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  One Week Earlier

  
  




This is a story about soulmates. Not the good kind, though. The star-crossed kind. The type that life sabotages every step of the way. Two beautiful people, secret trauma survivors, about to make some bad life choices.

They both want the same thing. They are more alike than different. However, as is often the case with people who have suffered in life, the thing they want the most remains just out of reach.

We are all somewhere aching. Wishing we were someone else, or with someone else. But knowing how to seize the things you want in life seems to be the superpower of only a privileged few. Not these two. Which is why their love story is so poignant and their struggle feels so real.

This marks the beginning of a long, arduous journey to the summit of Mount Happiness for Judith and Nicolas. Join me as I take you up a rocky path that leads through misfortune, mistakes and misery.

I promise the ending will be a happily ever after. But not yet. Their love is one in a million, and that means one million circumstances are standing between them. It’s time to start moving these obstacles out of the way for this angry girl and this broken boy.
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The loud music reverberated through the bathroom walls as Judith touched up her hair. She had stunning dark brown waves with natural gold highlights that framed a heart-shaped face. She checked her perfect teeth for chia seeds from the smoothie she just sucked down during her ten-minute break, then leaned in to inspect the eyeliner ringing her blazing green eyes. Full lips, au natural. Flawless skin. A small, straight nose. She inherited her mom’s Latina features, her dad’s Irish eyes and temper, as well as his height. She had won the genetic jackpot, and she was damn proud.

Judith stepped back and surveyed her curves, accentuated by a cropped black tank top and tight black jeans. A flat stomach, killer hips, lean thighs—thanks to endless miles on the treadmill or pounding the pavement—full breasts and a hint of cleavage that captured every male eye. Her olive skin shimmered in the candlelight of the sconces flanking the gilded mirror at The Velvet Room, a posh Italian restaurant where she worked as a server. Judith smiled at her reflection. She might not be taking home a beauty pageant trophy every month like she used to, but she still had all the goods.

Then she sighed. Only halfway through her shift, and it felt like she had been here eight hours. Day jobs sucked. She fingered through her cash tips—two hundred so far. Not bad, but she needed more. It was time to get her game on. Score a table of rich guys, flirt like crazy, and bring home the bacon. She wasn’t old enough to serve alcohol, which was frustrating and made her miss out on some of the bigger tips. One more year. Just one more year of miserable waiting, living with her mom and sister, and sucking it up.

Things are gonna get better. I promise. She mouthed to herself in the mirror, then turned and left the restroom.

It was a packed Friday night. A live band banged away in the corner where a buxom woman crooned jazz tunes backed by a frenzied orgy of musicians. Judith could feel the bass thumping in her bones. She liked this kind of vibe. The bar was top-shelf, and Anton, the bartender, was worth every penny. He had sneakily given Judith the occasional cocktail and treated her like the beauty queen she was. Anton was perfect. Too bad he was gay.

In the back room, she studied the schedule and groaned inwardly. Day shifts all next week. She hated working days. The tips were disappointing, and sometimes the boredom was enough to kill her. Brandon, the assistant manager, sidled up to her and pinched her ass. She had slept with him only once. One time! And he still acted as though they were in a relationship.

“Hey, beautiful. Looking sexy as always.”

“Isn’t this considered harassment?”

“Not if it is welcome.”

He grinned, showing off a set of incredibly white teeth that sparkled against his tanned skin. Some people went too far with the bleaching. He struck a pose in that Brandon style, flexing every muscle at once. Brandon was almost as vain as she.

“I never said it was.”

“You never said it wasn’t either,” he countered, then leaned in, inhaling her scent from two inches away. 

Sometimes, Judith wished she could walk around in a burka, covered head to toe, to keep men’s eyes off her for ten seconds. She loved attention, but not every second of every day. Whispering in her ear, he murmured.

“Let’s try again. I think we have something special if you give us a chance.”

Judith backed up, regretting for the hundredth time her hookup with this guy. Brandon was ten years older than her, looking for a mommy-girlfriend even though he still lived with his own mother. Their relationship lasted exactly two hours, and even that felt too long.

“Let’s keep things professional, shall we?”

She smiled tartly, and he rolled his eyes.

“You are such a tease. Don’t worry. I know the secret to your heart.”

“And what’s that?”

He grabbed his crotch and thrust it in her direction. She couldn’t help but laugh. When would men ever start to understand women?

“Brandon, you don’t know me, and you never will. And your little dick is definitely not the secret to my heart.”

He pretended to be hurt and walked away. Judith had no trouble putting a man in his place, although they never stayed there long—especially Brandon. He was unfailingly confident, but that was her fault. She had given him the street cred of sleeping with a beauty queen. Dumb her. She caved in during her first few weeks on the job. Felt flattered that her manager wanted her and let him have his fling with the new girl.

Besides working for her dad as an administrative assistant, this was her first real job, so she was green behind the ears. She had no idea Brandon slept with every woman who walked through those kitchen doors. Yeah, it was pretty hot and heavy in the back seat of his pickup truck. But then she discovered he lived in his mom’s basement, owned a massive porn collection which he curated on his phone in public, and had zero plans for his future. Sayonara, buddy.

Judith scanned her table section and noticed the hostess seating two men next to the window, which took advantage of the stunning view down into a sunset-drenched valley. Although the drive here in the winter was a bitch, the mountaintop view was spectacular. Still, mountain roads covered in ice weren’t her thing. Not her thing at all. Give her sunny skies and balmy beaches. Anything but arid high desert, vacillating between too hot and too cold. One more thing on her bucket list to change, along with everything else about her shitty life. Get the hell out of Utah.

Flipping her hair to one side, Judith brandished her coy smile. She loved her coy smile. It hinted at various facets of her personality. Her sassiness, her sexiness. A sea of rage boiling beneath the surface like a subterranean volcano seeping through the aquifer. Yeah, men loved her smile. Along with everything else about her. If only a single one of them were worth the time she spent seducing them. So far, men had been nothing but a huge disappointment.

