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  Dedication


  This book is for all the survivors. It may not be pretty, or right, or keep you warm at night, but you survived. You should be proud of that fact alone. You may have had to do things you may not like to survive. Don’t look back with regret, but look forward with determination.


  


  Trigger Warning: Some books aren’t for everyone and I appreciate that. There are tough subjects in this book, including inferred rape and abuse of minors. While I don’t believe it is graphic, I did want to warn you if this is a trigger. If so, Emery’s story may not be the book for you. It’s not pretty, but it’s hers.
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  PROLOGUE


  Emery sat stock still on the cold cement bench a hundred yards away from the service, her face brittle and dry in the winter chill. The sky was gray to match the mood of those attending. She’d pulled her long blond hair up and shoved it under a hat she’d grabbed on her way out of the apartment. Her hoodie was big and bulky and helped her hide her identity from those standing at the graveside. There were over two hundred people at the service, but her eyes were trained on the casket. Revulsion and utter loathing climbed up her body and buried themselves in her brain.


  Her body and mind felt at war, the emotions she hadn’t let herself feel since she was thirteen on the verge of exploding. Rage, hate, fear, and desperation consumed her every thought. Her body was tense with the all-consuming anger that had been building for what seemed like her entire life. So full was her mind that any movement threatened to release a cacophony of cries from her mouth. Regret and foolishness took turns mocking her, punching her in the gut with their certainties. Certainties that she attempted to evade, but that ended here in the ground.


  It should be her. Her decisions caused this.


  She sat perfectly still, unblinking, re-building all her necessary walls. One crack, one movement, and it would all come flooding out. She was afraid once that happened she would drown. Emery’s stare didn’t waiver from the elegant box as it was lowered in the ground. Feeling the weight of a hand on hers, she knew she wasn’t alone anymore, at least not physically.


  The instant the casket disappeared into the opening in the earth, the silence was broken by her mother’s scream, followed by the most heart wrenching sob she’d ever heard.


  “WHY?!” The scream echoed through the cemetery and slapped Emery in the face with such force she thought she may fall off the bench. Her mother continued screaming, “WHY?!” as the first mound of dirt was shoveled onto Ashley. Emery squeezed her eyelids closed as her mother repeated the question over and over again. Emery knew why…


  Then she felt the hand grab hers and hold it tight. Words fought to escape her mouth, tears on the verge of tumbling out of her closed eyes. No. She wouldn’t let it out, not yet.


  Emery remained motionless, seeing nothing for what seemed like hours; the only thing she allowed herself to feel was the weight on her hand. She didn’t know how long she sat there with her eyes closed, not thinking or feeling, but when she opened them, everyone was gone. All that remained of the crowd of people were two men shoveling dirt onto her sister.


  She looked around for a few minutes before she jumped from the bench and sprinted the distance between where she’d observed the funeral and where her sister now rested. Sobs, cries, and screams flew out of her mouth. She was unable to hold them in and she collapsed at the side of the grave. The knees of her jeans were soaked through with the rain that saturated the ground. She’d reached her threshold of pain, her fill of misery. She was done.


  The men paused in their burying of her sister, dropped their heads to their chests, and left the graveside to give Emery privacy to mourn.


  “I’M SORRY!” she screamed at the top of her lungs, her hands clutching her sweatshirt. “I’m so fucking sorry, Ashley!” Her voice broke and she couldn’t breathe. “Oh my God...” Her sobs took over and all of her words were unintelligible. “PLEASE!” she pleaded and her chest racked with her cries. “I didn’t know... I didn’t know... I didn’t know.”


  Rachel was there, grabbing her hands to hold them again, pulling her into a tight hug, trying to hold her together. “It’s not your fault,” she whispered into her ear, holding Emery tighter. “It’s not.”


  “It is!” Emery yelled into the grave. “It’s my fault. This is all my fault,” she said to Rachel without moving her gaze off the three by eight foot hole in the ground. “I’m so sorry, Ash. Oh my God, how could this happen?” She looked over at Rachel’s tear soaked face, which she was sure matched her own. Mascara ran unceremoniously down Rachel’s face and dripped onto her Georgia State sweatshirt.


  “Emery, you weren’t here. You didn’t know.” Rachel picked up the hat that had fallen off Emery’s head in the run to see her sister and tried to put it back on her head. “You don’t want anyone to recognize you.”


  Tears fell continuously, the cuffs of Emery’s hoodie wet through by her attempts to wipe her face dry. Her chest felt like it was cracked open and pain was seeping out. Pain for Ashley, sorrow at the knowledge of what her sister must’ve been feeling, guilt that she should’ve done something, agony at her own circumstances, and most of all utter disgust for the man who had done this to both of them. Her sister was dead and she was living dead.


  Emery coughed and spit, trying to shake away the emotions. She couldn’t afford to be emotional. She needed to have all her wits about her.


  Rachel stood up and grabbed Emery’s hand to pull her up. “Come on.”


  Emery looked into the grave that held her thirteen-year-old sister, a girl who would never have a first date, never go to prom, and never know that Emery was going to make it up to her.


  Revenge was slowly taking over her emotions. She’d make him pay. Not for her, but for Ashley. This loss would be Emery’s undoing, she knew it. When Emery thought of the last minutes of Ashley’s life, her body shook with indignation. The fear, confusion, and abandonment Ashley must’ve felt was gasoline to a fire that was started when Emery was thirteen; she’d been tossing useless buckets of water on it for years.


  She pulled out a friendship bracelet Ashley made for her the night before she left Atlanta so long ago. It was pink and teal, Ashley’s favorite colors.


  “I wonder if these are still her favorite colors,” Emery asked aloud, her voice hoarse with emotion. Were, she corrected herself. She dropped the bracelet in the hole and began taking one step at a time away from the grave. She walked backwards, staring at it until the men resumed their jobs of filling the grave.


  She flinched every time she heard the hollow thud of dirt hitting the casket.
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  CHAPTER ONE

  Illusions


  Emery’s mother was throwing her an absurdly huge Sweet Sixteen birthday party today. It was stupid. Her real birthday was three days ago. The party was at her house, complete with photo booth and jump castle for her “friends,” most of them getting either drunk or high before coming. As she walked by the jump castle—rented for her little sister’s friends, but a hit with everyone—she smiled her perfectly polite smile.


  “Hey, Emery come jump with us!” Jeff Higgins, a guy she’d attended school with her entire life, yelled.


  “Yeah, Emery, let us see what’s under that tight little dress of yours!” some asshole from school called out from the inflatable castle.


  “That’s the only way you’ll see under her dress, dipshit,” a faceless guy taunted.


  They all laughed, but her smile never wavered; never once did her mask slip as she shook her head. Perfectly polite Emery Shaw, that’s about all anyone could say about her. That’s all she was to them.


  On the inside, she was a complete void. She had no real friends at her school, but tons of superficial acquaintances. The party hadn’t been her idea. She let her mother dictate most things in her life and this ridiculous celebration was no exception. She just didn’t care—no, couldn’t care—about anything except surviving.


  Her sister was running around with some of her friends, chasing each other with glow sticks. A smile skated across Emery’s lips, but fell off immediately when she saw Phil’s gaze on her. Emery looked around to ensure no one was watching and shot him the bird, her stomach clenching at his gaze. The smirk stayed on his face as she started moving out of his line of sight.


  Ashley, Emery’s nine-year-old sister, stopped running and grabbed her hand. “Hey, Em, let’s go out front. You want to?”


  “Sure,” Emery agreed. She could never say no to her sister.


  Before they could disappear, her mother brought the birthday cake out.


  “Oh good God,” Emery muttered, still holding Ashley’s hand.


  “What?” Ashley protested. “It’s amazing! Look at the tiers! It looks just like a wedding cake.”


  “Ugh.” Emery shook her head. It did look like a wedding cake. The cake was a multiple level white chocolate cake adorned with strawberries. Everything was extravagant and exactly like her mother wanted. Emery didn’t even like white chocolate. Not that her mother asked.


  Doing precisely what she was expected to do, as always, she blew out the candles and made a wish. Please let me escape.


  The candles that covered the top tier of the cake glowed after she’d blown them out. As Emery took a bite of her cake, her mother signaled everyone to be quiet by tapping on her ever-present wine glass. The caterers passed out pieces to the guests.


  “People!” her mother called, demanding everyone’s attention. “I can’t believe I’m old enough to have a child that is turning sixteen.” She smiled tightly as she looked at Emery, a restless murmuring beginning in the crowd as people remarked on the taste of the dessert. “I’m so happy everyone has been able to enjoy our celebration for Emery’s Sweet Sixteen. I think there might be something special for my Emery out front,” she finished elegantly.


  The entire crowd took off toward the driveway, discarding cake and plates as they went. Emery smiled with what she hoped looked like excitement. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Phil take her mother’s hand and lean in to whisper something in her ear. A shudder racked her entire body.


  “Come on, Em!” Ashley yelled, pulling her to run with the crowd and shaking her out of her panic.


  “Emery!” her mother called from behind where Emery and Ashley were running. They both stopped and her mother draped a black Hermes scarf around Emery’s eyes.


  “Mom, do we really have to do this?” she asked, her question nothing more than a whisper. She clamped her mouth shut when she smelled him. Her stomach twisted and she tried to keep down the cake she’d just eaten.


  “Yes, Emery.”


  His voice caused fear to travel down her spine. She wondered if he could smell it.


  “Come on!” Ashley pulled her hand and Emery willingly let herself be dragged away from the fear that ate away at her soul.


  Fear was her constant companion. It drove her decisions, her withdrawal from life, and filled her nights. Those few minutes when she lay in her bed in the dark but before she tumbled weightlessly into sleep were the worst. The quiet filling her ears and the feeling of the world falling away almost caused panic attacks for her. She shook the fear away and came back to the here and now.


  She could hear everyone chattering away when she made her way to the driveway. She waited a moment before she tugged the blindfold off and pulled out a smile that usually worked.


  “Oh crap!” she said, hopefully filling with the appropriate level of glee. “I don’t even know what to say.” I don’t want anything from you. I don’t want to owe you anything. “I love it.” She even jumped up and down to convey her excitement.


  “Take me for a spin?” Ashley asked hopefully as she ran up to the two-door black BMW.


  Emery looked at her mother for confirmation. Her mother nodded, smiling absentmindedly. Emery had gotten her license earlier in the week; her mother had pulled her out of school on her actual birthday and taken her to get it. Something she was now grateful for, so at least now she could leave this house whenever she wanted.


  They climbed in and Emery turned on the radio, loud. Ashley opened the sunroof and Emery reversed down the driveway. I wish I could just drive away and never come back.


  “Earth to Emery,” Ashley said. “Your party is awesome. My friends are so jealous.”


  Emery put her hand on Ashley’s. “I’m glad you’re having fun.”


  “Aren’t you?” Ashley’s eyes clouded with confusion.


  Emery pulled out a fake smile. “Of course.”


  “I mean, did you see that Jeff is here?” Ashley turned the music down as Emery circled the block.


  “Jeff Higgins?”


  “Yes. He’s so cute.”


  “Gross, Ashley. He’s my age.”


  “Well, that doesn’t mean he isn’t cute,” Ashley refuted.


  They turned up the music and yelled the lyrics to a song by a boy band that was currently dominating the radio. They held their hands out the windows, their perfectly coifed hair flying in every direction. Emery drove around as long as she could, and by the time they pulled back into the driveway the party was dying out.


  As they made their way to the backyard, Emery grabbed her sister and walked with her arm draped around Ashley’s shoulder. Emery’s life was like watching a foreign film; she knew the right actions and laughed at the right places, but she had no idea what was really transpiring in front of her. Emery felt nothing and didn’t feel like anything was her own, but being numb was a happy retreat compared to being terrified all the time.


  Ashley turned the corner first. Emery heard his gravelly laugh before she saw him. His voice carried across the lawn, but her entire body reacted on its own and she froze in place. Ashley let go of Emery’s hand.


  “Hey, Jeff.” She heard the smile in her sister’s voice.


  “Hey, little Emery.” Jeff was a nice guy. He’d been in Emery’s class for years. His brown eyes sparkled as he looked at Emery.


  Everyone said Ashley was a spitting image of Emery, which caused an irrational twinge of loss and foreboding for Emery. She hoped Phil didn’t see that in her sister.


  Ashley’s blond curls disappeared into the crowd as she ran toward her friends. Jeff sidled up next to her because she still couldn’t get her legs to work. “Your car’s pretty hot, Em.”


  “Thanks.” She plastered on a fake smile and looked everywhere but at him.


  “You okay?” He laid a gentle hand on her arm and that broke her from her trance.


  She pulled her arm away from him like it was on fire, but her smile never dropped from her face. “Of course. I’m fine. I hope you enjoyed the party,” she said dismissively.


  His smile was lopsided and endearing. “I enjoy anything that includes you.”


  Ignoring him, Emery walked past him, following the same path as her sister toward the depths of the backyard. She wanted to get far enough away so she could neither see, hear, nor smell Phil.


  As the remaining partygoers said their goodbyes, she surveyed the mess of empty cups, plates, and underlying dread. Her mother directed the caterers to clean up and then smiled at Emery. Her lips were stained a light purplish red, which meant she was on about glass number seven.


  Emery took her mother’s full wine glass from the table where her mother had left it and walked to the back of their expansive backyard. Sinking to the ground, she looked up at the sky full of smog and hardly any stars. She squeezed her eyes shut as she sunk to the ground and wished for it all to be different. That her dad was there. That no one had ever touched her. Emery guzzled the wine, finishing it in two gulps. It was cheap wine. Her mother only pulled out cheap wine for parties. Emery wished she had weed. She hadn’t bought enough to make it through the weekend. Stupid girl.


  “Emery!” her mother called from the back porch.


  Emery pushed herself up off the pine straw where she’d sat for a few quiet minutes. “Yes, ma’am?”


  “Head to bed, baby,” Celeste McCreedy called from where she stood. The porch light framed her golden hair and bright blue eyes, a subtle sadness always present. Both Emery and Ashley had their mother’s coloring, their hair like a golden halo of waves cascading down their backs.


  Making her way back to the porch, she looked over her shoulder longingly at where she’d been able to escape, even if it was just for a few minutes. “Okay, Mom.”


  It was after eleven and time for her to go to sleep, but the dread that buzzed through her arms and legs urged her not to go to her room. She would be safer here, watching people clean up the mess of her birthday party. All she wanted to do was stay up for the rest of her life. If she stayed on the couch watching The Vampire Diaries, she would be safe. Maybe if she was a vampire, she could stay up forever. If she was a vampire, she wouldn’t be touched.


  Alas, that wasn’t realistic.


  “Thank you,” her mother sang out and placed her hand on Emery’s shoulder.


