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Altered Beginnings
A twist of fate at conception,
When she gave into temptation,
Written in history as betrayal and sin,
A spiral of what one indiscretion could begin.
A child was born into hate,
When the regrets came too late,
For the judgment is persecution,
A life sentence of permanent absolution.
The child will never understand,
When she follows the footsteps in the sand,
Molded by the past toward a dark attraction,
A plot on the line from a genetic connection.
The continuous trouble was expected,
When normal adolescence and much worse intersected,
Changed by the orphanage and its crimes,
A natural evolution while serving her time.
A damaged reputation beyond repair,
When the circumstances had not been fair,
Unloved and unwanted by all,
A child that did not know to stop her fall.
A wish upon an unreachable star,
When just once she fought to raise the bar,
Puppeteered into the direction of a deadly ending,
A design not of choice but of an Altered Beginning.
The woman once child changes by declaration,
When she ends her own judgment at present duration,
Chosen to take a better road and turn life around,
A universal epiphany that joy requires that peace is found.
Destiny Booze
---------------
Prologue
The door squeaked softly when it opened. Six-year-old Leigh Lawson hid her face in her pillow, stifling a whimper. It was him—the monster. He came every night; sometimes in her dreams, but mostly in reality.
She squeezed her eyes shut and wished for morning. Tears welled up in response to her fear. Unable to resist, terrified to look and too frightened not to, she snuck a quick peek to see if he was there. Her eyes were adjusted to the dark room and she had no trouble seeing his silhouette by the door. He was staring in her direction. His eyes glowed in the dark just like a demon.
She immediately sunk her face back into her pillow, drying her eyes, feigning sleep. Please don’t pick me. Please, please, please, she chanted silently. She was helpless to do anything even if he did. The other girls wouldn’t interfere. He would cover her mouth so she couldn’t scream, and even if she could, it wouldn’t do any good. She knew better than to do something to get him into trouble. He had already told her what would happen if she told someone what he did. He would torture her and kill her. Leigh knew it was true. He was a monster. Who could stop him?
During the day, his name was Henry Bernard. He didn’t look scary in the light. He looked clean cut, shaven, neatly dressed in his orderly uniform. He got along especially well with the other staff. He did his job with exceptional care and treated the children with warm smiles when anyone was watching. His transformation occurred around 3:00 AM.
In the dark, he looked ugly and mean and scary. His eyes glowed. He stunk of body odor and his breath reeked. The smell always made Leigh gag when he got too close to her. His breathing got quicker and heavier when he was near her. She didn’t like it. She didn’t like him. She hated the things he did to her and made her do. Mostly, she hated All Heritages Family Home for allowing monsters to come to her in the dark.
When in monster form, he liked torture of all varieties. Pain seemed to excite him more than anything. Sex was one of his many means of hurting her, but not his favorite method. He used a specific closet down the hall for most of his dirty work, a makeshift little room that proved to be mostly soundproof with extra clothes and insulation, and probably more tricks than a six-year-old could think of.
She heard his slow footsteps coming toward her. He didn’t need any type of light to see around the room. He knew his way easily. Those glowing eyes could see in the dark.
Sensing him near, she stiffened, still trying to pretend to be asleep. She knew he was kneeling next to her bed when she caught the scent of his breath near her face. No, please.
The employees at the home were required to work three consecutive twenty-four hour shifts per week. Fortunately, that meant the monster was gone for four days a week unless he worked an extra shift. Leigh slept soundly exactly four days a week. It was during the other three that her teachers and counselors couldn’t quite understand why she fell asleep so much during the day.
Tonight was the first night of the monster’s work week. He would be around for at least two more nights before she would get a break, before the other kids would get a break. She wasn’t the only one.
He paid no attention to the fact that she acted like she was asleep as he quickly slipped a piece of tape over her mouth and picked her up from her bed. Her eyes went wide open with terror and stared into the depths of those glowing eyes. Sometimes she could swear they even turned yellow instead of white.
She knew she wasn’t supposed to cause trouble, but each time he dragged her to the closet was more unbearable. She was horrified by the closet, the enclosed space, by the unspeakable things he kept there. She kicked and punched and fought for all her six-year-old weight was worth.
In response, he chuckled softly. “This is why I love you so much. It doesn’t matter how many times we play, you always fight me tooth and nail. Some of the girls have just given up, but not you. You’re a fighter.”
His voice carried through the room, but none of the other girls stirred. They knew better. They, too, would pretend to sleep, Leigh knew.
She continued to struggle. She would not just sit back and let him take her to that evil closet! She would fight and fight and fight some more! Or she tried with all her might anyway, but he had her out of the room only a few steps later.
Some of the girls had filed complaints against Henry Bernard. But the staff was so charmed and taken with him that they refused to believe he was capable of such monstrosities. Other girls that continued to raise a ruckus would just disappear. Leigh got so scared when she thought about where those girls had gone. This demon told her every single night what would happen if she told anyone what was going on in that place.
Despite her struggles, the monster reached the closet and opened the door as easily as if he held a doll instead of a kicking girl. She was thrown inside where she hit her head on the floor, dazing her long enough for the demon to join her and shut the door firmly behind them. The click of it quickened her pulse and her breathing grew labored. No!
He had everything already set up with a battery powered light aimed at the ceiling to fill the small space with a soft glow, and all his toys laid out on the shelves way above her head. She didn’t need to see them to know they were there. They always were.
Leigh didn’t wait for him to get started. She stood to her full height and kicked, hit and clawed until he wrestled her back to the floor. He put a knee into her stomach to painfully pin her to the ground.
He was chuckling again. “I love your spirit, Leigh. You are mean as a snake. No one will ever adopt you. Don’t you get that? You’re unlovable. They can’t even find a foster family willing to take you in.”
His words always hurt, but they were true. It was impossible for anyone to love her. Both her parents had died and that was how she’d ended up in the system. But that didn’t explain why every foster family refused to take her in, or why no family had considered adopting her. She was not worth their love and this demon knew that.
He got off of her to reach for his first toy. He began the night with what he knew she hated most—the bag. She couldn’t stand the small space of the closet, but when he put that plastic bag over her head, she couldn’t breathe. She began to tremble just at the sight of it.