It reminded her of the Paula Cole hit, her mom often listened to and sang, “Where Have All the Cowboys Gone?” Maybe she needed to find a dating app that hooked you up with cowboys. Were they any better? She was sick of rich guys, frat boys, and self-absorbed men. Soulless assholes with no sensitivity. Super hard dicks and shriveled hearts. She wanted her soulmate. And although it was fun to be a fuck toy on occasion, it wasn’t what she wanted to do with her life.

“Good evening. Welcome to The Velvet Room. How are you fellas doing tonight?”

It was a father and son. Both attractive and clearly loaded based on the Rolex each of them wore. She debated on which was more likely to pay to determine which to flirt with harder. They both eyed her up and down, hungrily. She waited, but neither replied. Finally, she asked,

“Have you had time to look over the menu?”

“We have,” the father replied with his menu closed. “I always get the same thing. Chicken Parmesan, sauce on the side. I repeat. On the side.”

Good grief. One of those picky bastards. She smiled tightly and turned to the son, a friendlier version of the grey-haired lord.

“And for you, sir?”

“Well, that depends.”

He grinned. Cuter. She was gonna zero in on him.

“On what?”

“Are you on the menu?”

Judith giggled. She heard this pick-up line at least once a week, and it never got old.

“You couldn’t afford me,” she replied with the same answer, as always.

“Bet I could.”

She put her hand on her hip and stared at the dad.

“Could he?”

He was frowning.

“He’ll have the Shrimp Alfredo. Light on the sauce. Caesar salads for us both. A glass of Burgundy for me and Chardonnay for him.”

Judith blushed, feeling chastised. Of course, this rich guy didn’t want his son chatting up the server. Once more, Judith felt a sense of her place in life, at the bottom of the barrel. She snapped her head briskly.

“I’ll send someone to take your drink order.”

“Can’t you?” the father asked directly. “Order them?”

“I’m not legal. Not in Utah anyway.”

“Should you even be working here?”

As if to say, he disapproved of her and always would.

“How old are you?” The son asked in tandem.

“Twenty., she lied. Almost twenty. Close enough.

The son was staring at her bare navel. He had that easy confidence that initially drew her into bed with a man, then repelled her afterward. Longish hair and deep-set eyes. Wearing a baby-blue dress shirt, a silk tie, and dark grey slacks. Who was he? What did he do for a living? Ugh. She was curious now. Curiosity kills the cat! She screamed inside her head, already seeing herself doing what she would invariably be doing in less than twenty-four hours—seducing him.

Judith was a femme fatale. She had plenty of experience and endless opportunities to practice. She wondered how he liked it. On top? From behind? Her on top? Up against the wall? Oral? Anal? Kinky? Wondered how fast he came. Wondered if he’d let her take that expensive tie and wrap it around his wrists. String him up, go down on him and get him speechless and drooling. He seemed easy to push around. Not a challenge. Which, in bed, had its pros and its cons.

“Jesse.”

He answered the question that was running through her mind.

“Judith,” she replied, feeling his dad glare a hole through the both of them.

“I’ll get someone to take your drink order.”

Judith felt Jesse’s eyes on her as she walked away and then felt the spring in her step. Flirting made life bearable. She had spent most of her life winning beauty pageant trophies until her dad bailed on his family and they ran out of money. Flirting gave her center stage, and it was something to appease this never-ending thirst for love and primal hunger for approval.

She was a messed-up girl, and she knew it. Hoped that at some point she would meet the one guy who could make her feel enough love to lull this silent desperation to sleep. No one would understand why a girl as beautiful as her felt desperate. But there were a lot of things they wouldn’t believe about her. People liked you to be what they assumed about you. Anything beyond that was uncomfortable, and it was as if they blamed you for ruining their expectations. So she gave people what they wanted. The fiery, vain extrovert with a sex addiction. If they only knew who she really was and the pain she hid. If only anyone cared.

As she crossed the lobby, a young man accompanied by a middle-aged woman entered the restaurant. Judith glanced back at Jesse, and sure enough, he was still watching her. Those hungry eyes. Such a turn on. She loved being lusted after.

And she hated herself for it.

If she had only glanced over at the couple instead. If only she had turned and clasped eyes with the man now entering. Time would have slowed to a halt. Lifetimes would have risen from the depths of their collective unconsciousness. They would have at once recognized each other from past lives.

They say you can determine a dozen things about a person within seven seconds of meeting for the first time. For these two, it would have been that times one hundred, for each of the lifetimes they had known and loved each other. If she had, the next few years of her life might have gone a lot differently. Instead, Judith passed by in a rush of newfound infatuation, the moment slipping away.

Slipping.

Out of reach.

Gone.

Flipping destiny on its head and her heart on its tail, leaving her lost once again to the game of chance.

For the moment.








  
  
  Nicolas

  
  




Nicolas loved going down on women. He was like a Greek god, and sex was his superpower. Imagined what he looked like as he hovered. Tall, slim and delicious. A handsome face easily rendered into smiles he rarely felt and cutie-boy features that melted just about anyone, man or woman. He stared down at the pretty, middle-aged sweetheart lying beneath him. Hadn’t even gotten down between her legs, and she was already begging. Just like she used to. This scenario was flash to the past. If only it could whisk him back in time. Back to the point before she broke his heart.

He smiled down at her.

“Having fun?”

“Oh, Nicolas., Betty crooned and arched her back.

“Your husband never does anything like this, does he?”

Nicolas was the best lover any woman could ever hope to sleep with. He knew this and was making damn sure she did too. He needed the validation, and he needed the fix. Women wanted him. All women, any woman.

“Never,” she whispered.

Lips on hers. Kissing her slowly, tongue penetrating, sliding in and out, then sucking along the neck tendon, down the center of her chest. Her nipples had popped with arousal, and her legs were spread in fervent anticipation. Imagined he had her throbbing and dripping wet by now. How were all these married women so horny? Why weren’t their husbands satisfying them? Nicolas knew that when he finally found the Replacement and made her his wife, he would dedicate every waking moment to pleasing her. His queen would never be made to feel like the unwanted women that he seduced by the dozens.