  “I love you, Mom. Thank you for the party,” Emery said politely, moving away. She couldn’t help the sadness that seeped into her words.


  “I love you more.” Her mother winked. “And you’re welcome. I think it was lovely. The castle was the main event, huh? Even if I rented it for Ashley’s friends.” She looked toward the table where her wine had been. “Where’s my wine?” She swiveled to take stock of the entire back porch. “I swear I put it right there,” she muttered under her breath. “Brandi, bring me another glass of wine!” she called to one of the servers.


  Emery smirked and walked slowly into the quiet house. The silence unnerved her. She made her way up the stairs and passed her sister’s room. Emery opened the door to see her sister peacefully sleeping on her four poster bed, draped in pink covers. Emery prayed, even though she was pretty sure she didn’t believe in God. She asked him to keep Ashley this way, perfect and innocent, to protect her from Emery’s fate. Then she went to her room and stripped off her clothes, leaving them in a pile on her spotless floor, and pulled on a t-shirt, leaving herself bare from the waist down. She fell into bed, hoping to fall asleep quickly.
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  The bed depressed with a creaking noise that shattered the silence of her room. She woke instantly. Please, no. She willed herself to go back to sleep, to escape what was coming. Instead, she felt rough fingers in her, probing inside her in a way that was both familiar and revolting. She swallowed the bile that threatened to come up. She’d thrown up once and he’d made her regret it. His breath was hot on her neck. It made her skin crawl and she, again, tried not to vomit. Once she heard the familiar rip of the foil packet, her mind left her body and drifted to the window. She looked at the serene blue of her walls, the chevron pattern of her comforter. Then she stared outside at the hazy stars that came in and out of focus. She’d trained herself not to think. Not to hurt. Not to feel.


  His hair grazed her neck. Pinpricks of terror spread throughout her body as her mind was sucked back into her brain. Emery bit her forearm to quiet her hidden scream. The skin broke at the force of her bite, but the pain was a welcome substitute for what he was doing to her. He repeatedly tore her apart from the inside out.


  After four minutes and twenty-seven seconds, Phil grunted and released himself in her. Happy Birthday.


  Her eyes were squeezed together so hard she felt like she may never be able to open them again. The mattress raised as his weight lifted from the bed. Her sheets were the perfect complement to the comforter; a smaller pattern that mimicked the bigger one. Blue, then yellow, then gray, repeated over and over.


  “Don’t forget what happens if you open your mouth.” He closed the door quietly.


  She focused on breathing and the zigzag of the lines on her sheets. There were fourteen blue points and thirteen yellow and she kept counting them until they blurred. Her mouth felt like a soiled wash rag. As she closed her eyes, she welcomed the feeling of falling into an abyss. Sometimes she just wanted to stop breathing, like things would be better if she just closed her eyes forever.


  CHAPTER TWO

  Click, Click, Boom


  The next morning, she soundlessly crept down the stairs when she heard her mother stirring in the kitchen. She heard Phil’s deep baritone and tried to disappear into herself. She needed to get high so that she could block out his voice, his smell, and the feeling of his five o’clock shadow on her back and neck.


  “Headed to the mall,” she called toward the kitchen, not even waiting for a response before she slammed the front door.


  Going to church with her family was something she refused to do. She couldn’t take the irony of Phil sitting in a pew like an upstanding citizen. Emery had so many questions when it came to God that she didn’t even know where to start. How could these things happen? How could Phil even enter a church without burning to a crisp from his sin? How could her father, who was the best dad, be dead and this guy be allowed to live?


  Emery allowed herself to absorb the sun as she made her way to her brand new BMW. How can the day be so pretty when her life was so revolting?


  As she opened her car door, the front door opened and he walked out in his navy suit and yellow tie. Emery couldn’t keep the disgust off her normally poised face.


  “You know, I didn’t buy you a car so you could just leave whenever you wanted.” His low voice floated across the yard and landed on her chest.


  She looked down at the car and then back at him.


  “You will ask me for permission to go anywhere that isn’t to school from now on,” he said and began to walk toward her car.


  The escape she desperately needed was turning into a trap and slipping through her fingers. “I-I…” she stuttered. Emery never talked to him. She could count on her hands the times she’d actually spoken to him.


  “Emery, if you use this car in a way I don’t approve of, I will make you understand what the parameters are in a manner that you can understand.” He lifted his fingers to his nose and smelled them.


  Her stomach fell.


  “And,” he licked his finger, “if that doesn’t work, we can always include your sister in the lesson.”


  Emery stumbled away from him and fell into her car, cranking it and reversing out of the driveway as fast as she safely could. She was looking at him as her mother came out the front door wearing a white Chanel dress, Ashley trailing her looking like a carbon copy. Phil waved his fingers at Emery as she sped down the street in an attempt to forget their exchange.


  She unconsciously pulled on the cuff of the long-sleeved shirt she was wearing as she turned onto Ashford-Dunwoody Road. She lived her life in a haze, not really looking at anything and not feeling emotion. It was getting harder to be in her house, though. After three years it felt like a prison to which she was banished for life.


  Squinting at the sun, Emery pulled her Braves baseball cap down over her blond hair and delicate features. She slid on sunglasses that hid most of her face for the rest of the drive to Perimeter Mall.


  Emery was hitting up her dealer. Chandler Drew was a kid from her neighborhood she’d known her entire life. He probably knew more about her than anyone else, and that was only that she smoked a lot of weed.


  Usually she could close her eyes and count to thirty-seven and her emotions disappeared; her life evaporated like a magic trick she’d taught herself. Last night was still fresh and her body was sore. In the last three years, she’d realized she’d need something to help her through the memories, the ache and the fear she felt every second of her life. She was scared of Phil on many different levels. She was afraid she would give something away and her sister would pay the price. There was a trickle of fear that her mother would find out and he’d make her pick him or that her mother wouldn’t believe her. She had an irrational belief he would kill her one day. There were times that weren’t necessarily scary, but a welcome relief from what he was doing. There were so many layers of her terror that it seemed almost surreal to her. There were tiny moments when she saw the look in Phil’s eyes—when she could even meet his eyes—and her hair would stand on end, her mouth would feel suddenly full of cotton, and she thought her heart would explode with the horror of her life.


  Emery was taking the abuse, but it was something she could live with as long as Ashley was safe. She was absolutely terrified she’d miss the opportunity out of this tenuous situation for her and her sister.


  Emery sighed in relief when she pulled into a parking spot near Nordstrom. She would have just a little escape, even if it was only in her mind. As she weaved through the store, Emery took in the high end clothes and let her mind wander to what she would look like in some of them. That blue top was kind of cute…and those jeans… She quickly shook off the notion. Letting her mother pick all of her clothes was just easier. Years ago, when Emery had made it clear she wasn’t interested, her mother stopped asking her to go shopping. Her mother stopped buying her clothes without long sleeves around the age of fourteen.


  No, she wasn’t shopping for clothes today. She needed to numb herself.


  As she exited Nordstrom and walked into the mall itself, she scanned the couches looking for Chandler. Chandler normally sat on a couch outside the store; if he had a book and was reading, you could buy. If his book was on the couch or his lap, you should come back.


  He was reading. My lucky day. Quickly, she walked over to the couch and crossed her legs. She put two fingers down on the couch, symbolizing she wanted two bags. “Hey, Chandler. How’s it going?” She made polite conversation at the same time and took in the people walking past them. They all had smiles and were laughing and chatting with one another. She couldn’t remember the last time she genuinely smiled; she was sure it had something to do with Ashley.


  Chandler’s brown eyes narrowed a bit under his long, unkempt brown hair. “Hey, Emery, what’s up?”


  “Not much. I didn’t see you at the house last night. You too cool for my party?” she joked.


  “I was planning on going actually, but something came up.” He pulled his backpack up from the floor and opened it. “Here. Was going to give this to you last night before I was pulled away.”


  She leaned over and looked in his bag, stuffing bills into the bag. He handed her a manila envelope. Perfect. Emery nodded to him. “Thanks. Talk to you later.” She rose and walked back toward Nordstrom, leaving immediately to light up the magic called weed that helped anesthetize her brain.


  All of a sudden, she was sandwiched between two middle-aged men. Alarm pricked at her spine but she continued walking.


  “Ma’am. We’re going to need to see what’s in your purse.”


  Emery slowly stopped walking and turned to face them. “Excuse me?”


  Oh, this is not happening.


  Her head whipped to where Chandler was sitting with his head in his hands.


  “Your purse. We need to search your purse.” One of the men attempted to pull her bag from her, but she refused to let it go.


  “I don’t think so,” she said. “Don’t you need a warrant for that?” She started to turn and caught a glimpse of Chandler’s face as he mouthed “sorry.”


  I’m going to die.


  “Ma’am, we have probable cause and you’re under arrest for the purchase of illegal drugs,” barked a stoic young male cop who had joined the other men, apparently two plainclothes cops, which drew the attention of a few passersby. “Please come with us.”


  One of the cops pulled her hands behind her back in front of the small crowd that had gathered to watch out of morbid fascination. The cop was reciting something, but Emery blocked everything out. She was lost. Embarrassment and shock tangled together and stained her face crimson. The cops guided her down an interior hall she’d never seen. One of the officers pushed her into what looked like a conference room where another girl was sitting with her head down.


  “Stay in here. We’ll be back to get you and take you to the station.”


  She nodded, her throat too constricted to speak. She nearly fell down into the first seat she saw, and then realized there was no easy or comfortable way to sit down with your hands handcuffed behind your back. She tried to maneuver her hands to the side so that she could sit, but had no luck.


  “It’s a bitch, right?” the girl a few chairs down commented. “They do that shit on purpose, to make you uncomfortable.”


  The girl muttered something under her breath as Emery stared at the wall, wondering what the hell she was going to do. She guessed she’d call her mother, and cringed at the thought. Her mom would be livid, as this would be very embarrassing to her position in the community and with all of her friends.


  “I’m Rachel,” the girl called.


  “Emery,” she responded.


  “Like Emory University and hospital?” the girl asked, wide-eyed.


  Emery nodded. “Something like that.”


  “Holy fuck.”


  “Pretty much.” Emory was her mother’s maiden name, and her family was from money. Her mother had changed the spelling because she liked it better.


  They were quiet, each contemplating their own fate.


  Emery snuck a glance at Rachel. She was striking in a natural way. She had obscenely long hair the color of coffee. Her lips were perfectly shaped and she was wearing nude lipstick that accentuated the plumpness of her lips. Her eyes were wide and a warm brown, but full of mischief. She was wearing black leggings with rough-looking black knee high boots and a short-sleeve shirt that hung off one shoulder and read Bitch.


  Rachel looked at Emery again. “It could be worse.”


  “And how’s that?” Emery asked, doubtful. She was going to have to face her family and it wasn’t going to be pretty. Every day she woke up with a mission to disappear and stay off everyone’s radar, especially Phil’s. Emery strategically avoided her mother. She was afraid that she would blurt out what was happening to her and then hell would come to her room and burn it down with her in it.


  “You could have gotten arrested for buying from your own fucking boyfriend and your father would have to come get you and he’s a criminal attorney that may just leave you in jail.”


  You may have to call your mother, who will send your stepfather, who will use this as leverage to rape you. I win.


  “Chandler’s your boyfriend?” Emery asked instead.


  Rachel’s face turned in an instant to show disgust. “Now ex-boyfriend. What kind of sick fuck does that? He could have at least warned me, you know?”


  “The least he could do,” Emery agreed. “How do you know each other?”


  “We live in the same neighborhood and my dad had to handle some issues for him a while back. We got together then.”


  “Arrested and broke up with your boyfriend. That’s a rough Sunday.”


  “I should say so...” Rachel mumbled.


  They sat there, neither speaking for a few minutes. Eventually Rachel awkwardly got up and walked down to sit right next to Emery.


  “How do you know Chandler?” Rachel asked.


  “We live in the same neighborhood, too.” She shrugged.


  “You go to Dunwoody?” Rachel looked at the door as it opened and a guy around the same age as them was pushed in.


  “Nope, Perimeter Catholic. You?”


  “Dunwoody. My dad thinks I need a lesson after being kicked out of Atlanta Christian.”


  “Why’d you get kicked out?”


  “Ugh.” Rachel rolled her eyes. “I streaked during homecoming my freshman year. I didn’t think it would be that big of a deal. Undoubtedly it is. Never get drunk and naked then run on a football field,” she advised. “You will be tackled.” Her entire body shook as she relived the tackles that had landed her a couple of broken ribs and expulsion from school.


  “Seriously?” Emery raised an eyebrow.


  “Seriously. I still have a scar on my back.”


  Emery never talked to anyone. She tried to stay away from all people for fear the tatters of her reality would fall from her mouth, but sitting here in this room with this girl…she felt something she’d never allowed herself to experience. It was a want—no, a need—to be near someone, anyone, that treated her like a person. It scared her. She clamped her mouth shut.


  “You going to get killed at home?”


  Emery nodded.


  “You scared?”


  She felt her resolve crack. “Something like that.”


  “Maybe I can get my dad to represent you and get you out the same time as me.” Rachel leaned awkwardly back in the chair, her face hopeful. “Maybe your parents won’t have to know.”


  Relief pushed through her walls, knocking them down completely. “You’d do that?”


  “Sure! I mean, you’d have to pay him at some point.”


  “Right, of course,” Emery replied, staring at the beige wall.


  “Emery?”


  “Yeah?” She looked over at Rachel.


  “Do you believe in the click?” Rachel’s face didn’t reflect the precarious situation the two girls found themselves in, but was rather full of joy.


  “Like you meet a guy and you know if you’re going to love him or not?” Her nose itched; she blew air out of her mouth trying to relieve it. When that didn’t work, she moved her nose awkwardly in a vain attempt to ease some of the itch. “No.”


  “Your nose itch?”


  “Unbearably.”


  Rachel leaned her left shoulder toward Emery. “Here, rub it on my shirt.”


  “What?”


  “For real. What do I care? We’re about to go to jail and get strip searched.”


  “Oh, fuck,” Emery blurted, not really thinking about that part of her reality yet.


  “Oh yeah, it’s the real deal. Hope you’re comfortable with everyone seeing all your goods.”


  Emery froze in terror. How would she get through that? She couldn’t let anyone touch her.


  Rachel noticing her demeanor and wiggled her shoulder at her again. “Do it.”


  Emery leaned into this strange girl whom she’d felt an instant connection with and rubbed her nose on her shoulder. “Thanks.”


  “You’re welcome.” Rachel straightened back up. “And no, I’m not talking about love. I’m talking about a click. Where you meet someone right away and know that person is going to mean something to you—lover, friend, whatever. You click.”