An older girl at the facility told her to do a-rith-metic problems in her head when things got bad to calm herself. She began doing some now to keep from thinking about the horrors in the closet. More likely than not, the monster would play this game until she got knocked out. At least that way she wouldn’t be awake for anything else he did, she thought bitterly.
She was so distracted that she almost failed to notice that he was struggling to get the bag open. He also hadn’t locked the door yet. She quickly stood, ducked by him and ran out of the closet and straight for help. As she went, she pulled the tape from her mouth and began to scream. She would not go through another session in the closet. No more!” Leigh, stop!” he yelled from behind her.
She didn’t listen. She sprinted straight down the hall, looking for the first employee she could find. It didn’t take long. Mrs. Sheppard was hurrying toward her, probably in response to the yelling.
“What’s the matter?”
“Help me! He’s a monster. He’s trying to take me to the closet,” she said, the words pouring out of her in a rush.
“Oh honey, you had a nightmare.”
“No! It’s real! He put a bag over my head. He does it all the time. He…he even tries to…touch me,” she said, hiccupping and crying in absolute desperation to make someone save her from the monster.
Mrs. Sheppard gripped her by the shoulders with a frown. “I won’t listen to lies, Leigh Lawson. If you had a nightmare and you’re scared, that’s one thing, but lying is another matter entirely.”
“No, no, no, please believe me. I’m not lying. He hurt me.”
“Stop that! Right now. There is no one here that will hurt you. Is this like that story you told me yesterday about your friend Melissa? We don’t even have a child here named Melissa.”
Leigh continued to cry. She had lied about Melissa. She wished she hadn’t. She was so sorry. She was really telling the truth this time!
“Mrs. Sheppard, is everything all right here? I heard screaming,” a male voice said from behind Leigh.
The monster was there. He had caught up to her. He was right there!
“Everything is just fine, Mr. Bernard. Leigh and I were just talking about her fibbing. She’s making a habit of it lately and we won’t tolerate liars around here.”
Leigh was sobbing uncontrollably when she turned to see the monster. He winked in her direction, whether directed at her or Mrs. Sheppard she knew not. “No, we certainly will not,” he said. “Come here, Leigh, let me take you back to your bed.”
She turned, grabbed onto Mrs. Sheppard’s leg like a two-year-old in a tantrum and refused to let go. Her sobs could be heard throughout the building.
“We have simply got to find this child a foster family,” Mrs. Sheppard said over Leigh’s head in a loud voice.
Chapter One
The wind grew stronger when she stepped onto the beach. The ocean breeze molded her loose black cargo pants to her legs. The white bandana in her hair flapped up and down, and her raven hair whipped back and forth across her back. Her boots sunk into the sand.
This was Nags Head, North Carolina. She was home. After four long years, she was finally home.
Leigh Lawson took a deep breath of fresh air through her nose and smelled the salty breeze. She dropped the heavy black duffel bag she carried beside her and knelt down on the beach. She used both hands to run sand through her fingers just to remember the feel.
Her chest felt heavy with a deep nostalgic longing. This was her home. She loved the ocean so much! Oh, how she’d missed it. She wanted to stay home. She never wanted to have to leave again.
A sad smile reached her lips. Would anyone welcome her home after all this time? Had four years been long enough to dissolve the hate and anger that the town carried for her?
Tears pooled in her eyes, but the wind dried them as quickly as they came. Her last memories here were not good ones. When she’d gotten accepted by a foster family, she had thought she was trouble-free, but that wasn’t the case. High school went by in a blur of drugs and continuous trouble with the police. Everything had come to a head by the night of high school graduation. Her foster parents kicked her out of their house; her foster brother refused to speak to her; her ex-boyfriend beat her black and blue and put her in the hospital. The worst memory, though, was of her best friend, Emma Combs, slapping her across the face and telling her to get the hell out of town.
Emma was the one Leigh always felt closest to. She could have handled the town hating her. She could have even handled her foster family’s disdain. But with Emma, the hatred was intolerable, because she had always thought that only Emma truly loved her.
Her foster parents never loved her; of that much she was certain. Her foster brother, Shawn Branscom, tried to love her, she thought, but in the end he hadn’t been able to. It had only been Emma that cared what she was doing, who she was sleeping with, what drugs she was taking, how she was killing herself. Only Emma had cared what Leigh did. Or she had cared until the night Leigh had messed up that relationship, as well.
It was because of Emma that she was back in town. She’d come after receiving an invitation to Emma’s college graduation party. It was on the beach in front of the hotel Emma’s parents owned. Leigh wondered if Emma owned the hotel by now. She wondered what would have changed in four years.
Some of the heat from the day and the long bus ride was blown away by the ocean breeze. It was approaching dinner time. The party should already be in full swing. All Leigh had to do was stand up and walk a short ways down the beach and she would be there. She could finally see Emma again.
Her stomach flip-flopped in timing with the butterflies dancing within it. She was nervous. She was scared. She was considering chickening out and facing her past another day. Four years seemed like such a long time, yet she wasn’t sure it really had been long enough. Maybe she hadn’t changed enough to suit everyone. Maybe just getting off the drugs and getting a college degree wasn’t enough. Maybe they wouldn’t want her here.
Get a grip! She sent you an invitation, she thought. She chewed on her thumb nail as she watched the ocean and fought for courage to go to the party. Who else might be there? Shawn, perhaps? He and Emma had always been close. Anyone else she knew? No way would her ex-boyfriend be there. He was also her ex-drug dealer and Emma had always hated his guts. Never in a million years would she have invited him to one of her parties.
Her eyes left the ocean and landed on her duffel bag. It contained all of her worldly possessions. That was all she had. She had nowhere to stay for the night and she didn’t have much money. If she didn’t get up and make herself go to that party, she might as well prepare to sleep on the beach. At least until she could find herself a job, anyway. She had an interview lined up for tomorrow, but for now, she had to worry about tonight.
She quit chewing her nail, stood up and grabbed her duffel bag, tossing it across her right shoulder. She needed to shake off all the nonsense she was thinking. It was ridiculous, really. Emma would not have invited her if she didn’t want to see her. Everything was going to be just fine.
* * *
Freddie Garrett scowled at Slick, his right hand man. “I’m growing suspicious of Ben Harris. He’s been asking a lot of questions lately.”
“What do you want me to do?” Slick asked, shifting a toothpick between his lips from the right side of his mouth to the left.