Betty was slim and petite, just as she had been. Pretty and sad like her, too. But that was where the similarities ended. Betty was a whiner. Plain and simple. Spoiled and pampered by a wealthy husband. A desperate housewife. Perfect fodder for a Casanova like him.

Was he gonna have sex with her? Not here in the car. He’d see how dinner went. Maybe he’d go home with her tonight. But he was already certain Betty wasn’t the one, which was, as always, a painful disappointment. He had spent every day for the last twelve years obsessing over how to get her back, and then every minute of the last two years on how to replace her. Every time he failed, it hurt a little more.

He pulled down Betty’s panties as her nipple pulsed against his tongue. He teased her erogenous zones as he slid a finger up inside her and felt a thrill of satisfaction as she groaned.

It was unbelievable how many women hadn’t had a man go down on them. Give them the royal treatment. Give them multiple orgasms. He loved being their sexual savior, even if he really wanted just one woman. The one who abandoned him. The one he was so desperate to replace.

“Oh, Nicolas. What are you doing to me?”

“Something that should’ve been done a long time ago.”

He knelt on the floor of his dad’s pristine Mercedes, glad he had it detailed last week. Didn’t want to ruin a fine pair of slacks by wearing out the knees on a dirty carpet.

Nicolas watched her thighs start to tremble as he leaned in. She had never had this done to her. Betty was practically a virgin. Married to the same man for eighteen years. No children. Deeply unfulfilled. What he was about to do would change her forever. She would never be content with another man, especially not her husband.

Which is just how he liked it. Nicolas was a born home wrecker. He had looks to die for and a penis he did everything imaginable to enlarge. He wanted to be every woman’s hottest dream come true, and ninety-nine percent of the time, he was.

One finger expertly polished her clitoris, the other effortlessly discovered her G-spot, his tongue sending her into the stratosphere. His timing and pressure were perfect, as he had been taught. Betty was groaning, beads of sweat dotting her smooth forehead. She had lovely skin. Not quite as lovely as hers had been, but close.

He edged her with ease, pulling back until she was gyrating against him helplessly. Betty had no power. She was handcuffed to the headrest, as he demanded. For most women, their first encounter with a Casanova like him was a little too hot. He needed the cuffs to restrain them, and he really got off on watching a woman writhe in ecstasy while completely at his mercy.

Finally, he gave it to her. Felt her orgasm as she spasmed silently, the pleasure rendering her speechless, incoherent.

Moaning, heavy-lidded, she watched as he slowly buttoned her dress up and slid on her panties.

“You don’t want to have your turn? I’ll give it to you. Right here. I won’t even make you wear a condom.”

She was breathless, drugged on euphoria. God, he was so good at this. Nicolas felt like a million bucks, like he always did after sexually satisfying a woman. And of course she wouldn’t. Betty had her tubes tied years ago at her husband’s request, so pregnancy wasn’t a concern. And because she had only ever slept with one man, she had no idea of the many dangers associated with unprotected sex.

“I’m good for now. Maybe later. If we decide to take this party back to your place.”

She smiled and nodded eagerly, but couldn’t quite hide the apprehension in her eyes.

“I can’t wait.”

“Didn’t you say your husband was out of town until Sunday?”

He asked, more to reassure her than anything.

“Yes. He is.”

But her cheeks were flushed, and once again, he realized she was terrified.

Nicolas uncuffed her and then handed over her rhinestone-studded Coach handbag. Tacky. Probably cost her a month’s worth of his meager salary. Slid over into the driver’s seat and opened his door. His erection was already gone, which was another sign. Betty was sweet, but she wasn’t the one. If she were, he would have had no choice but to go all the way right here in the parking lot. Thank God for darkly-tinted windows. They let him get away with a whole lot of lady love.

Would he ever meet a woman who brought out his feral nature? Did he even have a feral nature? Sex was like a performance for him. One he was exceptional at, but still, sometimes he longed to be freed of his routine and capable of going wild with reckless abandon.

Nicolas strode around and opened the passenger side door. Extended his hand and helped Betty out of the car like the gentleman he was. Then, fingers laced together, they walked into The Velvet Room.

A girl his age met them at the door and then seated them. He ignored her. She handed them the drinks menu, but he handed it back to her, not in the mood for alcohol. Seducing women was too expensive as it was. Even with his dad’s allowance, he was nearly at zero in his bank account by the end of the month. He shouldn’t have opted for this restaurant at Betty’s bequest. Way too bougie for him. The tab would he well over two hundred dollars. Perhaps he could persuade Betty to split the bill.

He glanced over at Betty, her lips pursed in a compact mirror as she applied more lipstick, then she paused.

“Why did you ignore the hostess? She was pretty and clearly trying to flirt with you.”

Nicolas flushed.

“Um, I didn’t notice. I don’t date girls my age.”

She gave him a look of mock disapproval.

“Now, why would a gorgeous guy like you not be into girls his own age?”

What could he say? That they made him feel inferior, and he doubted they would ever like him once they discovered what a whack job he was? That he feared he wouldn’t satisfy them, and to find out that he wasn’t the best lover on the planet would destroy him?

“It’s hard to explain.”

“Well, I have to know. I mean, with your looks, you could get any woman.”

Nicolas shrugged, now thoroughly embarrassed. He never admitted this to anyone. Girls his age terrified him. The thought of being rejected by one of his peers felt like a fate worse than death. Older women, now they were his forte. He had been trained to please them and had one thousand percent confidence in his seduction skills when it came to them.

“I have my preferences.”

Nicolas gave her a charming grin, which made her perk with pride. Older women universally felt insecure to their younger counterparts. The fact that he preferred her sent her confidence soaring. He loved it. Loved making older women happy. Just like he used to do with her.