  “Oh...” No, she didn’t believe in the click; she didn’t have any friends or lovers to click with. She didn’t allow herself to speak to anyone long enough to see if there was a click or not.


  “So, you believe it or what?” Rachel’s eyes were wide and Emery felt entranced by them.


  “I don’t know. I mean, I guess it could happen.”


  “Oh, it’s happening.” Rachel nodded, serious.


  “What?”


  “We clicked. I heard it. You’ll be important to me. I hope you’re not gay, because I don’t swing that way, so we must be friends. Immediately,” Rachel rattled on. “You gay?”


  “No.” Emery smiled despite herself. “Would it matter?”


  “No.” Rachel shrugged and bumped Emery’s left side with her shoulder. “I can’t wait to see where this friendship is going to go.”


  “I think it’s going to jail,” Emery retorted flatly.


  Rachel released a hearty belly laugh. “Well, that’s an accurate statement. I wonder if they’d let us go if we offered them blow jobs.”


  Emery’s face must have shown her total shock.


  “I’m just kidding.” Rachel threw her head back and laughed. It was loud and raucous and filled every space in the drab room with a happiness Emery hadn’t felt in a very long time.


  “I wonder how long they’ll keep us here,” Emery wondered out loud.


  “I heard this is an all day sting with Chandler. I think he got arrested last night and got out of it with my dad’s help if he agreed to help the cops with this. My dad is awesome.” Rachel shook her long raven locks out of her face. “I mean awesome at getting criminals off, not awesome as a dad,” she added matter-of-factly.


  “Wow. I’m pretty sure he’s not going to be in a mood to help me.”


  “My best friend?” Rachel said with mock shock. “Of course he will.”


  Emery shook her head. “He doesn’t even know me.”


  “He doesn’t know any of my friends or anything else I do. All he does is work, so he’ll believe me, his only daughter, was set up by his client.”


  “You’re crazy.”


  “But you will learn to love that about me, Emery.”


  They talked about celebrities, movies, and books. Rachel talked about boys and Emery listened. Rachel talked about school and Emery listened. Emery was parched, her throat scratchy from talking without anything to drink.


  They talked for hours and hours before the cops came and lined everyone up so they could be transported to the jail. The cops had brought in three other guys during the long day. The two groups had basically ignored each other.


  As two male officers escorted all of the people in cuffs out of the room, Emery glanced around and recognized one of the guys from her school. Great, I was hoping to keep this a secret.


  “Um, excuse me,” Rachel’s voice was an octave higher than normal and she batted her eyes at the younger male officer closest to them, “I really need to use the restroom.”


  “Not going to happen,” the officer snapped.


  “But we’ve been in here for hours and I have to go,” Rachel whined.


  Emery chuckled at the obvious change in her demeanor.


  When whining didn’t work, Rachel’s tone changed again. “All right, I’ll pee on myself and then you’ll have a mess to clean up,” she said defiantly.


  “Fine,” the officer huffed and then nodded at the other cop.


  Rachel smiled in an angelic way and walked off toward the bathroom. “Oh, you’ll have to take my pants and underwear off for me. You don’t mind, do you?” Rachel swiveled her hips suggestively at the cop, whose face turned the color of beets.


  Emery shook her head. This girl had busted through every single wall Emery had constructed in a single afternoon. The rest of them waited in the corridor silently while the police officer took Rachel into the bathroom. When the pair came back out, Rachel was smiling like the cat that ate the canary. Emery was scared what that smile was about.


  As Rachel joined the group, she looked pityingly at the cop. “Thanks for that. Sorry my thong gave you so much trouble. You know…” Rachel paused and a mischievous smile appeared on her pouty lips, “if you’re like that with your girlfriend, I feel sorry for her.”


  The cop’s eyes widened and he started to say something, but she interrupted.


  “Or maybe your boyfriend?”


  “I-I don’t…” the officer sputtered. “I’m not gay.”


  Laughter inadvertently escaped Emery’s mouth and floated through the hall, shocking her. The other three guys that were arrested smirked as well. Rachel practically preened.


  The officers escorted all five of them quickly out of the mall and into a van. As the van jostled her and the other detainees as it bumped along the road to the jail, she thought about how she hadn’t heard that kind of laugh in three years. The knowledge was like a light shining on everything she’d missed; the gym meets, the friends, the boys, and all the things kids take for granted. She’s missed it all.


  Phil had not only taken her virginity, but her laughter, her goals, and her dreams. And she’d let him.


  CHAPTER THREE

  Tell Me a Secret


  She’d never been naked in front of anyone. Ever. The female cop hadn’t even batted an eye at her standing there without a thread on. She hugged her left arm to her body and looked anywhere but into the eyes of the cop. To say it was humiliating would be the understatement of the century. After the body cavity search, she’d been given a ratty orange jumpsuit and escorted to a cell where Rachel was waiting. Her new friend’s face was stark white and her eyes were double the size they were a few hours before. They didn’t say anything to each other as Emery moved into the cell and sat on a bench along the wall opposite Rachel.


  She leaned her head back against the concrete wall, unconsciously holding her left forearm, trying to calm the trembling that had spread throughout her body when they ordered her to take off her clothes. She closed her eyes and started her inner mantra of seeing nothing, feeling nothing.


  “So you think they’re missing you yet?” Rachel asked from the corner where she sat, her head in her hands.


  “I don’t think my mother or sister would think anything about me being gone this long. I told them I was shopping.” That may or not be true, but it was what she hoped.


  “Well ten fucking hours of shopping would put a dent in your monthly clothing budget, wouldn’t it?” Rachel sat back and leaned against the wall. “Is it just you guys and your mom?”


  Emery shrugged, ignoring her last question, and rubbed the indentations the handcuffs had made on her wrists. “Rachel, thank you for this.” Emery would be indebted to this girl she hardly knew. “And for keeping me distracted.”


  Rachel had kept her reasonably sane during this whole thing, keeping her mind off the intake, the orange jumpsuit, and the eight million questions the intake officer had asked by going on and on about her own life. They found out they only lived five minutes away from each other, but somehow had never met.


  “No worries,” Rachel said, waving a hand. “Girls usually don’t like me, but you’re different. You already love me. I can tell.”


  “Well, you’re hard not to love.” Emery really didn’t know what love was other than what she felt for her sister. When she thought of her feelings for her mother all she felt was a void. She wanted to love her, but she needed her mother to save her; instead she was sleeping with the enemy, the man that had raped Emery for the past three years.


  “If I tell you somethi—” Emery stopped herself.


  “What?” Rachel asked.


  “Never mind.” Emery shook her head violently, not believing the thought that she could tell this girl with hypnotic eyes had even entered her brain.


  “Oh no! You can’t do that to your best friend!” Rachel complained. “We’ve known each other for ten hours of straight talking. You know everything about me. You also should trust that I can keep a secret. Secrets will keep us close, I can tell. Do you want to know one of my secrets?”


  “Okay,” Emery hesitantly agreed. It wouldn’t hurt to tell this person she’d probably never see again, right?


  “I’m in love with one of my dad’s clients. He’s four years older than me and doesn’t even know I’m alive.” A stricken expression flashed over Rachel’s features. “You go.”


  “My stepfather…abuses me,” she admitted barely audibly, looking at the concrete wall across from her and counting the blocks. The tremble of her body had turned into a full on vibration. Emery thought she might fall off the small metal bench she was perched on.


  Rachel leaned in and whispered, “Abuse how? Did he do that to your arm?”


  Emery shook her head and closed her eyes, then dove headfirst into the abyss she’d avoided for three years. “I’ll never be able to be with a boy because every time I’ll picture him.” Emery knew she was being obtuse, but she couldn’t make herself say the word “rape.” A lone tear fell done her cheek before she turned her head and hid her rare emotion from Rachel. She’d been abused for so long she’d blocked it out. If she said it out loud it would bring every emotion she had to the surface. Emery would be all tears, rage, and contradiction. She would scare away this nice girl who had offered her such comfort during this madness.


  When she opened her eyes and looked down, Rachel was kneeling in front of Emery, forcing Emery to look at her. Fury colored her alabaster skin, making her cheeks match her lips. “Do not do that,” Rachel said firmly. “You have no right to be ashamed. You have the right to be afraid, to be scared, and to be angry, but not ashamed.”


  Emery locked her eyes on Rachel’s, vaguely noticing how much they looked like melted chocolate. They never wavered. Secrets were a funny thing. She’d been weighed down so long by this secret that ate away at her character, her personality, and her dreams because it remained untold and hidden in her gut. Now that she told Rachel, a little of the burden shifted and she actually felt lighter.


  Rachel stood up, pulling Emery with her. She hugged her so tightly Emery hoped the arms around her would hold all of the pieces of her together instead of letting them shatter to the ground. She’d never told anyone her secret and she had no idea why she’d told this person she’d just met. Emery didn’t like to be touched. After the first time she felt his fingers inside her she couldn’t stand even for her mother to touch her, but Rachel’s arms around her were a balm she didn’t know she needed.


  “I’ve never told anyone that.” Emery’s voice concealed the utter chaos of emotions that were brewing under the surface of her skin.


  “I know.”


  “Please,” Emery’s voice wobbled with fear. “Please don’t tell anyone.”


  “Never,” Rachel whispered.


  “Rachel Helms,” an officer called. “Emery Shaw.”


  The girls looked at each other and stifled giggles. They were the only ones in the cell, so it didn’t make any sense that the officer was calling their names.


  “Bail’s been paid,” the officer said as he stalked over and opened the cell.


  Rachel grabbed Emery’s hand as they walked to where Rachel’s father waited.


  So many thoughts raced through Emery’s head. She didn’t know what was worse for her right now, getting arrested or telling Rachel her secret.
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  “Rachel Marie Helms!” boomed a man on his phone standing in the middle of the room to which the two girls were led. “I’ve got to go, my daughter has been arrested. AGAIN!”


  Emery took in this man standing a few feet away from her. His persona filled the entire room; Rachel obviously had her father’s personality and looks. He had black hair that was long enough to curl just a bit, with sprinkles of salt and pepper gathered at his temples that made him look distinguished. He was attractive for a man of his age, but right now he just looked downright pissed.


  “Rachel, you are so done,” he grunted through gritted teeth.


  “Hey, Daddy, thanks for getting me. That was bullshit, though. I was just hanging out with Chandler. I didn’t know they were doing a sting. You should’ve told me to stay away from him today because he was working with the cops.” Rachel’s tone was casual, like he’d just picked them up from the mall.


  He glared at her, and Emery could almost see the smoke coming from his ears. He turned on his heel and walked out of the room without another word. Rachel looked at Emery and shrugged her shoulders. The two girls followed him to the parking lot. When they got to his Jaguar, he finally looked at Emery.


  “I’m sorry, Emery,” he said apologetically. “I’m usually not so rude to Rachel’s friends. However, I don’t really like meeting her friends this way.”


  “Yes, sir, Mr. Helms. Thank you so much for helping me. I didn’t know what to do.”


  Mr. Helms slid into the driver’s side of the car and Rachel squeezed into the back seat, leaving Emery to sit in the passenger seat.


  “Thanks for getting us, Daddy. Are they pressing charges?”


  Emery watched as Rachel’s dad blew out a long breath. “As much as it pains me to have to tell you this, I talked the ADA into just charging you with some bullshit so that you only have to do community service.”


  “Told you,” Rachel leaned into the front seat and whispered to Emery.


  Emery was waiting for him to address her, but he didn’t.


  “I’m done with all of this, Rachel. I’m not sure what I’ve done that’s so bad that you do these things.” His voice was full of exhaustion.


  “I could move in with Mother,” Rachel answered, her voice small.


  “Ah, yes. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Is that what this is about?” Mr. Helms ran a hand through his hair and his phone buzzed. He picked it up and began barking into the phone.


  “No,” Rachel answered without him hearing her.


  The ride to Perimeter Mall to pick up Emery’s car was silent except for the barking of directions to whoever was on the phone with Mr. Helms. When they parked, Rachel got out and pulled Emery into her arms.


  “There’s no escaping the click, Emery.” She stepped back and smiled. “Talk to you later.” The tires squealed as Mr. Helms peeled out of the parking garage.


  Emery stood there watching the taillights on the car that held her saviors. One had gotten her out of jail and one had made her realize sharing her secret wasn’t the end of the world. Or at least she hoped it wasn’t.


  CHAPTER FOUR

  Free Fall


  “You’re not even in trouble?” Rachel’s voice cracked through Emery’s cell phone. She was currently trying to talk Emery into skipping school and going to Six Flags.


  Without even pondering whether she should go or not¸ she gave in. “Fine,” Emery agreed, then did a u-turn on Ashford-Dunwoody and drove back towards home.


  Rachel’s house was new construction on the other side of Emery’s neighborhood. It was all brick with rock details around the two-story columns framing the massive maple double doors. When she pulled into the circular driveway, she saw Rachel waiting for her with a huge grin on her face.


  The passenger door opened and Rachel got in. She was breathless. “Hey.”


  “Hey.” Emery smiled and started back toward 285.


  “So did your dad ground you or something?” Emery asked. She’d wondered how the rest of Rachel’s night went. Her family had been out when she got home and she’d snuck in, taken a hot shower to rid herself of the shame of the intake procedure at the jail, and then crawled into bed wearing a t-shirt.


  “Yep.” Rachel pulled out a flask and poured from it into a soda bottle, then screwed the top back onto the bottle. “Can’t you tell?”


  “Why do you do these things that get you into trouble?”


  “Why not?”


  “Because you don’t want to get in trouble.”


  “Oh, he says I’m grounded, but that doesn’t mean shit.” Rachel leaned back against the leather seat and stared out the window. “He’s not around enough to know.”


  Emery chuckled. “Well, at least you’re consistent.”


  The rest of the trip was filled with them singing pop songs at the top of their lungs and Rachel taking sips of her drink. When they parked at Six Flags, Rachel pulled out shorts and a t-shirt for Emery to wear.


  “I knew you were headed to school, so I brought these for you to change into.”


  Emery stared at the tank top and shorts for a few moments then looked at her skirt and long-sleeved shirt. She began shaking her head.


  Rachel cocked her head to the side. “Why?”


  “I…”


  Realization washed over Rachel’s features and she sighed. “At least put the shorts on, crazy, it’s like 90 degrees.” Rachel’s eyes, full of pity, fell on Emery’s long sleeves.


  “Fine.” Emery smiled even though she was disgusted with herself. She didn’t want pity. She pulled on the shorts under her skirt and then shimmied the skirt down her legs. “Don’t look at me like that, Rachel. I didn’t tell you because I wanted your pity.”


  “Em…” Rachel started.


  “I don’t know why I told you, but I did and I don’t want to know how much you pity me. It makes me…”


  “I don’t pity you, Em. You’re super strong just standing there. I just wish I could help.”