“I want you to do what I pay you to do. Take care of him. I don’t want to see him again.”
Freddie wondered if Slick thought he was paranoid. Ben was the third man this month to arouse his suspicions, but a mobster of his caliber didn’t stay alive or out of the penitentiary without being paranoid. He knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that the feds had someone working undercover within his organization and he would find out who if it was the last thing he ever did. No one double crossed him. No one!
“Anything else?” Slick asked.
He was a good employee, Freddie thought. Slick helped him with every aspect of business including his casino, strip club and drug operation. In five years, he had never questioned an order or offered an unwanted opinion. He was loyal to a fault, tenacious and soulless—the perfect killing machine. Freddie had seen Slick do a few things that made even his stomach turn queasy. It was rumored that he could kill someone with his bare hands. Freddie wouldn’t ask what the man planned to do to Ben. He didn’t want to know.
“I’m working on my project. The shipment will be coming soon. We need to have everything ready to go,” Freddie said.
“It will be. I’ve done everything you said.”
“Did you contact my partner?”
“Yes, he’s ready.”
“What about the girl?” Freddie asked. “Where is she? I told you to get her back into town.”
“She came in by bus today.”
Freddie was pleased. His scowl turned into a neutral expression. He never smiled, never would. What the hell for? Was there any damn good reason to smile? Even money couldn’t produce a twitch from his lips anymore.
“Good,” he said. “Do you have someone watching her?”
“Yes,” Slick said without hesitation.
Freddie’s thoughts turned to Leigh Lawson. He needed to make plans for her. He just hadn’t yet decided exactly what to do with her.
She deserved to die, he thought, but he needed her for now. It was because of her that his only family, his brother, Gregory Garrett had died. It was all because of her. For that, she had to pay, and had been paying ever since Freddie had told the Branscom family to take her into their home from the orphanage. He controlled that girl’s life as easy as a marionette. It wasn’t even fun any more, and it still wasn’t enough. He despised her with a passion. He felt nothing but contempt by the fact that he needed her now.
“Send in one of the girls on your way out,” Freddie said.
“You want Rosa?”
“She’ll do.”
* * *
Emma Combs rushed to the DJ and pulled him to the side. “Excuse me, but you aren’t playing from the list we agreed on.”
He flashed a grin, his head bobbing with the current hip hop song playing. “Don’t sweat it. Look at everyone dancin’. They’re diggin’ it. This song was requested by one of the guests.”
She swallowed back the immediate retort that came to mind, but it really hit a nerve with her when people tried to brush her off. “Well, I’m the one paying you for tonight and I would appreciate it greatly if you would stick to my requests. Okay?”
“Sure. Don’t worry. I got somethin’ comin’ up just for you,” he said, still grinning.
His eyes trailed her from head to toe with a twinkle in his eye that conveyed obvious interest as he spoke, and she wasn’t oblivious to the double meaning behind his words. She didn’t care if he looked or enjoyed what he saw so long as he did what she asked.
Emma knew guys looked at her. They ought to. She worked out six days a week for her body and kept a strict vegetarian, low-fat, low-carb diet plan. She also spent a large percentage of her paycheck to keep her hair a bright auburn color and her clothes name brand.
She didn’t do any of that for men. She did it for her. She wanted to be healthy. She wanted to be beautiful. She wanted to be the best that she could be. Admittedly, the title perfectionist was used to describe her by almost everyone that knew her.
The DJ was just one issue she was in the process of taking care of. This beach party was her graduation celebration. A gift from her parents for graduating from the local college with her Bachelor’s degree in business management. The party was right in front of The Palace, the hotel her parents, James and Donna, owned and she managed. They’d planned it the best they could, but she’d taken over most of the details for herself. She just wanted to make the party, well...perfect.
At 5:00 PM in mid-June, the beach around them was crowded with tourists, vacationers, and a few locals. The visitors far outnumbered the locals. Nags Head, NC was the most popular vacation spot in the Outer Banks. During the off-season months, the small town was ill-populated with a vague total of a little over 3,000 residents. Emma loved the town mostly because of its tiny stats. She absolutely loved the winter months when the small island felt like an unknown paradise to the few that lived there.
Her eyes scanned the party, looking for things that might need her attention. She hurried over to the food table that her dad was supposed to be managing. “Dad, the cheese tray is getting low. Do you see that? Can you take care of that for me, please?”
“Okay, honey,” he said, his voice soft and soothing, as if trying to keep her calm. “Are you having a good time?”
She nodded a bit too fervently to be convincing.
“You need to let your mother and I worry about the party. All you need to be doing is enjoying it,” he said.
She sighed. It wasn’t the party she was worried about. Not really. Fussing over the stupid details was just one of the ways she always dealt with stress. Making sure the DJ played what she wanted and checking on the food trays was much easier than thinking about what her mind really wanted to stray to.
“You’re thinking about Leigh, aren’t you?” he asked.
His perceptiveness took her by complete surprise, though it shouldn’t have. Her parents knew how close she and Leigh had been. It had been four years now since she had seen her best friend.
They had always talked about college plans and graduating together. Having the big day without her felt bittersweet. Leigh Lawson had disappeared from Nags Head right after graduation without a trace. The police had her listed as a missing person. No one even knew if she was still alive. She could have been kidnapped. She could have also run away. Speculations were the only answers.
The mysterious disappearance had made headlines in the tiny town and remained even four years later. It was rumored that Leigh’s foster father, Christian Branscom, paid three different private investigators to locate his missing foster child over the long years, though Emma had her doubts about that. She’d known the Branscoms for a long time and she’d never seen any evidence of them searching for Leigh.
It was like she’d simply vanished. Most people truly believed and feared she was dead. Emma believed it, as well.
She forced herself to offer her father a smile even through the sadness. “You know me too well, Dad.”
He gave her a quick shoulder hug. “Try not to think about it, sweetie. I see a new arrival over to your right that just might cheer you up.”
Emma followed her father’s gaze across the beach and spotted Shawn Branscom. After Leigh’s disappearance, she and Shawn had formed a strong connection, a friendship. Emma knew that Shawn understood her heartbreak because he felt the same. Leigh was his younger foster sister.