Twenty minutes later, as they picked at their salads, Nicolas stared past Betty’s eyes, trying to hide his disappointment. She had been rambling on about her husband, whom she was currently cheating on, for the last fifteen minutes. Maybe this was too impulsive. He had met her only today at a retirement party he catered for at lunch. Flirted hard, and she caved in almost at once. He had that effect on women. Initially, he considered her to be a reasonably close replacement. Not perfect. But close. But after all this hubby talk, he was seriously rethinking that. According to her, Rex was rich, cute and funny, but he just wasn’t into her anymore. She didn’t know what to do about it—thought that having a new sexual adventure might spice things up between them.

Nicolas was used to being something on the side and had no problem with it. Knew that eventually, when he found the right one, his seduction skills would win over his true love. Betty had taken him through a litany of photos of her and Rex. Globetrotting, cruises, hiking, kissing, every iteration of being in love and having fun as a couple. Why was she cheating if she really was this happy? Yeah, this was a mistake. His phone buzzed. Relieved by the distraction, he pulled it out and looked down.

Marcy. The woman he met on Wednesday. Initially, she made an excuse for not hooking up that evening, but now that it was Friday night and her fiancé was off with his buddies, she wanted to meet up. He tried to remember Marcy. Which one was she? A vague recollection of a woman with lines grooved into a pretty, tanned face and tufts of fake blonde hair. She was like a three out of ten on the Replacement scale. Not even close. But it would be a diversion. He could make an excuse to Betty, call her an Uber and get the hell out of here.

Nicolas was a jealous person. He didn’t like competing with other men. He enjoyed being the best and knew he was the best. This Rex talk was ruining his evening. He texted Marcy a quick kiss emoji, and she replied with hearts and cheers.

“Excuse me. I’ll be right back.”

Nicolas said to Betty, who was staring at a couple holding hands over a small table, clearly in love. The longing in her expression was heartbreaking. Betty was in love with her husband. And this hookup was clearly turning out to be a colossal mistake. Nicolas walked off to find the bathroom, nearly bumping into a beautiful young server whisking past him with salads balanced on a tray. But his head was down, eyes glued to his phone, the desperation which had inspired him earlier now souring into resentment and despair. If he had looked up, he would have come face-to-face with his soulmate. His life would have changed in a single moment. But he didn’t. Fate was not quite ready to play its hand as he stumbled dejectedly down the hallway.
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“Here you go.”

Judith placed their salad bowls in front of them. The father didn’t look up from his phone. He seemed determined to ignore her now completely. Why? Because his son liked her? What was wrong with this asshole? Jesse locked eyes with hers and smiled. Her stomach flip-flopped. Okay. This guy was more than cute.

“How long have you worked here?” He asked, his gaze following the lines of her figure like a cat with a ball of yarn. Tenaciously staring. Had this guy not gotten laid in a while? He was acting like a starving baby.

“Why’s that?”

“I’ve been here a dozen times and I’ve never seen you before.”

“Maybe you did and you just don’t remember,” she said archly, knowing what his response would be.

“Trust me. If I had laid eyes on you before, I would remember.”

Perfect. She loved it when men were predictable.

“Well, I guess tonight’s your lucky night.”

“I certainly hope it is. If anyone deserves to get lucky, it’s me.”

“Why’s that?”

“I’m a big believer. Huge, in fact.”

“How big?”

She didn’t hide the double entendre, and he laughed.

“Wow. You are my kind of girl. I would love to convert you.”

“Well, I do love getting on my knees,” she giggled as he flushed, then added. “In prayer, of course.”

The father looked like he wanted to burn her at the stake. It was time to shut up and do her job. No more flirting!

“I’ll let you dig in. Your entrees will be out shortly.”

“Judith.”

Jesse started to say something, but it was drowned out by a commotion coming from across the room. Judith turned to see what all the noise was about.

“Um, I’ll be right back. Let me see what’s going on.”

Judith followed the sound of a heated argument rising, vacillating between the hushed pleas of a woman punctuated by the urgent protests of a man.

She spotted a middle-aged woman seated at a table in a secluded corner of the less busy section. The section they usually reserved for newly-trained servers just learning the ropes, and those who didn’t have reservations. Cami was working this section tonight. Why wasn’t she out here breaking up this argument?

Clearly, they were a married couple. And clearly, the wife was cheating, and the husband had just found out. It’s not like she hadn’t seen this scenario before. Judith held back, not wishing to interfere unless absolutely necessary.

“I can’t believe you followed me here,” the wife whispered. She looked flushed and deeply ashamed. Judith had never cheated on anyone, but she could imagine how embarrassing it would feel to get caught.

“I can’t believe you’d do this to me.”

“I’m not doing this to you. I’m just doing something for me. For once.”

“Who is he? Where is he?”

The man looked around wildly, and Judith caught sight of him as he turned in her direction. Tall, bearded, angry and handsome in a Tom Hardy sort of way. Grew up in the school of hard knocks and didn’t know how to back down from a fight, even one with his own wife.

“He’s gone to the restroom. Listen.” The woman took hold of his hand. “It’s not what you think it is.”

“You cheating behind my back is exactly what I think it is.”

He ran his hand through a mop of dark hair that looked two months overdue for a trim.

“I’m not cheating.”

She pursed her lips. She was pretty in that wilting way some women had. You could see her younger beauty clinging on like the fading fragrance of a dying rose.

“Did you sleep with him? Where did you meet? Are you in love with him?”

“No. Of course not. I met him today. At Drake’s retirement party.”

“Are you kidding me? Shit. I totally forgot about his retirement party. You could’ve reminded me.”

“You said you were busy. Don’t worry, I gave felicitations on your behalf. I never knew that old bum had so many friends. There were over one hundred people there.”

“And apparently, one asshole who caught your eye. Where the fuck is he?”

“This is nothing, Rex. Just something to do since you are out of town for the fifteenth time this month. By the way, how did the merger go? Has it gone through? I know you’ve been stressed about it for weeks.”

“No. I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that I’ve been feeling you pulling away for weeks now. We haven’t had sex in over a month!”

“Whose fault is that? I can tell you, it’s not mine.”

“It sure as hell isn’t mine. I want you as badly as I ever have.”

“Well, that’s sweet.”

“But it got me concerned. So I put a tracker on your phone.”

“You didn’t!”