  “Well you can’t, so just forget I told you,” Emery spat.


  Rachel grabbed Emery’s arm as they walked toward the entrance of the park. “Emery. I can’t forget that you told me, but I promise you that I don’t pity you. Okay?”


  Emery nodded.
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  After the rocky start to the day, she now found herself laughing and crying with a joy she hadn’t felt in many years. Rachel and Emery screamed at the top of their lungs as they fell from the very top of the ride called Free Fall.


  The joy and every other emotion that came with being around Rachel was disheartening for Emery because she knew if she allowed herself to feel it, she’d feel everything. You couldn’t pick and choose the emotions you felt—you either felt nothing or felt it all. She knew with Rachel opening the door for Emery to feel elation, grief would follow. Emery knew the utter sorrow she felt when she thought about how no one would help her would usurp all the happiness and she would drown in it. She hadn’t seen the lightness of life in three years; she viewed everything through the veil of evil. She found that when your vision is hazy in that way, you can’t see the possibilities, opportunities, or even have hope that they exist. Her veil slipped a little around Rachel.


  Rachel grabbed Emery’s hand and they walked off the ride together.


  “That was awesome.” Emery laughed.


  “Let’s go again,” Rachel urged, pulling her back to get in the same line.


  Emery took in Rachel’s racerback tank top that read Where words fail, music speaks and her short shorts, paired with black Chuck Taylors. They were so opposite from each other; Rachel seeking the attention she didn’t get from her father and Emery trying to hide from everything, especially at home.


  As they stood in line, Rachel chatted about school, books she was reading, and the fact that Chandler had apologized a million times. Emery immersed herself in the normal that she didn’t have—the boy, books, and school. The friend. Emery really didn’t care about any of those things, but she was fascinated by how she should be acting and how different she really was from normal.


  When they got to the ride again, Rachel took a seat next to Emery and grabbed her hand as the ride slowly rose to the top.


  “You know, Em, you can always leave.”


  Just then, the bottom dropped out from under them both. It was the scariest, most amazing feeling, and it was just what Emery needed.
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  A few weeks later, when she and Rachel were splayed across Rachel’s bed doing homework and listening to music, her new friend broached the subject again.


  “You know,” Rachel let her pencil fall to the side, “I think we can work it so you can run away, Em. Just leave it all.”


  Silence.


  “I mean, don’t you want it to stop?”


  What a stupid fucking question.


  “Once, when I was fourteen, I’d worked up the courage to tell my mother about what he was doing to me.” Emery fiddled with her pen, not looking at Rachel. “It was like he knew...he knew that I was on the verge of telling.” She took a deep breath. “I’d asked my mom to take me to the Nordstrom café because he would think we were shopping, which wasn’t anything out of the ordinary. Do you know what he did?”


  Rachel shook her head, her braid that wrapped around her shoulder shaking furiously.


  “That morning, when we were getting ready to go…he brought Ashley down to the kitchen in a shirt and no underwear. She was seven. To my mother, it meant nothing. She just told Ashley to go finish getting dressed. But the look in his eyes…it was clear what he was doing. He was daring me to tell her, warning me that he would take my seven-year-old sister the same way he did me if I told.”


  “What do you mean?” Rachel’s voice was barely a whisper.


  “That’s what he told me to do, never wear underwear to bed because he didn’t want to have to bother with taking them off.”


  Rachel made a choking sound.


  “So, no, Rachel. I don’t think I can just run away.”


  “Em…” Rachel was trying to compose herself.


  “Look, this is why I don’t talk about it. It’s so fucking…”


  Rachel cleared her throat. “How does your mom not know?”


  “I…” Emotion threatened to close Emery’s throat. “I have no idea. I’m unrecognizable from who I was at thirteen.”


  A tear fell down Rachel’s cheek. “Thirteen?”


  Emery nodded. “Every time,” she began, her voice now full of steel, “I mark on a piece of paper I hide in my Bible.”


  “Oh, Em…” Rachel crawled to where Emery was and wrapped her arms around her friend. Rachel’s long bangs fell from behind her ear and tickled Emery’s cheek. They were quiet; Emery let Rachel comfort her.


  “One hundred and fifty-six,” she whispered in the quiet room. The words floated through the air and disappeared.


  Rachel choked on a sob.


  “One hundred and fifty-six,” Emery said louder this time, making it real. It was the first time she’d really thought about how many times. Before it had just been marks on a page.


  The silence threatened to combust and take them with the flames.


  “One hundred and fifty-six,” Emery repeated, letting the number sink into her skin and her brain.


  CHAPTER FIVE

  Inception


  A few weeks later, Rachel lay on her back, her iPad held arms length over her face. “I just don’t get what he sees in her.” Rachel was examining her crush’s Facebook page. He’d just posted pictures of him and his latest girlfriend.


  “It’s probably not what he sees…” Emery commented, looking at the pictures of a girl with the biggest fake boobs she’d seen. At Rachel’s reaction, she cringed. “Sorry.”


  “No, you’re right. I know you are. I want him to want to ‘see’ that in me.” Rachel smiled as she did air quotes. “I mean, all he’d have to do is ask and I’d throw my panties at him.”


  “Well, maybe he’s scared to ask because of your dad.”


  “I doubt he’s scared of anything, Em.” Rachel turned her iPad so that Emery could take in the guy that commandeered Rachel’s mind from where she lay on the bed. His dark hair was cropped, almost shaved, and he had cerulean eyes that looked as if they were staring at Emery from the pages of Facebook. “He’s so confident, it’s like nothing rattles him. Oh, and look at those eyes. I mean, don’t your panties just melt?” Rachel laughed.


  “He looks older than you.” Emery squinted her eyes at the picture to see the details of his face.


  “He’s twenty.” Rachel tapped the screen and the picture got bigger.


  “Four years is a lot,” Emery commented. He looked older than twenty, but sort of like he should be on the CW network.


  “It’s not really,” Rachel refuted. “When I’m eighteen, he’ll be twenty-two. Stop ignoring my panty melting question.”


  Jealousy wormed its way through her brain. She wanted to have a crush. She wanted something normal. Anything normal. “I’ve never had a crush on anyone.” Emery looked down at the book in front of her and leafed through to the right page to start her chemistry homework. “Unless you count Scott Rinehart when I was twelve.”


  “Any crush counts,” Rachel confirmed. “Why don’t you like anyone at your school?”


  “Because I don’t…” Emery didn’t want to get into this with Rachel. They hadn’t talked about it since she’d told Rachel how many times Phil had raped her.


  Rachel put the iPad down and looked at Emery. “Why?”


  “Don’t make me talk about this, please.” Emery rolled on her stomach and studied her notes, ignoring Rachel.


  “Emery, you are worthy of everything. You should have crushes and boys chasing you. You should wear cuter clothes and not try to hide from everyone…from life.”


  Emery rolled to her side and faced her naïve friend. “Rachel, I know you don’t understand, but I can’t even imagine trying to have those things. I don’t want to wear clothes that invite attention I don’t want. I don’t want anyone to see me; I don’t have emotions to even warrant a crush. I wish I did.”


  “Well, tell me about the boys in your class.”


  She rolled back to her stomach and continued her homework. “No.”


  “Come oooon, there must be soooomeone,” Rachel teased, dragging her words out.


  “No, there’s not, because I’m dead inside.” Emery held her eyes on the pages in front of her, not believing she was actually telling Rachel how she felt. Again. This girl was like truth serum. “I walk around and don’t experience anything. I don’t have anything I want to do because I can’t imagine feeling anything. If I let myself feel anything, I’m afraid I’ll…”


  “Emery,” Rachel’s voice broke with emotion, but stopped Emery from finishing, “let’s get your shit together and leave. I have a plan.”


  Later that night, the silence of her house weighed on her as she waited. Emery felt like every night, that’s what she did. Wait. She couldn’t fall asleep because the fear of what would happen took over. Her body would jerk once the fall began, as if it was panicking and trying to keep her awake. Every night the fall into the abyss of sleep was a blessing and a curse. It haunted her. Rachel had made her plea for Emery’s sanity, for her life, tonight. Emery didn’t know if she would do it or not, but it was nice that someone wanted her to live without the horror that filled her days and nights.
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  “Mom, I’m going to Rachel’s!” Emery yelled as she closed the front door and rushed to her car. She’d made a habit every night to be gone by seven so that she wouldn’t have to be in the same room as Phil. It’d been working for the last few weeks. She heard the door open again just as she made it to her car. She stopped and closed her eyes.


  “Emery?” Ashley was walking down the front stairs with something in her hand. She was wearing the same dress she went to school in and Emery shook her head, smiling at her. Ashley refused to wear anything but dresses.


  Emery sat in her car and waited for Ashley to get in. The passenger door opened and Ashley slid in, smiling. “I brought you something.” Ashley held her hand out for Emery to see the friendship bracelet in her palm.


  “Oh, Ash, I love it.” Emery leaned over and kissed Ashley’s forehead, grabbing the bracelet. “Oh and look, it’s your favorite colors. Tie it on me.” She held her right wrist out for Ashley to secure the braided pink and teal bracelet.


  “Are you mad at me?” Ashley’s blonde curls bounced in her high ponytail as she tied. Emery couldn’t help but see herself in Ashley’s innocent face, those cheeks that were naturally pink and her blue eyes so full of life. That’s what I used to look like.


  “Of course not. Why?” Emery’s eyes went back to her wrist where the bracelet peeked out of her long sleeves.


  “Because you haven’t been around at all lately. I haven’t seen you in a week.”


  “Oh, Ash. I’m just hanging out with my friend. You know I love you.”


  “I know, I just…”


  After a closer inspection, something in Ashley’s eyes didn’t seem right to Emery. She pulled the key out of the ignition and really looked at her sister. She appeared the same. Her eyes didn’t mirror Emery’s dead ones. Ashley traveled around with a glow. She was always talking, telling a story about something and making everyone love her. Her blue eyes were clear and happy. She was a good, smart girl and Emery felt lucky to be her sister.


  “You want to talk?” Emery asked, glancing at the clock. Phil usually got home right after 7:00. It was 6:58.


  “No, I just miss you is all.” Ashley smiled again and this time it lit up her face.


  That smile allowed Emery to sigh in relief. “If you ever need someone to talk to, Ash, you can tell me anything,” Emery pressed a little. “You know that, right?”


  “I know.” Ashley nodded and then looked toward the house. “I’m glad you found someone you can talk to.” With that, she opened the passenger door and walked back toward the house. She turned back and waved, but her smile looked sad. It’s like Ashley knew her better than her mother. Her mother had never even asked Emery if she was okay, even when she’d seen her arm.


  Emery exhaled audibly. She didn’t know if she could leave Ashley. She knew she needed to go, to save herself, to leave this house, but she felt guilty. Maybe she could make sure Rachel would keep tabs on Ashley. The first time she acted differently, Emery would be back to save Ashley like she’d wanted someone to save her for the last three years.
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  A few days later, Emery was in her usual spot on Rachel’s bed. “Okay, let’s go over this again,” Emery said, going through her iPad. “You have his address at work, you know his car. The first contact will be…”


  “Putting a note on his car and giving him a number to call,” Rachel finished, exasperated. They’d been over this plan at least a dozen times. “Then I’ll do the first transaction with the first burner phone, but get a new one every few months.”


  “And you’ll get cash from the pickup, but someone else will pick it up. The first being $10,000. Derrick said he’d help us?”


  Rachel’s faced cracked in two with a sly grin. Her crush had turned into quite the fount of knowledge for them. “Yes, he’s going to help. He said he can send someone to pick up the money and that Phil would have no way to trace him or us.”


  “Okay, then you’ll come back to Nashville and give me the cash.” Emery closed the cover on her iPad. “And you’ll check on Ashley all the time, right?”


  “Yes.” Rachel nodded emphatically. “Any sign of anything, I get in touch with you and we’ll handle it.”


  “I’m leaving this here so you can get Derrick’s friend to wipe it clean,” Emery said, getting up and placing the iPad on Rachel’s desk, which was covered in so many papers and books you couldn’t tell what it looked like underneath. “Also, I have about $7,500 to start after paying your dad for helping me get out of jail.”


  “That’s a lot of change, sister. Where’d you get all that money?”


  “My birthday.”


  “Are you shitting me?” Rachel said, her eyebrows showing her disbelief.


  “No, my mom’s friends are rich and too busy to buy presents, so cash is the gift of choice.”


  Rachel shoved herself off her bed and walked to the desk, searching through the piles of paper. “I think our last day of community service is this weekend, and then you can go.”


  Emery nodded. “Your dad kicked ass getting us only two months of community service.”


  “Yeah, like I said he’s like a rock star at his job.”


  Emery scrolled through her iPad looking at the calendar.


  “Are you…” Rachel didn’t look at her. “Are you okay to stay through then?”


  Emery’s eyes clouded with tears, Rachel’s black and white printed comforter swirling together into a blob of gray. She nodded. She could do it. There was light at the end of her never ending tunnel. It was unexpected and it was named Rachel.


  CHAPTER SIX

  Start with One Step


  Nine weeks after she met Rachel, she was writing a note to her sister to put under her pillow before she left. Ashley was spending the night with one of her friends, so it would be easy to sneak out. Emery’s bag was packed; her mother and Phil were out with friends at some sort of charity event her mother’s best friend had put together. She and Rachel had everything planned.


  Ashley,


  I’m so sorry to leave, but I have to go. I’m losing myself here. I know you probably don’t understand and I’m not sure I ever want you to. If you need anything or need to get in touch with me, call Rachel. I put the number in a place only you will be able to find. Also, she’ll find you. I hope you forgive me for leaving you here, but I won’t survive if I stay. I’m not sure I can forgive myself. I love you. My love is unbreakable and I will get back to you, it may just take a while.


  Em


  P.S. Do me a favor and lock your door at night, okay?


  The emotions that swirled in her brain threatened to hold her there, in this prison. The only reason she was leaving was because Rachel had made her see she deserved a life. A life without rape, hate, and pain. She couldn’t remember a day when she woke and didn’t ache with the knowledge of what was happening to her. Emery tiptoed into her sister’s room and put the note under Ashley’s pink pillow. A lump formed in her throat, cutting off her ability to swallow, and she thought for a minute that she couldn’t do it. The bundle of nerves that sat in her gut flipped and she felt bile rise in her throat, hot and acrid. She couldn’t bear to leave her nine-year-old sister alone in this house. That was cruel. But Rachel’s words formed behind her closed eyes.


  She wouldn’t survive if she stayed.