As Shawn made his way across the crowd of dancing partiers, Emma studied his approach. Every woman he passed turned to appreciate the image he represented. With short and neat brown hair, baby blue eyes, and a terrific frame, Shawn was a very handsome man. Emma suddenly had the notion to hurry to him and loop her arm into his so that all the women he passed would know he was taken, but she had no idea where that crazy impulse came from. He wasn’t taken. She and Shawn were just friends.
“Emma, honey, I’m going to take care of that cheese tray,” her dad said.
Emma nodded to her father’s departing back as Shawn finally reached her. “You came! I thought you said you had to work!”
Shawn’s smile was sexy and bright. “I wanted to surprise you. Plus, I actually have a damn good reason to celebrate, myself. I got a promotion today. No more street patrol. I’m on the narcotics team now.”
“Mouth,” she reminded him sternly at the use of his curse word, an ongoing dispute among them. “And congratulations. Wait here and I’ll get you a drink.”
Emma felt almost giddy as she walked across the beach to grab Shawn a beer. Her feelings were so foolish, really, but was Shawn watching her backside as she walked? She could feel his heated gaze as strongly as if it were a spotlight. Surely, she was just imagining things.
She felt even more self-conscious when she bent over to reach inside a cooler on the ground. Stop, she chastised herself. He is not looking at your butt! It was stupid to think otherwise. Shawn was just a friend.
During her return walk, she felt especially sensitive to every move she made. This time, she knew for a fact his eyes were on her because she could see him watching. She smiled at him as she walked, hiding her nerves and unexpected reactions. Well, not unexpected to her, but it would be to him. He would probably flip out if he knew she’d always felt this way around him.
She handed him the beer. “You look nice, Shawn.”
“Thanks. You do, too. Then again, you always look great.”
Emma laughed easily, something she rarely seemed to do anymore unless around Shawn. “I have to work hard at it.”
He drained his beer in three long swallows, and Emma wondered if he was looking for courage in the bottle. He wasn’t exactly a socialite. Was he uncomfortable at her party?
“I picked Philip up from school today. Mom and Ken said to tell you hello,” he said.
Emma arched a brow. “I thought your dad and Angie were on another tangent about you seeing them.”
He shrugged. “They are, but since when has that stopped me. My parents are divorced, not dead. I can see either of them anytime I want to. And just let one of them try to keep me away from Philip.”
She smiled at that statement. She’d seen Shawn with Philip before. He was so good with his younger half-brother. It was one of the few times Shawn ever seemed to soften a bit. He would make a wonderful father one day. He was also more stubborn than a bull. If he wanted to go see his mom, Heather, there was absolutely nothing Christian could do to stop him, dad or not.
The divorce had happened when Shawn was very young, but they still fought like it was yesterday. Christian hated his ex-wife and her current husband, and Heather hated her ex-husband and his current wife. Poor Shawn was stuck right in the middle even as an adult.
Emma had asked him one time why they hated each other so much. He mentioned that Angie had always wanted children with Christian but could never conceive. She’d gone through many spells of severe depression. It was one of the reasons they’d brought Leigh into their home from the orphanage, Shawn had explained.
Christian despised Heather for having another child when he hadn’t been able to. Emma often wondered if, instead of Leigh making things better for the family, she had actually made things worse. Maybe that was why they had seemed so aloof to her at times.
Shawn walked away from Emma briefly to throw away his beer bottle. When he returned, he asked, “Want to dance?”
Her smile never faded. “Not yet. I want to mingle. I just didn’t want to face all these people alone. Want to join me?”
He offered his arm and grinned. “Oh hell, if you wish.”
They made rounds through the guests on the beach saying hi, shaking hands, acting as the host and hostess. If Shawn was uncomfortable, no one would have known it. He was charming and polite and Emma was more proud of him than she could have thought possible.
Then, Emma saw Jason Altarez. Shawn saw him, too, because his face immediately hardened. She felt herself being pulled along until they were right next to the reporter.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing here?” Shawn snapped.
Jason took a slow sip of a beer. He sounded calm and casual when he answered, “You know what I’m doing here, Branscom.”
“You bastard! It’s been four years! Let it go! It’s people like you who give reporters a bad name.”
One of his hands sat relaxed in his pocket. He looked like he was enjoying the party, and Emma didn’t like that. He was not on the guest list.
“You need to leave,” she said tightly.
Jason shrugged. “This is a public beach. I’m afraid you can’t force me to go.”
Emma’s temper rose and she wanted to spit at him for dismissing her so easily and for looking so smug as he did it. “Everyone thinks she’s dead. Do you honestly think she’s going to show up here tonight?”
“Maybe,” he said, the answer sounding completely nonchalant.
Emma pulled at Shawn’s hand until he came with her away from the reporter. She recognized the murderous expression on his face and the last thing she needed was a fight to break out at her party. Now that would make a great front page headline, wouldn’t it?
Emma told Shawn she was ready to dance. She was finished mingling. Too bad she couldn’t have made this party private, public beach or not. She would remember this little incident the next time she had a party.
None of it mattered, though, as she felt Shawn’s arms go around her. She hardly heard the slow song playing as the sound of her own pulse filled her head. The smell of his cologne teased her nostrils as his warmth surrounded her. In that moment, she looked up into his eyes and saw a gleam there that she hoped was a response similar to her own.
“I’m sorry about that,” Shawn whispered. “Don’t let that ass ruin your party. I want you to have a good time.”
“Watch your language,” she said gently. Then, “Don’t worry. I am having a good time,” she said, her voice turning husky.
* * *
Leigh’s steps slowed as she spotted the distant crowd in front of The Palace. She scanned the group as she approached for familiar faces, but she couldn’t find any. Where was Emma?
Her mouth felt like cotton. It seemed so dry all of a sudden. Excitement, anticipation and fear made it difficult to swallow. She’d spent many a day imagining this very moment. The way she envisioned it, Emma would see her, grin from ear to ear, run to her and throw her arms around her. Sure, it probably wouldn’t happen with quite that much drama, but she could hope anyway.
As she got closer, she noticed the formally dressed guests of the party and almost panicked. She was not dressed right. She would stick out like a sore thumb!
She was close enough now for people to notice her and she received her first cool and questioning stares. She shouldn’t have come, she thought. She shouldn’t be here. She wasn’t ready.
She began to turn around when a hand reached out and caught her by the forearm. It was too late. She couldn’t leave now.
“Leigh?”