Judith could have sworn his wife sounded pleased.

“Oh yeah. And not a week later, I discover this. You are such a cheating whore, Betty. After everything I’ve done for you!”

Betty looked up, eyes flashing.

“What have you done? Left me alone more often than not! Ignored me for months? Listen, you need to leave. He’ll be back soon. We’ll talk about this later.”

“Are you done with me?” Rex whined.

Betty shook her pretty face. Judith felt for her. Knew what it felt like to be rejected. Her dad had left two years ago, and the pain never dissipated. She loathed him as much as ever.

“Let me think about it. I don’t know.”

“I do,” he snarled and grabbed her wrist. “Eighteen years I’ve given to you. I’ve had plenty of opportunities to cheat on you, and I never took them. Not once. You don’t get to do this.”

“Rex.” Betty showed surprising mettle as she slapped his hand. “Let me go. Now.”

“You’re coming home with me.” He grabbed her arm, and she yelped.

Judith charged. It was time to intervene.

“Sir, you heard her. She asked you to let her go.”

He released Betty’s arm as he turned. Looked her up and down and glared.

“You need to mind your own business.”

“This is my business. If you don’t leave now, I’ll go find my manager. He will call the cops. Please don’t make a scene. This isn’t the time nor the place for a domestic dispute.”

“What’s your name?”

“Judith.”

“Well, Judith. Get your manager. Be my guest. I am pretty sure he’ll side with me on this. I’m here to collect my wife, and I won’t leave without her.”

He turned, grabbed Betty’s arm once more and yanked her to her feet as she cried out in pain. Judith reacted. She closed the distance and grasped his shoulder, flipping him around.

“I said, leave her alone.”

Rex released his hold on Betty, turned and shoved her instead.

“What did I say? I won’t leave without her. You need to back off.”

He shoved her again, and Judith crashed into a table, sending the chairs scattering across the floor. Judith had anger issues. Beauty queen secretly meant rage queen. Rex had no right to touch her, especially since he was the one in the wrong.

Judith leapt forward and shoved him by the shoulders, expecting him to hold the line. Surprised when he stumbled backwards, knocking over the water glass into Betty’s lap. She cried in dismay and began to sop up the mess with her cloth napkin.

Rex lunged like a dog chasing a ball as Judith backed up. To her shock, he threw a punch. He was willing to hit a woman in public? What an asshole! She caught his fist and shoved him again. He shuffled backwards a few paces, caught his footing and cracked his neck.

“I don’t know who you think you are.”

Growling in fury, he charged. Arms thrust forward, hands eager to wrap around her neck and squeeze. Not gonna happen.

Judith knew self-defense. Had taken years of karate and Taekwondo. While not an expert, she knew enough to win a beauty pageant for her plethora of talents and protect herself in a crunch. This was definitely a crunch. In a move she had practiced one hundred times, she hooked his ankles with her foot and shoved him backwards. Flailing, he tripped and went down hard. She heard the crack as his skull hit the colorful mosaic tile. His wife screamed and crawled down next to him. To her horror, Judith saw blood begin to seep out in all directions. Fuck. She raced to find Brandon.

He was stuffing an entire slice of pizza into his mouth.

“Brandon!”

He looked over, incapable of speech.

“You need to call the police. One of our guests has fallen and cracked their head open!”

He grabbed his can of Coca-Cola and drank it down. Still chewing, he asked,

“Where did this happen? What happened?”

“This guy was harassing his wife. I asked him to step down, and he attacked me. Things got out of hand, and he ended up getting hurt.”

“Wait. Did you hurt him?”

“He was going to choke me. I protected myself. “ Judith reached into his back pocket and pulled out his phone, then handed it to him. “Call the police. Now.”

She heard him muffle into the phone for a few minutes. Now she was afraid. What if they arrested her? What if she were fired? But it wasn’t her fault! Wasn’t there such a thing as self-protection?

Brandon ended the call.

“They’re on their way. Take me to him.”

Judith rushed out of the break room with Brandon following close behind.

When they reached the couple, Rex was sitting in a chair. Betty had bunched up all the cloth napkins from the nearby tables, and he held the bundle to the back of his head as he continued to bleed profusely.

“Sir, we’ve called 911. An ambulance is on its way.”

“The police, too,” he snapped. “To arrest that bitch for attacking me.”

He pointed at Judith.

“You attacked me!” Judith cried. “I asked you nicely to leave, and you shoved me!”

“You fucking laid me out flat. God, this hurts. I am going to sue you and this establishment for every penny you’ve got.”

Judith laughed, “well, you won’t get much.” Then she turned to Betty, who had Rex’s hand clutched in her own. “You saw what happened. He attacked me, right?”

Betty looked confused and scared. Her floral button-up dress was spotted with blood, and her fingers were stained the color of her scarlet nails. Oh God. She was going to lie. To protect her husband!

Judith turned to Brandon, pleading.

“Please. You know me. I would never intentionally hurt someone like this. Look at his wife’s arm. She has bruises from where he squeezed her. He was scaring her! All I did was ask him to leave. Please believe me!”

Judith took a step closer. Placed her hand on Brandon’s shoulder. To her dismay, he shrugged her off.

“We’ll see what the police have to say,” he muttered. “Let’s move him into the back room, out of sight from the guests.” He put up a hand to Betty. “You stay here. Don’t leave. The police will likely need to question you. And you.” Brandon turned to her, his playful eyes hard and cold. “You go do your goddamn job until I call for you.”

Rex stood, pallid and shaky. He looked close to passing out. Looming over her, Judith could feel his hatred. The misogyny rolling off him in hot waves.

“You are so fucked. I am going to ruin you, bitch.”

“I don’t think so.”

Judith heard a voice. Everyone turned in unison to stare at Jesse, who stood a few feet off. “I saw the whole thing. Judith is telling the truth. This animal attacked her. I’ll give a statement to the police and vouch for her. You know where to find me.”

He smiled briefly at Judith, and her insides began to soften. Was Jesse actually sticking up for her?