  She swallowed her sorrow, regret, and any misgivings she had. Quietly closing Ashley’s door, she padded back to her room and grabbed her bags. This was surreal. She was actually running away from home. She had to; he would never stop. She heard the chimes that meant a door opened in the house. Panic set in as she glanced down at her watch—they were home two hours early! It was do or die for her. She didn’t have time to think or change her mind. Her heart pounded in her chest so hard it reverberated in her throat. Her eyes throbbed in time with her heartbeat and she made it down the back staircase and into the basement. She hadn’t heard the chime again, meaning a door closed, so she threw open the door, hoping her timing was right, and ran. She sprinted away from the house holding her bags, full of the only things she had left in the world. Emery never looked back as she navigated her way through the backyard.


  Reaching the fence, she threw the bags over and climbed slowly to the top. She swung her legs over and carefully dropped to the grass on the other side. Grabbing her bags, she continued to run. She finally took a breath when she reached the street behind her house. Then she pulled out the pre-paid phone she purchased and called Rachel.


  “You chicken out?” Rachel asked as she answered the call.


  “No,” Emery gasped for air. “They came home early and I made a run for it. I’m on Glebe. Come get me and let’s get out of here.”


  “Be there in five.”


  The call disconnected and Emery dropped her bags on the ground. She bent at the waist, putting her hands on her knees. She didn’t know if it was from the adrenaline or the run, but she could hardly breathe. She closed her eyes and pictured her sweet, innocent sister sleeping in her pink bed. She prayed that her mother would protect Ashley. All she could do now was pray. She wasn’t even sure she believed it would help, because she’d prayed for herself for three years and that hadn’t resulted in anything.


  Rachel pulled up in her crush, Derrick’s, SUV and stopped in front of Emery. She was wearing all black and had a black wool cap on, her black hair hidden. She looked like a cartoon character, Emery thought. If she wasn’t so afraid of cracking in two, she would find it humorous. If it weren’t so damn tragic, Emery would have rolled on the ground laughing.


  She opened the back, but pulled Emery in for a tight hug. “You have to go,” Rachel whispered.


  Emery nodded. If she said anything she’d burst into tears. Guilt permeated every cell of her body. She turned and looked in the direction of her house, then snuffed out the rising hysterics in her mind and got in the SUV. Rachel ran to her side and took off quickly.


  “I have your new ID and everything in the bag in the back. Derrick got everything for us. I also got you copies of all the bank accounts I’ll use to stick it to Phil.”


  Rachel was talking. Emery knew she was telling her important things, but all she could do was nod. She bounced her head up and down so many times she’d lost count. Rachel pulled onto 285 going toward 75 North. They’d already planned everything, but all she kept seeing was Phil entering her sister’s room, her mother drinking through the entire thing.


  “Go back,” Emery said.


  Rachel turned her head slowly to look at Emery.


  “Get off here, Rachel. Get off the highway and turn around.”


  “Em…”


  “No! I can’t! Ashley…”


  “Emery, I’m not taking you back.” Rachel’s voice was calm.


  “The fuck you’re not!” Emery reached over and grabbed the wheel, trying to move the car toward the exit so that they could turn around.


  “EMERY!” Rachel screamed and took back control of the car.


  “Rachel, I can’t leave her. I can’t. She’s so innocent. She’s so perfect. I couldn’t live if anything happened to her. I couldn’t.”


  Rachel was silent.


  “I need to be there. I need to be the one he…”


  Rachel kept her foot on the accelerator, going as fast as she could away from Atlanta. “You really want to do that? Go back and let him rape you?”


  “I have to…”


  “No. No you don’t.”


  “Rachel…”


  “Emery, you are fucking sixteen, this isn’t on you. Your fucking mother should be there. She should take care of your sister. This is not your burden. Your sister will be fine. You want me to anonymously give your mom a head’s up? I’ll do that. You want me to cut his dick off, that I’ll do too, but I’m NOT taking you back there and watching you disappear.”


  Silence.


  “I won’t do it.” Rachel shook her head, emphasizing her position.


  Emery let tears run down her cheeks for her sister and for the miracle of Rachel. Without her, she would have given up.
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  “I’m Emily Sanders,” Emery said aloud, breaking the quiet of the SUV.


  A ghost of a smile skated across Rachel’s lips.


  “I’m eighteen and I’m going to be attending college online,” she recited.


  “You’re moving in with my cousin, Noah Reed.” Rachel turned the radio down. “You are also gorgeous and have perfect boobs.”


  “Ooh, Emily has perfect boobs? Did Derrick get those for me too?”


  “Take a look at your boobs.”


  Emery looked at her chest, but didn’t respond.


  “You don’t get it because you don’t look at yourself and you try to hide everything,” Rachel pointed out, “but Emily won’t be like that Emery. You need to remember that.”


  Emery sighed, but then bubbles of anticipation filled her soul. She could be anyone she wanted to if she didn’t have to be herself. “I need to get my GED first,” Emery planned out loud. She wasn’t finishing high school in a classroom, but she’d already bought books about the test and she thought she could pass the equivalency exam now.


  “Yeah, but that shouldn’t be a concern. Once you do that, we’ll get you in to one of those online colleges.”


  “Do you think I can just disappear?”


  “I think so. Derrick was able to get us everything you need.”


  “Did…” Emery started and then looked out the window for a minute, contemplating her words. “Did you tell Derrick…everything?”


  Rachel’s raven hair fell across her eye and Emery couldn’t see her expression. “I had to Em, we need him. I need him to help me make all of this happen.”


  Emery nodded, understanding. “I sort of feel like I’m in a Lifetime movie or something.” Emery kept fighting the urge to look back to ensure they weren’t being followed. Neither her mother nor her stepfather even knew Rachel, and she’d left her phone in her room. She cleared her throat in an attempt to eradicate all the warring thoughts from her mind. She needed to focus on the here and now, her future. “You know, you need to hang with better people,” Emery commented, smiling weakly as she looked at the ID.


  “Well, Derrick is one of my father’s best clients. If he’s good enough for him...” she trailed off with a wicked smirk on her face.


  “So, in four hours I’ll be Emily Sanders. No one will find me,” she said, repeating this information again so it sunk in. She looked out the window as the lights of the buildings passed in a blur. “I’ll be safe,” she whispered.


  “Yes, you’ll be safe. My cousin is a football player at Vanderbilt and will kick anyone’s ass for you. I’ve told him to.”


  “Is this on your mom or dad’s side?”


  “Mom’s.” Rachel looked in the rearview mirror to inspect her lipstick, running one finger under her lower lip. “My dad just has the one sister and she only has one daughter. She lives in DC.”


  “Are you close?”


  “No. No one is close to Stella Murphy.”


  “Why?” Emery asked puzzled.


  “She’s the Stella Murphy, Em.”


  Realization dawned on Emery; she hadn’t connected the two before. “Oh, shit really?”


  Stella Murphy had been the only survivor in an attack on some government office building a year or so ago, and then she became a celebrity. Emery remembered watching her interview on TV with her mother.


  “Yep. Really.”


  “Hmmmm, maybe you can get me to live with her next,” Emery joked. Stella Murphy seemed larger than life, but what Emery remembered from the interview was that she seemed like someone made of steel. Emery could use that kind of role model.


  “Nope,” Rachel replied. “She’s a ball buster and pretty fucking focused on herself. She’s a big time attorney up in DC now too. She and my dad talk shop every time they’re together. It’s annoying.”


  “You’ll never know how much I appreciate what you’re doing for me, Rachel,” Emery changed the subject. “I don’t know why you’re doing this…I’ll probably never understand why, but I owe you everything.”


  Rachel stared out at the blurred lines of the highway for a minute before answering. “Em, remember when we met? I told you I knew that we would be friends, that you were important to me. When we met, we clicked, and you’re broken. Your eyes are broken. Your soul is in pieces and your heart is wrecked. You’re one of my best friends and I do anything I can to help my friends. We may not have known each other for very long, but I’ll stand by you. I’ll do whatever I need to do to make that fucker pay for what he did to you.”


  Emery reached across the seat and grabbed Rachel’s hand. “I love you, Rachel. You saved my life tonight.”
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  CHAPTER SEVEN

  That’s a Gorgeous Gun


  It was a little after two in the morning when Rachel pulled Derrick’s SUV into a tree-lined neighborhood near Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee.


  “So, your cousin’s cool with all of this?”


  “Em, all he knows is that you’ve been in an abusive relationship and you’re getting out of it.” Rachel opened the door and walked to the back. “You’re just cooling your heels here for a while.”


  “Oh.” Emery met Rachel at the back of the SUV. “That works.”


  “I told him you’re eighteen and just quit Georgia State to get away from your abusive boyfriend.”


  Emery nodded. “Parents?”


  “Died in a car accident two years ago. You have money from life insurance.”


  “Got it.”


  Emery grabbed one bag and Rachel grabbed the other. They walked together through the parking lot to the condo that would be her new home for who knows how long. It was dark so she couldn’t really tell anything about the neighborhood itself, but it looked like there were two condos per building and there were at least eight buildings. They looked relatively new with their brick exteriors and cheerful bright-colored doors.


  “So I think you being in an abusive relationship will keep him away from you,” Rachel commented, “but if he starts to sneak in, call me and I’ll cut his balls off.”


  Emery laughed nervously. “What do you mean ‘sneak in’?”


  “Noah is charming,” Rachel said and rolled her eyes. “He’s a football player and girls throw their panties at him on a regular basis. I don’t want him aiming that gun at you. You’ll flinch.”


  “Rachel...” Emery touched Rachel’s arm to stop her from walking. “This will sound weird, but I’m not interested in anyone. I’ve cut myself off from people for so long…I don’t care about looks or charm or guns.” She sighed. “I’m a void. He’ll look at me and see that. I haven’t even kissed a boy.”


  This admission caused a choking sound to escape Rachel’s mouth. She cleared her throat and looked down for a second. When she looked up, there was determination on her face. “Oh, Em! I’m so sorry that all of that was taken from you. You deserve to have that thirteen-year-old first extremely bad kiss that’s all teeth and hands. You deserve to get those chills of anticipation when you look at someone’s lips and wonder how they’ll feel on you...everywhere.”


  “Don’t...” Emery started. This rant reminded her of all the things she’d lost—no, they’d been stolen. She didn’t want to be reminded of that right now, she wanted to figure out who Emily Sanders would be. What would she love or hate? What would she study? What would her laugh sound like?


  “Emery Shaw, you deserve to be loved, adored, and touched so that you won’t cringe when someone wants to hug you. And so does Emily Sanders.”


  Okay, so Rachel had noticed that she didn’t want to be touched, by anyone, anywhere.


  “I’m too broken for that,” Emery said, exasperated. “Too damaged...damaged beyond repair.”


  “No, Em. You’re not.” Rachel leaned into Emery’s side and bumped her shoulder. “You are totally lovable and when you’re ready to love someone it will be a wonderful thing to see.”


  “Whatever,” Emery muttered and started walking again. They fell in stride together as they approached what Emery assumed would be her first step away from the nightmare that never went away.


  “Don’t whatever me,” Rachel said, shifting the bag she was carrying to the other shoulder. “Here it is. Let’s get inside. I need alcohol or weed. Either will do.”


  “Does your cousin smoke?”


  “No, but he doesn’t care if we do.” Rachel’s smile widened as the royal blue door opened to reveal a guy in a white wife-beater tank top and gray sweatpants.


  Emery looked away after she realized she was staring. Her eyes were drawn to his muscles and she took a moment to memorize his body. He was handsome in an all-star athlete kind of way, with stereotypical all-American good looks and straight teeth. His dark hair was a little shaggy and hung past his ears, his smile was genuine, and Rachel ran toward him.


  “Noah!” she squealed.


  “Rach! Glad y’all got here okay.” He picked her up in a bear hug and looked at Emery. “You must be Emily.”


  Emery nodded. Emily. She was Emily now.


  “Well, y’all get in here,” he said, grabbing the bags from their hands and throwing them inside the door. “You want a beer?”


  Emery followed them in as they chatted about family stuff, only half listening. When she got all the way in to the apartment, it hit her.


  This was happening.


  She’d escaped.


  She was free.


  It was a release in a good and a bad way. Emery couldn’t tell if she wanted to dance or cry.


  “Emily, beer?” Noah asked.


  Emery was just looking around, not used to the name yet, and didn’t acknowledge Noah’s question.


  “Em...” Rachel said.


  “Oh, sorry. What?”


  “Beer?” Noah asked again.


  She didn’t really drink beer, but didn’t want to be rude. “Sure, thanks.”


  “Emily, this is my favorite cousin, Noah. Noah, this is my best friend, Emily.”


  Emery walked over to where he was grabbing beers from the kitchen and shook his hand. “Thank you so much for letting me stay here, Noah. You’re saving my life.”


  His eyebrows shot up and stood straight up.


  “Really,” she said softly as she took the beer from his hand.


  “It’s no problem. Mom and Dad bought this place and I’m without a roommate right now, so it’s perfect.”


  They walked out of the kitchen and into the entranceway again. He started to put his hand on her back to guide her, but she skirted out of his reach.


  “So…how much do I owe you a month?” she asked, taking in the apartment. The kitchen was shotgun style as you entered, and past that was a living room complete with a huge flat screen TV and two La-Z-Boy recliners. There was a saying on the wall.


  “‘It’s only after we’ve lost everything that we’re free to do anything,’” she read out loud. “Fight Club?” Emery asked, pointing at the wall. She read a lot. She didn’t have friends, so she read every fucked up book she could. She loved to read tales that were just as or more twisted than her own.


  “Oh no,” Rachel groaned. “Please don’t get him started. He loves Chuck What’s-His-Name.”


  “Chuck Palahniuk,” Emery and Noah replied at the same time and smiled while Rachel made gagging noises.


  “Me too,” Emery said and looked at Noah with a grin. “What’s your favorite?”


  “Honestly, Fight Club.” He grinned. “You?”


  “Invisible Monsters.”


  He looked at Rachel. “I may be in love.”


  “Nope, there’s no love here,” Rachel asserted as she stretched out on the chair. “You need a couch, Noah.”


  “Yeah, I guess,” he agreed and took the other chair. “Maybe Emily and I can go get one this week.”


  “Sure.” Emery shrugged and sank to the floor facing the TV. She turned up her beer.


  “So, Emily, do you know how long you’ll be around?”


  “Fuck, Noah. We got here like, two minutes ago,” Rachel chastised.


  He shrugged. “I was just wondering.”


  “Listen, I really appreciate you helping out and I’ll stay out of your way,” Emery assured him. “Just let me know if I need to find another place and I can make it happen.”


  “No, Noah said you could stay here and you’re staying here,” Rachel reminded them from her chair.


  “It’s really fine, Emily,” he said. “I was just wondering.”


  “Noah,” Rachel said, “she doesn’t care who you bring home, okay?”