Without another option, she turned her attention to the man holding her arm. He was a very good-looking guy in a bad boy sort of way. He had a shaved head, sexy dark eyes with green irises, muscular arms covered in multiple tattoos, piercings all over his ears and brows, and a cigarette casually hanging from the corner of his mouth. He looked exactly the same as he had four years ago. Leigh’s eyes widened as recognition dawned within her.
“Robert?” she said, the name coming out as a squeak.
He responded to her with a scowl as he tightened his grip on her arm. His voice came out angry and surprised. “Where the hell have you been?”
The volume of his voice was incredibly loud and carried easily over the music. Even though they were still a few yards away from the actual party, the people nearest to them stopped and turned in their direction. Leigh hadn’t thought she would see her ex-boyfriend here. In hindsight, she recognized that she hadn’t thought the matter all the way through. He was a drug dealer. If a party was happening, he would be close by trying to sell what he could.
Leigh forced a small smile passed her nerves, attempting to soften her ex-boyfriend a bit, knowing his temper could escalate in a flash. Surprisingly, she hadn’t considered that it might be dangerous if she saw him. She should have. He was a mean man when he was angry and he sure enough looked pretty mad right now.
“Long time no see. How are you?” she said softly.
He stared her down. She thought he probably wanted to explode at her. The crowd wouldn’t deter him if he took a mind to let his temper fly. She knew from firsthand experience. Instead, he turned his gaze toward the dance area.
Leigh focused her attention in the same direction. Shawn and Emma were standing amidst a group of dancing partiers, but they weren’t dancing. They stood frozen, eyes on Leigh. She, too, felt everything within her freeze, unsure of what to do. Her breath caught as intense emotion filled her. She hadn’t seen these people in four years!
Shawn looked wider, even taller. Emma’s hair was longer than it had been. She looked tanner. She was the most beautiful girl Leigh had ever set eyes on. The smile she had envisioned on Emma’s face was not there. All she saw was surprise.
Dozens of eyes were on her and she felt like a center stage circus act. She felt exposed. She was suddenly sure the stares on her were filled with hatred. This town did not want her back. They still hated her!
“You’re unlovable.” The words came unbidden out of nowhere. Leigh hadn’t allowed herself to hear Henry Bernard’s voice in a long time. She had no idea why she was thinking of his words now.
She wished she could sink into a hole and disappear again. Swallowing hard, she tried to walk forward, but realized she couldn’t. She was still held firm by Robert. She faced him again. “Let go of me, please.”
“Not yet. You’ve got some explaining to do, woman.”
Inside, she was quivering like a leaf with fear; fear of seeing everyone again, fear of Robert, and fear of suffocation because she honestly couldn’t breathe at the moment. Still, she sounded calm as she replied, “I will. Later. I promise.”
He hesitated just long enough that Leigh was afraid he wouldn’t release her. Then, she was free. Nervous enough to break out into a cold sweat, feeling like a model on a runway with every eye upon her, she walked slowly to Shawn and Emma.
At first, no one spoke. Shawn was the first to break the trance of surprise at seeing his foster sister when he suddenly exclaimed her name. He took her awkwardly into his arms by her waist, dodging the large duffel she carried. Her heart was beating ferociously, struggling between fear and happiness; fear that this moment wouldn’t last and happiness at a day she had waited so long for.
Tears stung her eyes as she broke away from Shawn to face Emma. “Hey, Em.”
The girls tightly embraced. Tears streamed down both of their cheeks. Leigh didn’t want to ever let her go.
Emma exclaimed, “Oh my God. We thought you were dead! I thought I would never get to see you again!”
Leigh forced herself to pull away so she could see Emma’s face, searching for what she did not know. Was this a joke? She didn’t understand.
Surprise lightened her voice when she responded. “Dead? That’s crazy. Why would you think that?”
Emma was silent for a moment. Then, she said, “You mean you just took off and left without telling anybody? Why would you do that? You’re listed as a missing person. You were on the front page of the local paper for three months! We…” She stuttered for a moment before she could continue. “I thought you were dead.”
Leigh gave a confused, helpless shrug. “No. I’m sorry. I don’t understand. I left a note. Obviously, you didn’t get it. I thought you knew where I was. I got your invitation, Em.”
Emma’s eyes shone. “How would we know? No one got a note and I didn’t send you an invitation! Do you actually think lying is going to help matters? My God! Are you still on drugs?” She looked right, left, to the ground, and back up. She put her hands on her hips. “You’ve caused a lot of trouble, Leigh. This town wasn’t very fond of you when you left. It’s surely not going to be happy with you now. Is that what you want? For the town to hate you?” Again, she paused for a breather. “I can’t talk about this right now. I’m glad you’re okay. I’m in the middle of a graduation party so, please, excuse me.”
“We won’t tolerate liars around here.” The town hated her, still, again. She visibly cringed at the words Emma spoke, watching helplessly as her friend turned and walked away.
She still wasn’t wanted. They thought she wasn’t telling the truth. She was not lying, not this time!
She wanted to chase Emma and beg for forgiveness, and would have except she couldn’t. Her chest burned with physical pain. If she moved, she might double over with the misery of it. All eyes were still right on her. The glares grew more obvious.
“I’ve missed you,” Shawn said, his voice full of emotion.
“I-I’m sorry. I just don’t understand,” she croaked.
“I better go check on her. She’s been pretty torn up since you left. She’ll need to absorb all of this.”
She understood that he, too, was angry. She could hear the tightness in his voice. How was it possible that everyone had thought she was dead? She hadn’t spent four years hiding. Why hadn’t anyone been able to find her?
“I understand,” she said, looking to the sand instead of meeting the angry gazes around her.
“You might want to go tell Dad and Angie that you’re back,” he threw out over his shoulder as he walked away.
Christian and Angie, her foster parents. Why would they care she was back? Had they even cared that she’d left? She had to swallow the bitterness that immediately surged to the surface when she thought of seeing them again. She had no intentions of worrying about them yet.
Sadness, regret, shame and disappointment made her posture droop. She stood in the middle of a crowd, but she was alone, again. She’d spent four long years alone, trying to get her act together, and it hadn’t mattered. She was angry at herself for wishing it had, even angrier that she’d dared to hope that it would.
“How about I take that bag for you?”