Brandon looked visibly relieved as he wiped the sweat off his brow. He took Rex by the arm and led him swiftly around the bar, and they disappeared into the backroom.

Judith stared down at Betty, who was now crying.

“I can’t believe you would lie like that. I tried to help you!”

Betty smiled sadly.

“Someday, when you’ve been stuck with the same guy for years, you’ll understand. What it’s like to be broken. What it’s like to give him whatever he asks for. You’re so young. You have no idea what it means to live in a man’s world.”

“Never. I’ll never be like you,” Judith vowed.

Jesse stepped forward and nudged her arm.

“Don’t try to defend yourself to these people. Anything you say will be held against you.”

“How do you know?”

“I’m a lawyer. So is my dad. Trust me. She can blame you for everything, and since she has the money, her lawyers will win. Walk away, dear girl.”

A lawyer, huh? She had never slept with a lawyer. That would be a new experience. Judith, defeated and deeply ashamed of herself for her impulsive nature and her desire to prove herself as a sexy badass, followed this delicious man. All she could see was his back muscles rippling through his baby-blue shirt, which she was now one hundred percent planning to rip off him as soon as possible.
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Okay. New plans were made. Nicolas ended up calling Marcy after sexting back and forth for a bit. He paced outside the bathroom, straining to hear her excited chatter over the live band. She was eagerly waiting at her townhome for him to show up and carry her off to heaven. Now, he just needed to get rid of Betty, which shouldn’t be too hard.

Nicolas stopped short of the table. Betty was crying. Her dress was covered in blood. She was dipping the corner of a white napkin into her cup of water and then trying to clean the blood off her fingers. He flew to her side.

“What happened?”

“Rex was just here. He’s been tracking me. He wanted to catch me in the act.”

“Did he hurt you? Why are you covered in blood?”

“You won’t believe me.” She smiled sadly.

“Try me.”

“Well, he came charging in. My Rex, like a bull in a china shop. He started yelling at me and grabbed me to force me to leave. Suddenly, this server appears out of nowhere. She asks Rex to step down. He turns on her and refuses. She asks again. This time more forcibly. Again, he refuses. Well, it came to blows. He went to hit her. She retaliated. Laid him flat and cracked his head open. There’s blood everywhere. I tried to clean it up. Now, the police are coming. I don’t know what to do. I’m so stressed!”

Nicolas took her bloody hand in his, at a loss for what to say. What sort of woman took on a grown man in a fight?

“Who was she?”

“I don’t know. Some Latina girl. She was gorgeous, let me tell you. I couldn’t believe it when she did some sort of Bruce Lee move and swiped his legs out from under him. Unbelievable. I need to find him. I’m sorry, Nicolas. This was a huge mistake.”

Yes, it was. He nodded.

“Of course. I understand. Will you head home with him?”

“I don’t know. It depends on whether the cops believe him or not.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I lied to the manager and said that the server threw the first punch. I had to protect him. I had to! As long as they believe me, we’ll be fine. But if they don’t. Rex already has a case of assault on his record. He’ll go to jail if he gets another one.”

“Oh.” Nicolas felt like an ass. Like, his hookup plans were blowing up in his face. “You can’t lie to the cops, though. That server, it sounds like she was only trying to help. You can’t throw her under the bus like that.”

“Why not? If I don’t, Rex will never forgive me. You don’t understand that man like I do.”

“Was his assault charge for domestic violence?”

She shook her head.

“No. A co-worker. Which is even worse. Rex broke the guy’s arm. I would have covered for him if he hit me.”

Nicolas felt sick inside. This was such a mistake. He could never be with someone who would cover for an abuser.

“Listen, I’ll stay with you when you speak to the cops. But you need to do the right thing, Betty. If you lie, it could ruin that girl’s life.”

“And if I don’t, it will ruin my life. He will never forgive me.”

“Would that be such a bad thing?”

“Oh, Nicolas. You are a sweet boy, but you don’t understand relationships at all.”

He hated being called a sweet boy. That’s what his mother used to call him just before trying to kill him.

“I do know that you are clearly a woman who hasn’t felt loved in a long time. Rex doesn’t deserve you, honey.”

“He doesn’t,” she replied morosely. “But I deserve him.”

That had to be one of the saddest things he had ever heard uttered from a woman’s mouth.

“If you prefer, I can just leave.”

Nicolas replied, hoping she would let him go. The last thing he wanted was to have to see the cops. He hated cops.

“No. I need you. I can’t do this alone.”

“But you must promise me you will be honest. I can’t sit by and listen to you lie to protect your husband.”

She excused herself to go clean up, and Nicolas waved off the server when she came to take their orders—told her to bring him the check instead, please. Then he sat back and thought about the server who intervened. What a bad ass. He would have never done something like that. Most people wouldn’t. Now he was curious about this woman.

Betty returned and begged to finish out their meal while she waited to be questioned by the police. The server moved them to a new table. Got them new salads. Nicolas relented, and they ordered entrees. They picked at their pasta in silence. Betty’s eyes flickered around the restaurant in terror every ten seconds. This was depressing. Nicolas told Marcy to hold on. Something came up. Give him an hour. But really, he just wanted to go home and sleep. He was so tired of trying to find the Replacement. So fucking tired of life.

“Do you want me to drive you home?” he asked softly. “I’m happy to. Or I can drop you off at the hospital if you need to be with Rex.”

Tears welled in her eyes.

“He’s never going to forgive me.”

“You did nothing wrong. Tell him you were hardcore seduced by a hot Casanova, and it’s not your fault.”

“But I wanted to cheat on him. Have wanted to for a while now. So I’m guilty as sin.”

Nicolas nodded. He could always tell when a woman was lonely and unfulfilled. After all, he had spent years being an emotional support animal. It made him feel good to cheer a woman up with hot sex.

Two officers approached, and Nicolas moved out of the way. Sat at a nearby table and listened as Betty lied her ass off. Said the serving girl beat her husband up. But she was hemming and hawing, changing her story repeatedly—clearly, an unreliable witness. The cops weren’t buying it. Her need to protect a vicious man out of fear was painfully obvious.