  Emery blushed at the truth of the statement that hung in the air.


  “Well, I’ve just never lived with a girl before. I—”


  “Seriously, Noah,” Emery said, holding up a hand. “You do what you always do; I’ll stay out of your way.”


  He took a swig of his beer and turned up the football game. “Sounds good to me.”
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  Waking up in a sleeping bag on the floor of an empty bedroom next to Rachel was a welcome departure. Emery’s thoughts wandered to her sister and tears clouded her vision as she stared at the patterns in the ceiling. She didn’t know what they were called, but with her eyes full of unshed tears, they sort of looked like flowers.


  She blinked a few times before looking at the new phone Derrick had gotten her. There was no more checking it for emails and other updates. She no longer existed. A smile skirted her lips as she thought of her escape. Emery walked out of that house last night and she woke up Emily.


  “Fuck,” Rachel moaned. “We need a bed today. I cannot sleep on the floor again.”


  “You’re a ray of sunshine in the morning,” Emery commented.


  “Tell me you don’t feel like you got run over by a truck.” Rachel sat up slowly, stretching her back to each side.


  “I’m fine,” Emery said. And she was fine. She was infinitely better than yesterday.


  “I’m hungry. Let’s raid the cold pizza.” Rachel stood and pulled her long hair into a messy bun and pulled her shorts down her legs, her midriff showing in between her shorts and tank top.


  As Emery and Rachel sat at the table eating cold pizza and talking about their plans for the day, the door opened and in walked Noah, accompanied by two other boys. Emery looked down at her phone. It was only nine am.


  “They’re getting ready for two-a-days,” Rachel supplied, answering her unasked question.


  “What’s that?” Emery asked.


  “It’s where we have to practice football in the morning and again in the afternoon and we better be in good shape if we plan on not throwing up,” a guy in a gray shirt and sweatpants stained with sweat answered. He stuck his hand out to Rachel first. “Jake Simmons. I heard you were living here now.”


  “Not me,” Rachel responded.


  “Oh, you must be Emily,” Jake then stuck his hand out at Emery.


  “Hi.” She smiled.


  “You guys ate all the pizza,” Noah whined from the fridge.


  “You don’t need to eat it if you’re getting in shape,” Rachel retorted and walked to the bathroom. Emery chuckled as she noticed the new guys’ eyes follow Rachel all the way until she shut the door.


  “Emily, this is Meat,” Noah introduced.


  Emery stuck her hand out to the quiet, bigger guy in the corner. “Meat?”


  “Nice to meet you, Emily,” the guy said softly and then looked at Noah. “See you guys later.”


  “All right, man,” Noah said as Meat closed the door.


  Self-conscious, she put their paper plates in the trash. “Nice to meet you, Jake. I have to get ready. I need furniture.” She made a quick escape to her new bedroom and shut the door behind her.
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  Later, she and Rachel went to a furniture store and ordered a bed, desk, and dresser for her room to be delivered in a few days. Rachel didn’t know how Emery was going to sleep on the floor for another few nights and had said as much six times by the time they stopped for lunch.


  “I know it sounds crazy, but I slept the best I’ve slept in three years last night,” Emery said before taking a gigantic bite of her burrito.


  “It’s because you’re free,” Rachel commented, staring at Emery intensely.


  Emery shook her head. “I don’t think so.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’m not free, Rachel,” Emery said solemnly. “I don’t think I’ll feel free until my sister is out of that house.”


  Rachel nodded and took a sip of her diet soda.


  “I think I slept so well because I was sleeping on the floor in a sleeping bag.”


  “Why the fuck would that make you sleep better?” Rachel laughed. “Sleeping bags make me damn claustrophobic.”


  “Because my body was aware that no one would get into my bed in the middle of the night.”


  Rachel put her burrito down mid-bite and looked down, her face flushing.


  “I’m just making a comment, Rach. You don’t have to feel bad.”


  “Everything about what he did to you makes me feel horrible. Your mother should be—”


  “I just wanted you to know I slept well,” Emery interrupted. “Let’s not talk about all this. There’s no point in talking about what I can’t change. I certainly don’t have to talk about it to remember every single thing he took from me.”


  A tear fell from Rachel’s eye and she wiped it furiously, looking around. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


  “Don’t be sorry.”


  Rachel grabbed Emery’s left hand. “No…I’m sorry I didn’t meet you sooner.”


  “Me too,” Emery agreed.


  CHAPTER EIGHT

  Change of Direction


  About a week later, Emery was lounging in her room on the bed trying to figure out how to sign up for the GED exam so she could get her equivalency certificate.


  The door slamming shook her wall, making her snap her eyes to her own door.


  In a few seconds, Noah appeared in the doorway, taking up the entire opening. He turned up the bottle of water in his hand and she let her eyes take in his bare chest and the way his Adam’s apple bobbed as he took gulps of water.


  Apprehension tickled the back of her neck as she looked around her room. It was scattered with clothes, books, and everything else she’d decided to bring with her. It wasn’t much, but Emery felt like once she put it up she’d have to face the reality of living here. With a boy she didn’t know.


  “What are you doing?” he asked after he’d finished his water.


  Emery almost jumped out of her skin at the sound of his voice. She’d been trying to stay out of his hair since she moved in. He really did like sex, and with many different girls. In the seven days she’d lived here, she’d seen at least three different girls go into his room for a significant amount of time. He allowed one to spend the night; the others took off after a couple of hours.


  She couldn’t tell him what she was actually doing, because he thought she was in college. “Nothing, just reading. What’s up?” She put her notebook down and looked at what she was wearing to make sure she looked decent. She was still in the tank top Rachel had left with her.


  Rachel had left her a bunch of clothes because she said Emily would “rock them,” whatever that meant. Emery had slept in a tank top the night before, so she reached over and pulled up the sheet, covering her arm and her chest.


  “You want to go to the pool with me? I just got back from my run,” Noah said, taking in the mess of her room.


  No shit, Sherlock. On one hand, Noah seemed smart. He read interesting books (or at least one good author she knew of) but he also seemed to be the stereotypical dumb jock. She hadn’t figured him out yet.


  Emery was mesmerized as a drop of sweat rolled down his neck and fell to his pectoral. Her eyes followed the drop until it was absorbed into his shorts. She cleared her throat, not knowing what had gotten into her. Emery hadn’t been with a guy by herself in ages; she didn’t really know how to act. “Sure,” she agreed.


  “See you in a few?” Noah smiled and closed her door so she could change.


  She powered down her laptop and got out of bed, stretching out the sleep in her limbs one at a time. She pulled one of the bathing suits her mother bought for her a few months ago out of a suitcase; it was coral and had a ruffle at the top. She put it on, noticing for the first time how pale she was. It was July. Everyone else her age in the South was tan and glowing. She examined the image that was in the mirror. Emily Sanders. Who would Emily Sanders be? She would be someone who frolics in the sun with boys and has cute bathing suits. Emily Sanders wouldn’t care that she had scars on her arm. Emery braided her blonde hair down her back and a thought popped in her mind—Emily Sanders isn’t a blonde. She’s a brunette with a bob. She’d color her hair tonight.


  Smiling, she went in the bathroom and made sure no unwanted hair was showing, since she hadn’t put on a bathing suit this year. After making herself presentable, she tugged on a baseball cap and walked into the den. Noah was sitting on one of the chairs, still damp from his run but now clad in orange floral board shorts. She could tell he’d definitely been in the sun.


  Fighting the urge to run back into her room, she smiled instead. What would Emily Sanders say?


  “You ready?” she asked.


  “Waiting on you, Em.” Noah slowly rose from the chair and took in her baseball cap, Braves long-sleeved t-shirt, and shorts. “You like the Braves, huh?”


  “Oh…a family member works for them so we get a ton of free stuff.”


  “Well, you look the part,” Noah said walking to the front door.


  He opened the door for her and allowed her out first. She took a deep breath and followed him across the parking lot to the pool. Noah held the gate open for her and followed her in; she felt the pricks on her skin as his gaze seared her skin.


  “Em?”


  She threw her towel on the first lounge chair she could find and turned to look at him, happy she’d grabbed her sunglasses on the way out. “Yes?”


  “You okay? Settling in all right?” Noah asked from a few feet away.


  He was concerned. It was cute.


  “Oh, yes. Thank you again for letting me stay.”


  “If you thank me one more time…” His smile was lopsided, but showed all of his teeth.


  “I just…you don’t understand and I hope you never do.” She turned away from him and felt his eyes linger on her for a few minutes while she undressed. Then she heard a splash and released a breath she didn’t realize she was holding.


  Emily Sanders.


  She walked over to the diving board and did a back flip, entering the pool without a splash.
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  Emery picked up the box of hair color at the Ulta store. She was going to change everything. Emily Sanders would be cute and funny and able to talk to people. She smiled as she walked up to the counter, a box of hair color with a gorgeous brunette on the front in her hand.


  She’d left Noah napping on one of the La-Z-Boy chairs after their morning in the pool. He’d graciously let her use his Jeep Cherokee. He seemed like he was a great guy, funny and self-deprecating in a way that reminded her of Rachel. He made her comfortable and he hadn’t asked her anything about her past. He liked the ladies, though; she was glad Rachel had warned her.


  “This it?” The clerk’s question shook her from her reverie and she nodded quickly, putting cash on the counter.


  She felt tingles in her gut as she pulled into a spot at the condo. She’d been feeling those tingles every day since she’d arrived and recognized them as the reminder that she really had escaped. Her phone rang just as she opened the door, unleashing a kaleidoscope of butterflies in her stomach.


  “Hey, Rach,” she answered hesitantly.


  “Hey. Just wanted to let you know shit is hitting the fan around here.”


  Dread settled over her and now the butterflies were trying to escape her gut through her throat. “Ashley?”


  “Oh, hun. Ashley is fine. I spoke with her an hour ago. She’s upset, obviously, but I told her you had to go, that something bad had happened to you and you couldn’t stay and you would come get her when you could.”


  “Thank you.” Emery sat on the edge of the bed, the anxiety of the call leaking out of her body.


  “Your mom went ballistic.”


  “What?”


  “She ripped me and dad a new asshole. She found out he helped you after you got arrested.”


  “Oh shit, how?”


  “I guess she got my number from the note you left Ashley.”


  “Damn. I just wanted Ashley to be able to call you if she needed you,” Emery said and ran her hand through her hair. She hadn’t really thought about or cared how her leaving would impact her mother. It certainly didn’t seem like she cared that much when Emery was at home. It made her sad for the relationship they’d lost after her father passed away.


  “It’s cool. I had to tell my dad though.”


  Terror gripped Emery. “Tell your dad what?”


  “That your boyfriend beat the fuck out of you and threatened to do the same to your sister. He told me you were stupid and went on and on about how he expects me never to get into that situation and all kinds of shit. Nothing I couldn’t handle, Em. I told him you’re sixteen, so of course you do stupid shit.”


  She could finally breathe.


  “What, you thought I would tell my dad?”


  “I…”


  “Don’t doubt me, Em. We’re going to do this. I promise.”


  “Mom was really mad?”


  “Mad is not the word I would use for what your mother was…it was feral. Like an animal. I thought she was going to try to rip my hair out. I told her I didn’t know where you went and that I had no idea you were leaving.”


  “Did she believe you?”


  “I don’t know, Em,” Rachel said sadly.


  “Thanks, Rachel. For everything,” Emery said, trying not to cry. The eerie realization that while she may have escaped Atlanta and Phil’s physical touch, she’d never elude his grip on her life played over and over again in her mind.


  “Happier news!” Rachel squealed. “I got the first round of money today…”


  “Really?”


  “Really. I mean, it was in a brown paper bag like the movies or something.”


  “Why would he do it like that?”


  “Derrick said this was the best way so that no one could trace the money. He said you could have some in cash and he’d open an account for you that no one would know about for the rest.”


  She couldn’t believe that he’d actually done it, that he’d paid her to keep quiet. Bastard.


  “Em, I got you,” Rachel said. “You know that, right?”


  “Yeah, Rach. I know…”


  Her entire life had changed because she was arrested and met Rachel, her best and only friend. It was amazing how one person could change so much.


  CHAPTER NINE

  New Person, Old Problems


  Noah wasn’t there. She released a sigh. It was nice to be alone; if there weren’t girls in the apartment, it was full of stinky football players. The parade of different girls Noah brought in every week was amusing, but she liked it when the players camped out in the den for hours. They played video games and talked about girls and football. It gave her insight into a world that was foreign to her. She’d never been around boys like that before. They basically ignored her because that’s how Noah treated her. Emery thought that was best for everyone involved anyway and it allowed them to talk like she wasn’t there.


  She sat on her bed, reading the instructions on the hair dye. Her laughter filled the silent room. Her mother would die if she knew that she was using boxed hair dye, brown at that, to cover the golden tresses her mother had always adored.


  She watched herself in the mirror as she applied the color and realized that she could do this. Emily could be anyone she wanted to be. She would have short brown hair and an obnoxious laugh.


  While she waited for the color to set, she googled “Emery Shaw.” Several articles popped up.


  Missing Teen Deemed Runaway


  Mother of Missing Teen Refuses to Give Up


  Search for Missing Teen Hits Dead End


  Well, this wasn’t good. Her school picture from last year was all over the internet. She looked toward Noah’s room and wondered if he’d seen any of this. She guessed it was a good thing she was changing her looks. No one would be looking for Emily Sanders.


  It was only when the timer went off signaling she could wash the dye out of her hair that she tore her eyes from the articles. Then she attempted to carefully remove her shirt without getting any of the color on it.


  “Damn it,” she cursed as she looked at the smears of brown dye on her yellow shirt. She managed to get the rest of her clothes off without incident and got in the shower, making sure to scrub her forehead so any dye she’d gotten on there would be gone.


  Her new reflection stared out of the mirror when she stepped out of the shower. She was shocked at the difference hair color could make. Her blue eyes popped from her face. She flipped her head over and blew dry her hair to see the damage.


  Hello, Emily, your hair is a little heinous. Her long hair was darker, but nowhere near the deep brunette on the cover of the box, so she googled hair salons and made an appointment for color and cut to correct what she’d just done.


  Step one of Emily was sort of complete. She dressed and was in the kitchen making herself dinner when Noah and a few of his teammates came in with boxes of pizza.


  “Hey, Em,” Noah greeted, walking in with pizza and not even looking up. He put the box on the kitchen table. “You want some pizza?” His eyes met hers and he cocked his head to the side. “What the fuck happened to your hair?”


  She shrugged. “I dyed it.”


  He walked in the kitchen and stood uncomfortably close to her. Taking a piece of her hair between his fingers, he lifted it and examined it. His fingers grazed right under the clasp of her bra. “Why?”