It took her several moments to realize that the question was addressed to her. She felt the weight of her bag ease as it was released from her hand. One of the party guests was being polite to her, not angry, not sarcastic. Someone was actually speaking to her nicely.
“Do you need a ride somewhere? Where are you staying?”
She allowed herself to look up and acknowledge the man. He was gorgeous…and tall, she noted as she was forced to look up to his face; though the view was incredible up or down. He looked muscular, the fabric of his plain black tee stretching across his chest and arms. He had a deep tan, was probably a local, and had dirty blond hair that was longer than his shoulders. It feathered his handsome face in a tamed style for such length. His eyes were a beautiful blue that Leigh truly enjoyed focusing on. No recognition dawned this time.
“Um…do I know you?” she asked, though she wasn’t sure if the answer mattered.
His smile was both beautiful and sexy. “Well, I’m not sure that we ever formally met, but you and your friends used to sunbathe at my lifeguard stand on the beach. Maybe you would remember if I took my shirt off.”
His charm worked on her. She took a deep breath and fought for composure. She could shrug this off. She was a pro at disappointment. She needed to refocus and move ahead to more immediate matters like where she was going to stay tonight.
“So you’re that older hunk we used to daydream about in high school,” she said, flirting half-heartedly.
“Still am,” he said with a wink and mischievous grin. “Jason Altarez.”
“Leigh Lawson,” she returned, though she realized he seemed to already know who she was.
He switched her large bag from his right hand to his left and offered his hand to her in a formal introduction. Then, she actually did smile. It seemed like such an old-fashioned gesture that it caught her off guard.
Heat and energy buzzed between them upon contact. It didn’t surprise Leigh, not really. She’d felt a certain attraction between them even before the touch. What did surprise her was the depth of chemistry that exchanged through their fingers. She didn’t have to be a psychic to understand that the sex between them would be more than good.
“How about that ride?” he asked.
He held her hand much longer than necessary. She didn’t mind. She was in total agreement. She liked the feel of his touch.
A low humming noise came from her closed lips as she considered his offer. She was so tempted. The truth was, she had spent four years getting rid of bad habits. She didn’t need to jump straight into bed with another one, and she felt sure that was exactly where this “ride” would lead.
“I would love to leave, as unwelcome as I am and all, but I don’t know where I’m going to stay tonight. And, no offense or anything, but I’m really not in the mood to get hit on tonight, hunk or not.”
He looked amused, not angry. “I’m so glad I’m very good at surviving rejection.”
She fidgeted with the fabric of her pants in embarrassment. “I’m sorry if you aren’t hitting on me. I don’t mean to be rude. I’m having a really bad day.”
He was still holding her bag and made no move to hand it back to her. “Don’t apologize. You’re right. I am hitting on you. But, I have an idea. I have an extra room at my beach house that I’ve been looking to rent. Why don’t I let you have it for the night and I’ll hit on you tomorrow?”
She genuinely laughed. “I…” She wanted to say yes. Jason Altarez was one smooth talker. “I can’t.”
“Don’t trust me?”
“No, I don’t. I don’t know you. But, the reason I can’t rent your room is that I have no money and I am also currently unemployed.”
He still didn’t relinquish her bag. “What if I told you that I won’t charge you anything? At least not for now. We’ll call this a test run. If you decide you want to rent out the room, we’ll discuss money later.”
Leigh couldn’t believe this guy! He just didn’t know how to take no for an answer. She wanted to say yes. She didn’t have anywhere to go. Here was a solution to her dilemma.
“I would say yes,” she admitted, “but I would wonder why you would do that for me and what you expect in return.”
“And I would say I expect a little conversation and a little company from the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes on.”
She almost laughed. Yeah, right. Sure, she wasn’t ugly, but beautiful? Please!
She did at least have some unique qualities about her. Most people weren’t exactly sure what ethnicity she was from because of her dark skin tone, dark eyes and jet black hair. She didn’t look African American or Caucasian. Many people guessed Mexican or American Indian. The truth of the matter was she came from mixed origins. Her mother was African American and her father was white. They were both dead. That was all she knew about them.
She allowed a giggle to slip out. “Oh Jason, you over shot that one. You are most definitely going to be trouble for me, aren’t you?”
He grinned. “With a capital T, sweetheart.”
* * *
When someone knocked on the door of the hotel room where she lived, Emma knew that it would be Shawn. He was always the knight in shining armor, a cursing one, but a savior nonetheless. He would have to make sure she was okay.
She wiped at her eyes with a tissue, unwilling to smear her makeup before opening the door. She hated to cry, hated it! Even worse, she hated when someone saw her do it.
When the door opened, Shawn’s brow immediately furrowed in concern when he saw her. She knew she probably looked a fright with red, puffy, swollen eyes and red tipped nose. She suddenly thought of her makeup again. It had better not be smeared. She didn’t check, but she had been very careful to only dab with the tissue.
Neither spoke as he stepped inside, shut the door and pulled her straight into his arms. Emma returned his embrace passionately. No one tried to speak. The emotions she felt were entirely too powerful to discuss yet. Instead, she allowed his strength to give her support. He seemed like a rock, unbreakable and solid for her despite his own emotional turmoil at seeing his foster sister again after all this time.
Emma felt like she was in mourning for a loss she could not yet name. The mystery was over. Leigh was there. Leigh was fine. Leigh was going to be okay. It was Emma that was not okay. How could her best friend let her believe she was dead for four years?
Feeling more composed, Emma became aware of Shawn in a way friends were not meant to think of one another. They were standing so close that she could feel and interpret every muscle and bulge of his shape. One in particular caused more interpretation than the rest. Startled, Emma suddenly stepped away from him when she realized Shawn was aroused.
“I…I’m feeling better. Thanks, Shawn.”
“You’re sure?”
She wasn’t sure about anything. Instead of pulling away just now, why hadn’t she pushed into him? He had just caught her off guard. Did Shawn really want her, or was his response simply a spontaneous one?
Was she sure she was feeling better? No, of course not. She’d been lying when she said that. He probably knew. She decided just to ignore the question.
“I’m off tomorrow. Do you want to go sailing in the morning?” he asked.
“I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”
He crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Too busy?”
She faced away from him as she responded. “No, not until lunch time anyway. It’s just that…we’re just friends, Shawn. You never take time for yourself anymore. Surely there are women you are interested in dating. You don’t have to take care of me all of the time. Go out and enjoy yourself for once.”
