”


“Yes—”


“Anyway,” Marissa continued, interrupting Glenn. “Do you have any other movies lined up?”


She would make sure to tell Dana to accept all of Marissa’s interviews in the future, sans Glenn, of course. “Yes, but everything is still hush-hush now.”


“Are you talking about the new action-thriller?”


Kerri laughed. “Maybe.”


“I can’t quite imagine you doing action.”


“I’ve been training.” She had been hitting the gym three times a week, and she was surprisingly good with a gun. “I’m really excited about that role. It’s something I’ve never done before.”


“Are you hoping to shake off the label of America’s sweetheart? I know sometimes actresses get tired of the labels placed on them.”


“I don’t mind being called America’s sweetheart,” she said. “Taking the role was more of a challenge to myself. I actually went in there to discuss another role, but …” She paused and widened her grin. “Sometimes things just turn out differently.”


“Well, I can’t wait to see it.”


“I can’t wait to do it.”


“Will we be getting a new album from you as well?” Glenn asked. “You have had two bestselling albums. Any intention to make it three?”


Could she pretend she hadn’t heard him? She could always blame her foul mood on the six-inch heels that had given her blisters fifteen minutes into wearing them, right? But she wasn’t willing to endure an hour of her mom’s lecturing for Glenn.


“Well,” Marissa added before Kerri could reply. “I heard Chloe Brooks just got back from her honeymoon. She wrote the bestselling song for your last album; maybe she’ll write another for you.”


“Anything is possible, I suppose.”


After the interview, Kerri walked back to the car with Dana. “Thanks for giving me the heads-up.”


“That’s my job.”


“Thanks for being good at it, then.” Her mom had found out that her previous assistant was selling information about her to the media, and her first assistant wouldn’t do anything unless asked.


“I’ve always wanted to work with you.”


Kerri looked over at Dana. “Dana, I’m not Miss America’s Sweetheart. I get grumpy when I’m hungry. I lose my temper when simple things aren’t done right.”


“I don’t expect you to be perfect. I just wanted to work for someone who would respect me as a human being.”


“What makes you think I’ll do that?”


“Because you’ve already done so.” Dana glanced over at her. “You really don’t remember me, do you?”


“I don’t know why, but I’ve always found that sentence to be rather scary.”


Dana grinned. “We’ve met before.”


“I’m sorry, but I don’t remember.”


“I was working for Denise Brown.”


“Oh, she can be tough to work with.” Kerri hadn’t worked with Denise, but she had seen how Denise treated the people around her. Denise was a diva, and she behaved like one. Kerri once saw Denise pouring a bottle of mineral water on her assistant’s head because the water was too warm from having sat in the car for too long. “You’re not the assistant—”


“I was.”


“I’m sorry. I know you had a tough time with her.”


“And you were so kind. You told her to stop it, then took me to the bathroom and helped me dry off. You even got your then assistant to bring me a set of clothes.”


“I’m sorry I didn’t remember you.”


“When I thanked you, you said it was just the decent thing to do,” Dana said. “Anyway, it was a long time ago. When I found out that you were back and were looking for an assistant, I immediately applied.”


“I promise I’ll respect you as a fellow human being on one condition: be honest with me.” Dana had been competent, but honesty … that was a whole different matter.


Dana pursed her lips.


“What is it?”


“Your mom told me to keep it from you.”


“You’re working for me, not my mom.” In fact, her mom was working for her as well. Her mom was her manager, and Kerri trusted her, but her mom would always be her mother first and manager second.


“Nick’s manager called.”


“Roland?” Kerri smiled as she thought about those times when Nick used to joke around, saying Roland looked more like a star than he was. Roland always wore either a suit or a shirt wherever he went, even to the weekend barbecue her dad had organized.


Dana nodded.


“For what?”


“He is hoping you’ll do a joint interview with Nick. That way, everyone can leave the incident behind, and both of you can start afresh,” Dana said.


Which incident? The car accident or the new story created on Sunday?


“That was what he said,” Dana continued. “But it is clearly more for Nick than you. You have no problem with moving on.”


Not true. “I’ll do it.” An interview wouldn’t solve her problem, but it could help Nick.


“Your mom has already rejected it.”


“I’ll talk to her later. And don’t worry, I’ll tell her that I threatened to fire you.” She looked out of the window. “I need to go somewhere tonight. Can you arrange a rental car for me by five?”


“Of course.”




Kerri’s hands were firm on the steering wheel. She was ready to drive off once Stephanie got into the car. She felt exposed without her sunglasses, but she couldn’t hide behind them, not at night. They might end up drawing more attention.


She adjusted her cap, pulling it as low as possible, then planted her hand back on the steering wheel.


Her head snapped toward the opposite car door when someone tried and failed to open it. She sighed when Stephanie bent over and looked into the car.


She unlocked the door, and Stephanie immediately entered.


“Drive,” Stephanie said while staring at the side-view mirror, and pulled off her white earphones. She dropped the earphones around her shoulders, ran her hand through her short black bob, and leaned forward. “Are they in here?” She opened the glove compartment.


“I’m sick of this. I want to stop.” She started the car and pulled away from the curb.


Stephanie pulled her black armband down, then stuffed the plastic packets between her phone and armband. “This is everything, right?” She looked at her as she put the armband back in place.


Kerri didn’t bother to reply to Stephanie. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”


Stephanie straightened her dark blue tank top. “Is this all you bought?”


“Yes. Did you hear what I said?”


“I thought you were just whining—as usual.”


Kerri inhaled deeply through her nose. “I’m serious.”


Sighing heavily, Stephanie tipped her head back against the headrest. “You can walk away from this anytime you want.” Without any makeup on her face, the dark eye circles made Stephanie’s sunken eyes more prominent. Coupled with Stephanie’s sombre tone, Kerri could almost believe her, except she knew better.


So despite knowing how unladylike it was, Kerri scoffed.


“The choice is yours.”


Kerri rolled her eyes. She didn’t have a choice, and Stephanie knew it.


“I know you think I’m in alliance with Satan.” Stephanie rubbed her hands down her dark gray jogging pants. “But I’m just doing what I’m told.” She put one side of the earphones back in place. “Just drop me off around the corner.”


Kerri was tempted to kick Stephanie out right where they were, while the car was still moving. Taking a deep breath, she looked down and tilted her face away from Stephanie. “What about the stalker guy?”


“We’ve taken care of him.”


“Would you take care of me if I were to walk away from everything?”


Stephanie grunted. “I know you’re an actress, but don’t be dramatic.”


Kerri jammed her foot on the brake harder than necessary. She jerked forward, but her seat belt held her back while Stephanie’s torso swung forward unimpeded.


Stephanie flung her arm out, breaking the forward momentum with a loud knock against the glove compartment. “Trying to cause another car crash?”


Even with her jaws clenched, Kerri managed a smile.


“We’ll have your back as long as you have ours,” Stephanie said. “I’ll be in contact. See you around, Miss America’s Sweetheart.”




To continue reading, you can click here to get it from Amazon.
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