  “I don’t know, something new, I guess.” She took a piece of pizza out of the box and took a bite while standing at the counter.


  “Your hair was hot the other way!” Jake called from the table, his mouth full of pizza.


  Emery smiled. “Thanks, Jake, I’ll remember that.”


  “I’m just saying.” He shrugged and kept eating.


  “I think it brings out the blue in your eyes,” Noah commented, his voice low. He dropped her hair and walked over to the table. “Come, Em, sit. We got plenty; I put beer in the fridge too.”


  Emery walked over to fridge, grabbed herself two beers, and took her slice of pizza to the table where the three guys sat stuffing their faces. She smiled. “Thanks.”


  She was silent as they talked about practice and the first game coming up soon. Emily liked pizza and football players, even though they were boring as shit. After a few hours and too many beers, she was thoroughly drunk. She stood up and gave the guys a wave before turning for her bedroom.


  “She’s single, right?” she heard Meat ask.


  “No,” Noah answered gruffly.


  Emery didn’t think about his answer, but shut her door and locked it. Emily could lock her door. She fell into bed and didn’t dream of anything.
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  Several weeks had passed since Rachel dropped off that first payoff. Emery was working on her computer, applying to online colleges. She heard the front door slam and burst out of her seat.


  The football season had started and from what Noah told her and what the other players were saying, he was doing really well. Noah was a sophomore and meeting with some NFL people today. He was extremely nervous. His dad had come up just for the meeting. They’d had dinner last night, but Emery had refused Noah’s offer to eat with them. She just didn’t feel comfortable. The less people that met her the better.


  “How’d it go?” she yelled before she even turned the corner into the den and saw him.


  Emily and Noah had become closer, friends even. Emery was jealous because Noah seemed to really like Emily. Emery was getting really good at doing what Emily would do, but Emery was hidden. She’d put her away in a little box in her brain, all of her normal fears and behaviors tucked away where no one could find them…except one. She still kept her paper in her Bible, hidden in her suitcase in her closet under one of her old long-sleeved shirts. One side of the paper evidenced all the times she’d been violated in the most perverse way imaginable. But she’d started a new count on the other side of the paper. She started drawing a line for each day she was away from Phil.


  As soon as she rounded the corner and stepped into the den, she realized Noah wasn’t alone. “Oh, sorry. I just…” She was getting used to all the different girls. There were even several girls that he used on a regular basis. Emery had learned quickly when she needed her earbuds.


  Noah’s face brightened when he saw Emery. “Em, this is Vanessa. Vanessa is my tutor, because I’m not as smart as I should be.”


  Vanessa was petite and pretty, perfect for Noah, with long reddish-brown hair. It was beautiful and it made Emery ache for her real hair, her long hair. She’d finally gotten it cut and recolored a deep brown. It made her feel like Emily but the length had taken a lot of getting used to. She’d also bought a ton of new clothes after Rachel delivered the first ten grand from Phil.


  Emery walked up to her and shook her hand. “Hi.”


  “Hi,” Vanessa said and looked at Noah with such longing it broke Emery’s heart. He didn’t seem to want to be with any one person, but with whomever could keep his bed warm at night. One seemed as good as any other.


  “Noah, I’m going to head back to my room, but I just wanted to make sure everything went okay.”


  He nodded and pulled the pitcher of tea out of the fridge. “We’ll talk later.”


  “Okay. It was so nice to meet you, Vanessa. I’m assuming you’ll be around a good bit this year with all of Noah’s economics classes.”


  “We’ll see,” Vanessa said, her eyes widening in surprise that Emery knew Noah’s schedule. “It was nice to meet you too…Em?”


  “Oh, it’s Emily, sorry.” Noah walked their glasses over to the table next to the kitchen and let his backpack drop off his shoulder. Then he looked up to give Emery another bright smile.


  Emery went into her room and put her earbuds in, grabbing her book and sinking into the world of a girl who loved hard and enjoyed sex. She’d been reading a good bit of really messed up stories, but she’d stumbled into a couple that ended up with a happy ending. She’d found she sort of dug that; it gave her solace that maybe things would be okay. That she’d be okay.


  Lost in the world of hunger, sex, and despair, she felt the bed depress behind her. Her heart flew out of her throat and she couldn’t control her scream as she jumped from the bed.


  Noah sprang from the bed and stood there, stunned at her reaction.


  Emery’s earbuds fell out during the display of terror. They stood staring at each other, each one’s chest heaving as if they’d run a marathon.


  Noah broke the tension first. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I called your name a bunch…”


  “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t hear you and my earbuds were in and I was lost in…” Emery raised her hand to her chest to try to calm her racing heart. “I don’t know.”


  “Are you okay?” Noah asked, sitting on the edge of the bed.


  “I guess. You just scared me.” Emery lowered herself to the bed, but very far from Noah. “Sorry.”


  He put his palm over her right hand, which was pressed into the bed. Emery pulled it quickly out from under his and ran into the bathroom. She shut the bathroom door after her and locked it. His touch scared her, even though she was sure Emily wouldn’t have done that. She couldn’t help it. Emery slid down the door and wrapped her arms around her knees.


  CHAPTER TEN

  Don’t Break Anything


  Emery, Rachel, and Noah were sitting at Jack’s, a BBQ restaurant on Music Row in downtown Nashville. It was a Sunday and they’d been relaxing all day since Noah was tired from his game the day before. It was October and Rachel was on her fall break from school; she planned to spend all week with Emery.


  “So Noah, you never told me what happened with the scout?” Rachel asked, her mouth full.


  “It went fine. They want me to do the combine this year. I just think it’s too early.” Noah leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms.


  “They want you to leave school?”


  “I mean, it was just one person’s opinion. My dad and I talked and I’m going to stay in college. I’m actually thinking I’ll play the fifth season they allow.”


  Emery didn’t realize he’d decided he wanted to stay longer.


  “Hmm,” Rachel murmured. “My cousin the NFL star.”


  “No, I’m pretty sure it would be your cousin the sideline performer for the NFL.”


  “Well that’s still pretty awesome, right?” Rachel looked from Emery to Noah.


  Emery shrugged. She thought it was great, but Noah was competitive and didn’t want to be in a league where he wasn’t the best. He didn’t think he’d do well.


  Noah excused himself to the bathroom and Rachel glared at her.


  “What?” Emery asked.


  Rachel had just gotten in with another ten grand from Phil. “What did you do to Noah?”


  “What do you mean?” Emery thought Rachel was talking about the NFL conversation. She was baffled.


  “He’s devastated that he scared you. What happened?”


  Emery shook her head and stared at her Coke. “I just freaked out a little bit a few weeks ago. He’s been walking around me like I’m going to break since then.”


  “Are you?” Rachel asked, picking at her ribs.


  “What?” Emery looked to where Noah disappeared.


  “Are you going to break?”


  Emery snapped her eyes to Rachel. “No, Rach. I’m not going to break. He just did something that triggered memories for me.” Her voice was harsh. If she was going to break, she would have done it by now.


  “You can’t break, you know. I won’t allow it.” Rachel pointed at Emery with her rib.


  “Oh,” Emery giggled in spite of her annoyance, “you won’t allow it?”


  “Nope. We’re going through this. Me and you.” She moved the rib bone in Emery’s direction to emphasize her point.


  “I know. Me and you,” Emery repeated. “Hey, have you talked to Ashley recently?”


  “Yes.” Rachel straightened up in her seat and pulled out a note. “She told me to give this to you.”


  Emery took the note from Rachel’s hand. “She just gave this to you?”


  “Well, no…” Rachel looked around to see if Noah was headed back yet. “I gave her the bracelet you told me to and told her that I knew where you were, but that she had to keep it a secret. She asked me what your middle name was… She’s smart, by the way.” Rachel reached in her purse carefully due to the fact that she still had barbeque sauce all over her hands. She brought out Emery’s bracelet, the pink and teal one that Ashley had made for her.


  Emery took it from her and put it on her wrist, fighting to keep the tears at bay. Then she leaned in closer to Rachel, absorbing everything about her sister.


  “After a few minutes of talking, she wrote that for you in her notebook,” Rachel finished. “What’s it say?”


  “What, you didn’t read it?”


  “Of course not!” Rachel exclaimed, scandalized. “It’s for you.”


  Emery looked down at the paper and tears threatened to form just seeing her sister’s words.


  “What’s it say?” Rachel asked again.


  “She says she hopes I’m happy and that she loves me.”


  “Ugh, she’s amazing,” Rachel said before ripping more meat from her rib.


  “I bet you pick up a lot of men that way, Rach.” Noah laughed as he sat back down. His leg grazed Emery’s and she fought everything in her being not to move her leg from his.


  Emily Sanders wouldn’t move her leg, so she didn’t move her leg, even though his leg hair tickled and he looked at her with an expression she didn’t understand.
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  Saturday night, she and Rachel sat in the stands at the very top of one of the end zones. Emery squinted against the retreating sun. There wasn’t a cloud in the azure sky. She shielded her eyes, trying to see Noah on the field. The sun was just dropping and it was directly in their line of sight; they could hardly see anything.


  “I wish I would’ve worn my sunglasses,” Emery whined.


  A hiccup escaped Rachel’s lips and Emery burst out laughing.


  “It’s not funny, bitch,” Rachel slurred. She’d been drinking at the tailgate with some of Noah’s friends all morning.


  “It really is.” Emery laughed again. She was the designated driver until after the football game, but part of her was regretting the decision to be responsible.


  Rachel reared back and punched Emery in the shoulder, making her drop all of her popcorn on the person in front of them.


  “Oh shit,” Rachel murmured.


  “I’m so sorry,” Emery quickly apologized.


  “It’s okay,” a guy in a University of Georgia shirt said once he looked at Emery and Rachel. “It happens.”


  “I mean, it’s only popcorn, Emery,” Rachel said in a voice that was not her own.


  Emery’s eyes widened at Rachel’s slip.


  Rachel leaned against Emery’s shoulder and talked to the guy in front of them. “You know how I can apologize? You,” she pointed her finger at him, “are invited to the after party at my cousin’s house. He’s the quarterback. You should come.”


  “Rachel…” Emery warned.


  “No, it’s cool,” Rachel brushed her off. “Come by and I’ll make it up to you.”


  “Where’s your cousin’s place?” the guy in front of them asked politely.


  “Just off campus, in Hillsboro. The Village.”


  Emery pulled Rachel from their seats and smiled at the guys in front of her. “Rachel, I can’t believe you did that.”


  “What? Why are we leaving the game?” Rachel asked, moving slowly down the bleachers.


  “We’re leaving because you invited those people you don’t even know back to Noah’s!” Emery led Rachel down and around to where they could exit the stadium closest to where she’d parked.


  “Noah’s cool, he won’t care.”


  “Rachel.” Emery stopped walking and looked at her friend. “I care.”


  Realization spread through Rachel’s eyes and she nodded. “Oh…I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”


  “No, you didn’t.” Emery started walking. “And if we stay here, you’ll invite every idiot in the stands.”


  “I’m drunk. They probably won’t show up anyway,” Rachel said as she followed.


  “And you called me Emery,” she whispered.


  Rachel stopped. “Really?”


  Emery kept walking until she saw Rachel’s car, then finally turned around. “Come on!” she yelled at Rachel, who still hadn’t moved.
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  Emery was uncomfortable with all the people at Noah’s place, but she couldn’t really say anything. It was past midnight and she was finally buzzed, thanks to the sweet tea vodka they’d purchased with the fake ID Derrick had given Rachel.


  She’d locked her door. Noah didn’t seem to mind if people were in his room, especially different girls, but she didn’t want anyone besides Rachel in hers. Emery was locking her door after she and Rachel had smoked a joint in her room, when she stepped back into him. Noah. She leaned into his chest. “Sorry,” she giggled.


  “I like that you’ve stopped jumping away from me, Emily,” Noah said.


  Emery smiled over her shoulder at him as she followed a stumbling Rachel to the kitchen for a refill.


  “We’re looking for Rachel and Emery!” a loud voice boomed from the open door of the condo.


  Both Rachel and Emery’s eyes snapped to the voice, thinking the worst. What they saw sent Emery into hysterics. She leaned over and put her hands on her knees.


  Rachel stomped across the room and stood in front of the guy they’d dropped popcorn all over. The guy she’d told to meet them. “Well, it took you long enough,” she teased.


  “Well, baby, you didn’t give us a lot to go on.” The guy was wearing red chinos with a black Georgia polo and garnering dirty looks from all the football players.


  “Us?” Rachel asked.


  “Yeah, us.” The guy pointed to about ten other guys standing behind him, waiting to get inside.


  “Oh shit,” Rachel muttered.


  “Hi, I’m Emily, we met at the game.” Emery stood next to Rachel and tried to take control of the situation, since she was more sober. Not that that wasn’t saying much.


  Rachel sagged against Emery. “Sorry I said the wrong name,” she whispered into Emery’s ear.


  “You’re fine.” Emery smiled. “Why don’t you go get some drinks for our friends?” She let the guys into the condo and tried to keep things light, but Vandy football players didn’t appreciate a loss or people from the other team at their party.


  Noah appeared and took Emery’s hand gently, like she would break. “I need to talk to you,” he said, looking at the guys.


  “Noah, these are some guys that we met at the game. Rachel invited them back for a drink,” Emery said evenly, trying to play it off as nothing. She was hoping they would leave, and soon.


  “Yeah, well they need to leave!” called a player from behind her in the den.


  “It’s not like we like to hang out with losers,” Popcorn Guy said in response. “But Rachel here said she’d make it up to me tonight and I was intrigued.”


  “Oh shhure,” Rachel slurred. “Let’s go outside and I’ll give you sssomething to apologize for what shappened earlier.”


  “Everyone calm down,” Emery announced, feeling like she was in some sort of bizarre standoff. “These guys are going to have a drink and accept our apology and I’ll walk them to their cars. No harm, no foul.”


  Noah took a step closer, his foot stepping in front of her and his back nudging her behind him making it clear that he would handle it.


  “Noah, it’s fine,” she whispered and because she was high, she stumbled. Before she caught herself, her lips grazed his ear as he turned to help her and his eyes flew to hers.


  “Emily, right?” Popcorn Guy interrupted what would’ve been a very awkward moment with her roommate.


  She tore her eyes from Noah and looked at him.


  “So look, are you going to come out with us or is your friend?”


  Emery was finally upright on her feet. “Excuse me?”


  “Does your apology entail your lips or hers around my dick?”


  Before Emery could blink in response, Noah’s fist flew into the guy’s face. There was a cracking sound and blood burst from the guy’s nose. Football players began pushing to be a part of the fight and started forcing all the intruders out the front door. Emery lost Noah in the melee, but Rachel grabbed Emery’s hand and they pushed out the door with everyone else.