After taking her statement, they tried to question him. Nicolas regarded them, dour faces, intimidating in their uniforms. Horrifying flashbacks forced him to reach into his front pocket and dig until he found his emergency Xanax, then swallow it dry. Cops scared the shit out of him.

Once they left, Betty gestured for him to return to his seat.

“They’ve taken Rex to the hospital to get an X-ray. Make sure he didn’t break anything. Then they’ll release him. From what I understand, neither party plans to press charges. At least not tonight. It turns out that the server had a witness. A lawyer, in fact. So Rex is fucked. Can you drive me home? Then sit with me for a while? Just sit. No sex.”

Well, there went his Marcy plans. Nicolas could never say no to a damsel in distress.

“Of course, Betty.”

“Nicolas, can I just say, you are the sweetest guy I have ever met. I hope you find a girl your age with whom you can let your guard down. I hope you find the love you deserve.”

Betty took his hand in hers and kissed it. Nicolas felt tears in his eyes. That was precisely what she had said the day she abandoned him.

They walked through the restaurant, and Nicolas swiveled to catch sight of this bad-ass server. But she was nowhere to be seen. In the parking lot, Betty shivered, and he wrapped his arm around her. Funny how quickly their relationship had changed. What started as a hot hookup was now him comforting a woman in her distress. Maybe this was his actual superpower.

As he pulled out of the parking lot, Betty’s hand cradling his, Nicolas felt the weight of his sorrow crashing in on him. He had been lost, somewhere aching for as long as he could remember. He just needed one woman! One woman! To love him the way he wanted to be loved. And when he found her, no power in heaven nor hell would stop him from making her his queen for life.








  
  
  Judith

  
  




Judith was falling in love. Fast. Jesse spoke to the police, completely vouching for her. She felt like he was her guardian angel. A sexy one with super-hot wings. She couldn’t wait to show her gratitude.

“So, to be clear, you saw Rex throw the first punch?”

“Yes, I did,” Jesse replied with authority. “In fact, Judith tried three times to get him to calm down and leave. He lunged. And I mean lunged at her. Arms out like this.”

He made the gesture of strangling someone.

“And what did Miss Monroe do?”

“The first time she tried talking him down as she dodged. The second time, she grabbed his flying fist as she tried to prevent his attack. The third time, he came at her so viciously that he forced her to sweep his legs out from under him.”

The officer scratched his head and glanced at Judith skeptically. Why did men think it impossible for a woman to defend herself?

“Am I being charged with anything?” Judith asked, fighting to keep the tremor out of her voice.

“As of yet, no,” the officer stated. “But we will need to get both sides of the story.”

“If you find any evidence to contradict my statement, then you’ll need to contact Judith’s lawyer. Here’s his card.”

Jesse handed over a business card, and the officer looked up, surprised.

“It’s my dad.”

“I’ve heard of you. The McDowells. You guys get people off in a big way.”

“Only if they are innocent.”

“If you say so. Okay. We’ll let you know what we find out. In the future,” The officer addressed Judith. “Please don’t go picking fights with angry ex-husbands.”

“He’s not an ex, and it’s not my fault that he’s angry.”

“Maybe so. But what you did is dangerous.” He looked down on her disapprovingly.

Judith was shocked. If a man had jumped in and tried to save a woman, he would be treated like a hero. But a woman? She was considered to be a meddling bitch. She clenched her teeth as she felt Jesse’s hand on her arm and nodded silently in consent.

Finally, the cops left. The ambulance carted away a complaining Rex, who swore all the way out the door to sue everyone involved. Silence fell between them.

“You should go eat your dinner,” Judith said. “If it’s cold, I’ll get you a new plate.”

Jesse replied, “you’re a spitfire, aren’t you?”

She shrugged, sick of being judged by men.

“I guess.”

“Just because I’m warning you for your own good, doesn’t mean I don’t respect what you did. That was brave. Rex looks unhinged. He might have killed someone. Hell, he still might.”

Judith felt her eyes burn at the compliment. That overpowering need for male approval was welling up inside her. She wanted to kiss him all the way down to the floor for calling her brave.

“Thanks,” she managed.

“Well, I’ll see you later,”

Jesse said awkwardly and left.

Judith slumped her head to the table and didn’t move until she felt a hand on her back.

“You okay?”

It was Brandon.

“Not really,” she mumbled.

“You can go home for the night. Take off early. And no, I’m not firing you. That lawyer got you off the hook. You’ll get no shade from me.”

“I need the tips., Judith protested. Then she looked at the clock. It was after nine. Less than two hours from closing time. She nodded in defeat. “Okay. But Brandon? Can you give me more night shifts? You know I hate working days.”

“I needed the coverage next week, but yeah, I’ll try to give you more nights. And Judith?”

“Huh?”

“No more kicking rich men’s asses at work, okay?”

She nodded and went to grab her purse. Outside, she saw Betty heading to a car with a guy who appeared to be her date. Wondered how a woman could cheat on her husband like that. Judith would never do that to someone because she couldn’t handle it if someone did that to her.

“Hey, you look lost.”

Jesse had followed her outside. She smiled with delight.

“I’m never lost.”

“Always know exactly where you are going?”

“Something like that.”

“Why don’t you head to my place?”

Judith could have sworn he blushed. She wanted this man so bad.

“What’s at your place?”

“Something I think you’ll enjoy. You deserve a reward.”

“Well, I love trophies.”

“The bigger the better, right?”

“I love them in all sizes.”

“Bet you’ve had dozens.”

“Who’s counting?”

“I’ve been doing the math on your body all night. I need your digits or I’m gonna lose my mind.”

“So, I’m coming over for a math lesson?”

“If you want to call it that.”

“I’ll let you measure me if you let me measure you.”

He smiled broadly. “Deal.”

Trying not to seem too eager, she cocked her head to one side.

“Are you sure I won’t just kick your ass?”

“If you do, I am a lawyer. I will sue you seven ways to Sunday.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

He took another step, lifted his iPhone and bumped it against hers.

“There you go. See you in fifteen minutes.”