He didn’t respond for a very long time, so long in fact that Emma turned back around to face him. That was when she saw the pain in his eyes. Pain she didn’t understand. Was she the cause, or was it Leigh?
After several minutes ticked by according to the count of her heartbeat, Emma couldn’t take the silence any longer. “What’s wrong?”
He suddenly closed the gap between them and kissed her before she understood his intention. The kiss was bold, deep, and passionate. It felt full of all the pent up emotions and frustrations that Emma had held back for so long. She returned his kiss. It felt as normal as breathing to do so. She wanted this. She did what she should have done a while ago and leaned into him this time, drawing him even closer.
No more thoughts existed. This man kissed her with total abandon, total focus, as if she were the only thing that mattered in the world. Her head swarmed with a heated fog. Her arms looped easily around his neck to plaster herself against him. She thought of nothing. She just allowed herself to feel, and she loved what she felt.
She felt his hands roam everywhere only her imagination had allowed him before. He massaged up and down her back. Her breasts felt hard where they were pressed against him. A moan erupted from her when she felt him grab her buttocks and squeeze.
She couldn’t ever remember feeling so wonderful. She felt powerful, sexy, bold, and very much alive. She wanted more, needed more, feeling higher than any drug could have taken her. More brazen than she could have ever imagined herself, she grabbed a handful of Shawn’s shirt and began pulling him towards her bed, their mouths never separating.
They landed softly, Shawn atop of Emma. He pulled away from her mouth and she felt his body shift slightly to the right side of her. Then, he stared down at her, studying her.
“Are you sure about this?” he whispered.
She nodded quickly as she fervently replied, “Please, Shawn, don’t stop.”
His mouth collided back to hers as he allowed his hands to pleasure her from beneath her skirt. She moaned for him in timing with his hand, each sound more insistent than the one before as the pressure and heat mounted within her. Her body grew taut and she pulled her mouth away from him to concentrate all her thoughts on what his hand was doing for her.
He continued to watch her as if gauging her reactions. As the anticipated moment approached, his movements quickened. The outcome for her was so intense that she squeezed her eyes shut and turned her face into her pillow so she wouldn’t scream out.
Then, he was kissing her again and undressing her in a rushed frenzy. Her dress went over her head in one fluid motion and minimal cooperation on her part. Her underclothing disappeared just as hurriedly. Finally, he seemed to calm when he was rewarded with the vision of her.
“You are so beautiful, Emma.”
She wasn’t worried about what he was seeing. She wanted to see him. It was her turn.
She assaulted his shirt, working to tear it apart from the buttons holding it together. He smiled as he pulled out of her reach and began undressing himself. He worked so slowly that she was sure he was teasing her, but when he got the job complete, he returned to her with a rush that let her know he was growing just as impatient as she was.
He turned away from her momentarily and produced a condom from his wallet. The foil wrapper was shredded within seconds and the item set in place as Shawn rolled over, gripped Emma by the hips and guided her on top of him.
Their lovemaking was incredible. It was slow and fast, considerate and selfish, and kind and lust worthy. It was also long overdue. Emma was convinced that fate had brought them together in a match designed as perfection. She was made for him.
In the aftermath, he held her close. She didn’t want to move, but she had to. She still had a party happening on the beach.
“Sailing sounds like fun. Pick me up in the morning,” she said.
She jumped up from the bed and hurriedly pulled herself together so she could go back to the party. Sleeping with Shawn felt wonderful and right. There was no way she was going to give him the opportunity to blow it with any aftermath discussion.
“Emma?”
She was pulling her shoes on. She gave him a quick glance. Bless his heart, he looked totally dumbfounded. It was almost enough to make her want to jump back into bed with him.
Instead, she smiled, kissed him quickly on the cheek and headed for the door.
“I’ll see you in the morning,” she said over her shoulder as she walked out.
* * *
Jason walked at a quick pace to his car, holding Leigh’s duffel bag close to him. He didn’t want to give her time to change her mind about coming with him. Man, she was beautiful. He hadn’t lied to her about that. He itched to touch her, somehow, someway. He wanted to hold her arm and guide her to the car, but he didn’t. The last thing he wanted to do was scare her away.
She followed behind him, shoulders hunched, eyes on the ground and hands in her pockets. She looked upset. After what she had just been through, anybody in her shoes would have been.
“I know a place where the food is free if you’re interested in getting something to eat,” he said.
Her face came up and her gaze met his. She smiled, and his heartbeat accelerated in response. Pride swelled his chest at the thought that he had caused that smile.
“I’m starving,” she said.
As he reached the car, he pulled his keys from his pocket and hit the button on the keyless entry to unlock the doors. He placed her bag behind his seat before he climbed inside. She was still smiling when she joined him.
“This is a really nice car. I’m impressed. What do you do for a living?” she asked.
Jason silently cursed her interest in him as he maneuvered his car into the flow of traffic on the road. He didn’t want to have to lie to Leigh, but he wasn’t ready to admit that he was a reporter just yet. “Thanks. It’s a Lexus. I bought it while in college. This is a life’s worth of savings right here, sweetheart.”
“I didn’t know men knew how to save money.”
He snorted. “It’s a known fact that women are the big spenders.”
“Go ahead and tell yourself that,” she said, smiling at his teasing.
His eyes remained focused on the road as they talked. He found it hard to concentrate with her sitting so close to him. Leigh Lawson was a big story, but she was so much more than that. She was his obsession and his passion. For four years, he’d studied everything about her—her appearance, her likes, dislikes, ambitions, relationships, personality and behavior. It was a strange feeling to feel so intimate with someone that had only just learned his name.
“You have a beautiful smile, Jason. I never realized that when I used to fuss all over you as a lifeguard.”
He didn’t laugh this time. His breath caught in a ridiculously over exaggerated response to her small compliment, making him feel foolish and lovesick. Dare he hope that she was flirting with him?
“We’re here,” he stated when he turned into the driveway. There were six vehicles parked in front of him.
“Is this a party?” Leigh asked.
He grinned, cut the engine and stepped from the car. “No. There are always this many cars here. This is my parents’ house. You still want a free meal, don’t you?” He closed the door before she could respond.