Then he sauntered away. Climbed into an Audi and sped off.

Judith’s heart was racing with excitement and a twinge of apprehension. Every time she slept with a man, she tried so hard not to get her hopes up, but it was impossible. How did you go into a hookup without expecting anything from it? Nothing would come of this, of that she was certain. Other than a few hot orgasms, hopefully. A guy like Jesse with the grey-haired lord for a dad? It was never gonna happen. And still, she couldn’t stop herself from mapping his directions. To a condo in a gated community. To a numbered parking space. To a door where she texted. He opened.

“I’ll have you know, I didn’t touch my dinner. I am one hungry boy.”

“Me too.”

They had each other’s shirts off before he shut the door.

“Fuck, you are gorgeous,” he murmured after stripping off her bra—mouth in a race between her lips and her breasts. “I need your digits.” Hands roaming all over her curves.

“36-24-34,” she murmured.

“A solid D?”

He asked as he cupped her breasts.

“Oh ya.”

“You literally walked out of a wet dream.”

Her hand slid inside his slacks, rubbing up and down his erection.

“Time to confess.”

“That wanker is a six point five, but with you, it’s gonna be at least a seven.”

“Let’s celebrate your all-time record.”

His hands were uncoordinated as he tried to strip off her jeans. She helped him out, then tore down his pants as well. He tried to take her up against the wall, but didn’t have the upper-body strength. Men always went straight to the finish line with her. It was sexy but also left her feeling sad. Like they wanted to get it over with as soon as possible.

“I’ve never picked up a server before. It’s almost like renting a hooker, but a whole lot hotter. Mainly because it’s free.”

He backed her up through a bedroom door, onto a bed. Fumbled to get a condom on. She offered to help him out, using her mouth, of course. He was in no mood for foreplay. Pushed her down and rolled it on himself, crashed forward on top of her. He couldn’t get inside her fast enough, shaking with exertion as he thrust, his hair flopping over closed eyes. Wasn’t even looking at her.

Once again, Judith felt enormously sad. She wanted so badly to turn this moment into a fairy tale and end it with a promise to love each other forever. She wanted so badly to be loved. The way her dad once did. The way all those exes swore they did. She spread her legs for love, sacrificed everything for it and yet, it remained forever out of reach.

“You are the hottest woman I have ever fucked, and I’ve had a lot of pussy. I’ll be jerking off to this hookup for the rest of my life.”

Which meant a life not shared with her. Disappointment flooded through her as he ejaculated, groaning and shuddering, pulling out as his condom burst, squirting all over her thigh. Then he devoured her in a frenzy as if possessed, and she, the demon he needed to exorcise. Biting, sucking, ravenous with lust. He was hard again in minutes, shoving up inside her and this time he didn’t bother with a condom.

Jesse wasn’t the one. He may have seemed like her hero, but he was going down as number nineteen. Nine ex-boyfriends and now nineteen hookups.

Not counting all the bad stuff.

That was the sum of her relationship experience. Number ten would be the magic number. If God had any mercy, it would be. She couldn’t go through this again.

They had sex three more times. Always him on top. So much for being easy to push around. He was the Man of Steel, but not in a good way. Just woke her up in the dead of night, shoving his dick inside her without asking. Hard. Fast. Might as well have been masturbating. No foreplay. No teasing. No oral sex. No afterglow. Quick and dirty. Not a single hot orgasm.

Jesse was sexy, but he sucked ass as a lover, like most of the guys she had slept with. Why were men nothing like in the romance novels? Why were they all the same? Were there any Casanovas left in the world? Any hopeless romantics?

By the fourth and final fuck, Judith was done. And when he finally passed out for good, she decided she would never indulge in another hookup like this again. She couldn’t handle the disappointment.

In the morning, she woke. Climbed out of bed. Gathered her clothes, slipped them on. As she was tying the laces on her Converse, she heard him close the bathroom door. Waited. Should she even say goodbye? Judith deliberated. If he had wanted her to stay, he would have come to her, coaxed her back to bed. No. He wanted her gone as much as she wanted to leave.

At the door, he called to her.

“Hey, Judith.”

“Ya?”

She turned.

“Last night was fun, but I hope you know, this was a one-time thing.”

She waved her hand as she turned away, the tears already burning past her lashes, as she endured the verbal slap to her face.

“Oh, it’s fine. I get it.”

“I’m actually getting married in a week. I guess I wanted one last hurrah before I sold my soul to the devil lady. So thanks for a seriously hot fuck. My dad picked her out to be my wife, so you can only imagine.”

He laughed harshly, then silence filled the room as mortification set in. So that’s why his dad hated her. She was just a free whore. Shame burned through her, and she couldn’t form words.

“Anyhow, I know what a girl like you might hope for, hooking up with a guy like me. Rich. Successful. I just want to be clear. Nothing will come of this. Please don’t mention it on social media or anything. If you do, I’ll deny everything.”

Judith felt her cheeks burn as fury engulfed her. Her beauty pageant pride reared its glorious feathers and bristled with fiery indignation. Turning, she stared at him, fighting fiercely to hold back the tears.

“Trust me. Your devil lady can have you. Tiny dick and all.”

Judith heard him gasp as she slammed the door closed and raced to her car. Head bent over the steering wheel, she sobbed. She hated, Hated, HATED rejection. It made her act desperate and trashy. It pushed all her buttons. That coldhearted son of a bitch. Jesse seemed so sweet and easy going. Came to her rescue. Like a hero, maybe even a secret cowboy. But no.

When the world looked at her all they saw was the beauty queen who didn’t have a care in the world, won accolades and broke hearts where ever she turned. If only they knew. This fresh disappointment had unearthed all her previous disappointments, and now she felt haunted by a host of screaming ghosts, all reminding her that she would never EVER be loved.

As she drove away, Judith felt the weight of her sorrow crashing in on her. She had been lost, somewhere aching for as long as she could remember. She just needed one man! One man! To love her the way she wanted to be loved. And when she found him, no power in heaven nor hell would stop her from making him her king for life.
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