Leigh panicked. She sat frozen in the car and watched Jason stride to the house. She had thought he was going to cook for her! That is what she had thought he meant by a free meal! What was he thinking bringing her here? Anything but this! She couldn’t go into his parents’ house! She hardly knew this man!
He didn’t glance over his shoulder to see if she was coming. He didn’t pause or wait for her. He didn’t turn back around. He was obviously headed inside whether she chose to join him or not.
She opened her door and leapt from the car. “Wait a minute! Jason, wait!”
He either didn’t hear her, or ignored her because he didn’t stop walking. Leigh realized he didn’t plan to, either. He left her with two choices. She could stay outside alone with her hunger, or she could follow him inside. Her stomach was the determining factor when it roared loudly, and she ran to catch up with him just as he stepped inside the door.
He didn’t knock. Is that what it was like to have a family—to be so welcomed that you never required an invitation? She couldn’t fathom what it meant to be so loved and cared for.
From just across the threshold, they were welcomed by an onslaught of voices. The greetings sent their way varied from “hey” to “hi” to “how are you?” to “love you”. The atmosphere felt busy and loud, but also warm and happy and welcoming. Leigh heard someone yell, “Bring two more chairs!”
The first room they stepped into was a living room. It was beautifully decorated in big, comfortable furniture, wood floors, a warm fireplace, and a multitude of family photos, including many younger images of Jason with braces and a scrawny figure that made Leigh smile. It made her feel good to know that he hadn’t always been a strong, arrogant hunk. It also made him seem less intimidating and less of a threat. Surely a serial killer wouldn’t bring a girl home to meet his family before killing her. Leigh figured she was safe with Jason.
She also felt confused. She didn’t understand what Jason’s motivation was for bringing her here. She had honestly thought they were headed to his apartment where he would cook her dinner. Then, they could have just let the evening unfold naturally where it may. There would be no unfolding in front of his mother!
At the far end of the living room was an open doorway that led into the dining room where everyone was busy hustling and bustling around a huge table. Leigh followed Jason as he headed for that room. As she did, she felt completely overwhelmed by a sense of nerves, shyness and an overall uncomfortable feeling. The room was packed! Exactly how large was the Altarez family? She didn’t know how to act with these people.
A quick hush spread across the room and all eyes widened on Leigh. She gulped her fear. They must’ve recognized her from the papers. Should she say something?
Jason broke the awkward moment when he approached a beautiful middle-aged woman at the head of the table and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Hey, Mom.” Then he addressed the entire room with, “This is Leigh, everybody.”
Leigh felt overwhelmed with panic, making it hard to overcome her stage fright and speak. “Hi,” she managed hoarsely, softly clearing her throat and continuing. “Sorry to intrude. Jason said it would be okay.”
Jason’s mom left her seat and escorted Leigh to a chair by the shoulders. “We are glad to see you, dear.” Then she shot a look to her son. “Jason, where are your manners? You should always seat your date! Edward, please, say something!”
A distinguished gentleman at the end of the table acknowledged his wife. “Frances, honey, let’s just eat.”
She fussed and mumbled until she made sure Leigh was situated next to Jason. Then she made her way back to her own seat. “Okay, dear. Let’s eat.”
Everyone was coached into their seats. A beautiful and short prayer was given. Then everyone began to dig into the food. The meal was set on the table and everyone passed around the helpings until the plates were full. Only then did the conversation resume.
Edward, the handsome, older version of Jason at the end of the table, carried the conversation. “Leigh, allow me to introduce you to my family. I’m Edward. My wife’s name is Frances. My oldest son is Hunter, his wife, Lucy, and two kids, Peter and Patty. My next son is Owen and his wife, Amanda. Then there’s Haley. Of course, Jason. Next is Mary with husband, Brad, and baby, Abbey. And last, and may I go ahead and apologize for the cap he wore to the table, is Nathaniel, or Nate.”
Each sibling nodded, smiled or waved when introduced. Nate winked at her. Leigh felt her head spinning. She surely hoped she wouldn’t be quizzed on how well she remembered names because she would surely fail. “Very large family,” she commented.
Frances chuckled. “God blessed me with four boys and two girls. We are incredibly lucky. How about your family?”
Leigh took another bite of delicious home cooking before answering. “I was a foster child. I was raised by the Branscom family.”
“Can’t say I know the name,” Edward murmured, and shot a pointed look toward his wife.
Leigh hated to see them so uncomfortable on her account. Obviously, Frances had asked to be polite, and obviously, Edward was thinking of the stories in the paper. She wished the conversation would move onto something else, anything else.
“Oh dear, I’m so sorry,” Frances offered. “I hope they took you in at an early age.”
“Age six.”
Mary obviously had a heart of gold like her mother’s because she also seemed concerned for their guest. “Was living at an orphanage horrible?”
She no longer smiled. Before answering, she concentrated hard on her plate of food and took several large bites. “I don’t really remember any of it.”
From the corner of her eye, she saw Jason’s eyes focus on her in obvious assessment. He seemed to know she was lying. How could he know?
“We don’t tolerate liars.”
“Owen, it’s been two months since you told us that you and Amanda got engaged. Why don’t we have a wedding date yet?” Jason asked.
Leigh could have kissed him right then. She really could have. He had rescued her.
From there, the table picked up into several different conversations at once. Leigh listened intently, enjoying the easy comradeship among these siblings. Apparently, the Altarez family was not only large, but successful, as well. They had a lawyer, teacher, veterinarian assistant, business owner, and chef in the family. For the second time, she wondered what Jason did. He’d never answered her earlier, had he?
After dinner came dessert. Leigh finally felt herself relaxing in the warm atmosphere. The entire family was wonderful. She couldn’t help but wonder what it would have been like to grow up with such love. She wondered if her life would have been different. Maybe she wouldn’t have gotten into trouble.
With everyone’s bellies completely satiated, everyone moved into the kitchen where cleanup became a family task. Leigh was assigned clearing the dining room table. Nate helped her.
“My mom only reads the gossip and advice column in the paper. I’m sure she doesn’t recognize you,” Nate said. “But, I do.”
Leigh tensed immediately, stopped cleaning and turned to face him.
“Don’t worry. Your life is none of my business and I don’t want it to be,” he said.
“Why bring it up?”
“My mom is looking to marry Jason off. You may become a prime candidate. Interrogations always take place after dinner.”
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