  “Rachel, I can’t have the police here,” she whispered.


  “Oh fuck,” Rachel moaned. “I’m just full of good decisions tonight.” She straightened up, sobering quickly, and walked right into the middle of two really big men. “I need everyone who wants to get arrested tonight to raise their hand!” she yelled.


  This got a ton of the guys’ attention.


  “Nobody?” Rachel pulled out her phone and started taking a video of the crowd. “Then we’ll just need you fine gentlemen that requested blow jobs in exchange for some spilled popcorn to be getting the fuck out of here.”


  Everyone was frozen, thinking over her words.


  “No one’s moving yet,” she pointed out, “but I’ll call the cops in thirty seconds if you guys don’t move your asses.”


  This got the Georgia guys moving toward the parking lot, still talking shit and calling Rachel a cock tease.


  “I’m usually not a tease!” she yelled. “I just don’t like the exchange rate.”


  She came back to Emery and slung her arm over her shoulders. Together, they walked inside to finish their sweet tea vodka.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN

  A First of Many


  Emery couldn’t remember ever being so happy in her own detached bubble. In the year that had passed since she’d left Atlanta, she’d created a world that was solitary in most ways, but she wanted it that way. She was hiding, after all.


  She’d gotten her graduation equivalency degree and had started attending online college courses. Her days were full of studying and her nights were full of reading, Noah, and his antics. Nothing had changed in the way of the revolving door of girls that he had in his bed, though there had been a few nights where his friends hadn’t filled the den and they’d watched movies together from their respective La-Z-Boys. He taught her how to play Grand Theft Auto. She sucked at it, but she liked hearing him laugh at her attempts to play.


  Some days her face hurt from smiling so much. Other days the silence threatened to drown her.


  Rachel put on music and started shaking her hips to the beat, her long tresses covering her face with each shimmy. Her tank top, which read For Fox Sake, rose and exposed a perfectly flat stomach. She lit up her joint to the beat of the song and thrust her arm in the air, shaking her hips around and dancing over to where Emery was moving to the beat on the couch.


  “Happy seventeenth and nineteenth birthday to my best friend in the entire world!” Rachel yelled in a mock cheerleader voice as she handed the joint over to Emery.


  “Thanks,” Emery said, taking the joint between her lips and pulling in the sweet smoke. She still felt lost, confused, and relieved, but she wasn’t numb anymore. Emily Sanders had been feeling everything she could since she left Atlanta. Sometimes she was overwhelmed with the emotions, even if it was just being comfortable.


  “So everything is set up with the Facebook page, right?” Rachel asked.


  “Yes. Romona Hicks is our lifeline if I have to run,” Emery recited.


  “If anything happens, just leave and we’ll use that to communicate a meeting or to set up what you need,” Rachel confirmed.


  Emery was pretty sure she would die without Rachel, especially if she didn’t see her on a regular basis. Rachel religiously came to see her in Nashville once a month, but Emery wished her visits were more frequent. Rachel’s dad thought she wanted to hang with her cousin. He was just happy she wasn’t getting arrested.


  She and Noah lived peacefully with each other; he was busy with football, college, and his friends. Even though Emery felt pretty invisible in his life, with the exception of those rare times it was just the two of them, he was always nice (if distracted) and seemed to want to stay away from her most of the time. On those few occasions when it was just the two of them in the condo, the conversation flowed between them and they enjoyed each other. Emery was warming up to him, but there was still something uncomfortable about him. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it.


  “So have you decided what you’re going to major in?” Rachel blew smoke away from Emery’s face from her perch on the couch Emery had purchased for the condo.


  “No,” Emery grabbed the joint and inhaled, “but I think I want to help kids.” Like you helped me.


  “That’s awesome. What about some sort of counselor or something?”


  “I don’t know. I’m still looking around.”


  “Sounds good.”


  Rachel brought Emery money every couple months, after they’d sent another blackmail letter to Phil. Emery hated relying on the money from him, but he owed her and she was able to be away from him because of it. Derrick has most of it in an account for her and she was saving it for when she really needed it. She inhaled again and felt all the straight, rigid lines of her life curve as the high took over.


  “Derrick got you a new license for Emily Sanders with your new hair, so now you have a driver’s license and a social security card. I think that’s all you need.”


  “Yep. I’m Emily Sanders,” Emery said slowly, blowing smoke into the air. She’d kept her hair brown; it was a rich chestnut color and now skimmed her shoulders. She thought freedom agreed with her—she’d mellowed. She laughed all the time now with Rachel or Noah, but she really didn’t leave her cocoon of safety. With everyone else, she was still guarded and tried to blend into the background. Emery didn’t have a car yet, so if she went anywhere she had to depend on public transportation or Noah. She hated to inconvenience him, so she spent most of her time in and around the condo. All the places she went alone were within walking distance and she tried to be okay with eating by herself. She brought a book everywhere with her so she didn’t have to talk to people.


  “Em,” Rachel sighed as she plopped down next to Emery, “I know this must be hard, but you can become someone else now. You can be anything you want.”


  “Except all the things I wanted to do I can’t now. I wanted to go to Georgia, but I can’t because I only have a GED. I wanted to be a doctor or something.”


  “You did?”


  Emery couldn’t remember if she did or not. The first time Phil had come in her room, her entire life crumbled. With the violent way he took her, he also took her dreams. His thrusts still flashed through her mind; his grunts filled her nightmares. Every single day, in the seconds between sleep and dreams, she felt paralyzed. Those were the seconds where she (unaware of the reason) saw him lick his fingers for the first time, over and over again. Those seconds of the day were where she felt his presence in the room with her, wherever she was.


  She shook her head, trying to remember what they were actually talking about before her mind had scooped her up and dragged her to the place she feared the most. She’d stopped everything after that, like a switch had been turned off. She stopped gymnastics, dreaming of the future, and stopped letting people touch her.


  “I don’t know.” She laughed, simply because she was high and if she thought about her future she might collapse at the truth of it.


  “Well, what do you want to do now?” Rachel asked as she danced and jumped around the den.


  “You know what I want. I want someone to kiss me.” She held the joint out for Rachel, then brought her fingertips to her lips.


  “You still haven’t let anyone near you?” Rachel asked before taking a pull off the last of the joint.


  Emery shook her head. She couldn’t. She didn’t trust anyone, not even herself. She lifted herself off the couch and danced toward Rachel. They both lost themselves in the rhythm of the music. They danced around each other, lifted their arms over their heads, gyrated their hips, and shook their heads to the beat of music blaring out of the speakers.


  As the song was about to end, Noah and a few of his football friends came in the door with beer and other bags. Emery didn’t know how long the guys stood in the doorway watching the display before Rachel caught sight of them and stopped to curtsy.


  “Cousin…light of my life,” Noah said jovially as he walked into the kitchen and set his things on the counter.


  Emery’s chest heaved with exertion and she and Rachel leaned on each other, watching as the boys came in and put their things down.


  One of the guys Emery didn’t recognize hit Noah on the arm. “That’s your cousin?”


  “Yep. Off limits, Ethan.” Noah looked at Emery and winked at her.


  Rachel, with her hands in her hair, walked over to the sink. She tied her hair back, stuck her hip out, and pouted. “I’m so not off limits, Ethan.” She smiled, her red lips exposing perfect white teeth.


  “Rach,” Noah warned.


  “What? A girl has needs, right, Em?” She laughed, then sauntered back over to the couch where Emery had folded herself and whispered into Emery’s ear, “I will get your first kiss tonight. Even if I have to do it myself.”


  “Rachel!” Emery gasped and hit her arm playfully. Rachel was the only person Emery would let touch her. It sounded easy, but it wasn’t. It’s actually a difficult feat to bypass normal pats on the arm and grazes of shoulders as you walk by someone—heaven forbid if someone wants to hug! It was something Emily Sanders was working on.


  “Look what I got for the birthday girl!” Noah said coming from the kitchen with a brown paper bag. “I would’ve been here sooner, but the line kicked my ass.” He threw the bag to her and laughed as she missed it. It landed next to her with a thud.


  Emery looked up at Noah, blushing. “You didn’t have to get me anything.” She was floored he’d not only got her a present, but stood in line for it.


  He walked back to the kitchen and brought out a round chocolate store bought cake. “I got you a cake too. Happy birthday, Em.”


  On the top it read, “Happy Birthday, Emily.” In her foggy mind it was funny that it said Emily. She snorted, then covered her mouth, embarrassed. Noah had done all this for someone he didn’t even know. She couldn’t stop laughing at the tragedy of it. Emery tucked her hair behind her ear and focused on the bag he’d given her. She opened the bag and pulled out her favorite book by their favorite author.


  “You met Chuck Palahnuik?”


  “I did.” Noah’s dimples showed.


  She realized there was another book in the bag too. She pulled it out. The cover of the book was filled with a devil’s face, the title Damned.


  “That’s his new book; it’s not out yet.” Noah smiled. “Sounds pretty interesting.”


  “T-thank you.” Emery was speechless and tried to remember when she’d talked to him about this book. Was it the first day? She couldn’t believe he’d remembered what her favorite book was. Emery eyed him curiously.


  “Open it,” he prodded.


  She flipped it open and it was signed by the author. Her entire face lit up and she jumped up, closed the distance between them, and threw her arms around him, not thinking. “Thank you so much! This is amazing!”


  Noah stiffened for a minute and then draped his arms around her. “You’re welcome,” he said into her hair.


  She smiled in foggy realization that she’d hugged him and nothing bad happened. He’d unexpectedly gotten her a very considerate gift. This was turning into the best birthday ever.


  “Very cool, Noah,” Rachel said from the couch, examining the exchange. “It was very thoughtful, not like you at all.”
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  “I have a proposition,” Rachel slurred hours later, now thoroughly drunk and high.


  “What’s that?” Emery asked, a little scared by the gleam in Rachel’s eye.


  Rachel’s ringtone, Jay-Z’s “Dirt off Your Shoulder,” blared through the room. She squealed in delight. “It’s Derrick! I’ll be back.” She took her phone and ran into Emery’s room.


  Emery made a mental note to ask Rachel about Derrick later; she hadn’t heard about what was going on with them in a while. It seemed like Rachel’s crush hadn’t waned in the slightest.


  Noah was sitting on the floor eating a piece of chocolate cake. “Good day?” he asked with a smile.


  “Amazing day,” she answered honestly. “You seriously didn’t have to do that.”


  “I wanted to. I know this has got to be hard.” Noah leaned in and smoothed her brown waves back. She saw something in his eyes that surprised her and she felt pulled in his strong gaze. “Em,” he whispered in a husky voice.


  She didn’t know if it was because she was drunk or high or because Noah had given her an amazing gift, but Emery leaned toward him hesitantly, her body moving of its own accord. His lips caught hers swiftly. Soft, but firm, his lips parted her own slowly and his tongue entered her mouth. It felt foreign, but right somehow. A feeling of euphoria spread throughout her body, her nipples hardening and chill bumps rising on her arms. Noah pulled her gently onto his lap. She straddled him, giving herself over to the kiss. His hands ran through her hair; his mouth tasted of chocolate. She moaned into his mouth. She was being touched everywhere. It was a hungry kiss, like he was consuming her or they were consuming each other. Everywhere he touched her left little sparks that chipped away at her armor. He pulled back and she missed his mouth on her immediately.


  They were panting and staring at each other. Why had she waited so long to do that? Oh yeah, him. He’d taken everything from her. This she would do again. This was phenomenal.


  Noah smiled lazily. “Sorry.”


  “For what?” she asked.


  “For that. I’ve been wanting to kiss you for months now. Happy birthday.”


  “Don’t be sorry for that. That was…” she put her fingers to her lips.


  “Life altering?” he joked.


  “Something like that,” she responded honestly as she cocked her head to the side to really look at him.


  “If you don’t get off me soon, I may do other things to you that I’ve been wanting to.” His tone was joking, but she didn’t miss the desire in his eyes.


  Her eyes widened and she quickly eased herself off his lap. She wanted his heat back on her, his tongue in her mouth. “I don’t know if I can do that.” Her voice was barely there, it sounded like she had laryngitis.


  “I know.” He nodded. “I want to show you that every guy isn’t like him. I’ll never touch you if you don’t want me to.”


  “I want you to,” she whispered. “I just don’t know if I can...” her words trailed off.


  “We’ll just see. I’ll do what you tell me to do and that’s it.”


  His brown eyes showed his sincerity and she trusted him. Emery had no idea that he’d wanted to kiss her all this time. It had appeared all year that he just wanted to do his own thing and stay to himself. She didn’t care that Noah had all the girls he wanted—it made it easier for her to ignore the fact that he was a boy. Now there was only his touch. He wouldn’t ask her for things she couldn’t give him.


  “Kiss me,” she urged.


  And he did.


  CHAPTER TWELVE

  Certainties


  Emery heard two knocks on her door before Noah opened it and walked in. She was in the middle of making her daily hash mark in the journal Rachel bought her for her birthday. She couldn’t bring herself to do anything in it other than make a mark for the days she hadn’t been raped. Her life was in a sort of purgatory. She was free from some things, but trapped by others. At least she’d moved from the hidden Bible to a journal. It was a step.


  “So, I have a buddy who’s selling his old 4Runner. What do you think?” Noah asked, leaning against the wall facing her desk. He was in athletic shorts, as usual. Emery had only seen him in other clothes once or twice.


  “How much?” she asked as she closed the journal and put it under a pile of clothes on her desk.


  “He’s selling it for twelve, but for you, I talked him down to eight. It’s a kickass deal. Let’s go.” Noah left her room for his.


  Emery contemplated the price for the SUV and then walked to her closet, looking through the boxes for the right one. She sat down and opened her Frye boots box and started counting cash. She didn’t hear Noah enter the room again.


  “Holy shit!” Noah exclaimed, eying all the cash in the box. He’d pulled on a Vandy Football t-shirt that stretched tight across his chest.


  Emery kept counting, ignoring him.


  “How did you get all that cash?”


  “When my parents died,” she lied.


  “But why…” Noah shook his head, apparently deciding not to ask his question.


  Emery closed the box and put it back in her closet. She shoved the eight thousand dollars in her behemoth Michael Kors purse and then looked at him. Their exchanges had been awkward at best since they’d kissed on her birthday last week, but she’d noticed that he hadn’t brought any girls back to the condo since then. She sighed as she took in his all-American features. “I didn’t want to open a bank account since he might be looking for me.” She shrugged. “Let’s go get this 4Runner.”


  His face fell in realization. “Oh, I didn’t…”


  “You wouldn’t, Noah. It’s okay. I hope you never have to worry like I worry every day. It destroys faith and hope and everything good.”


  This was the truth.


  “But…” Noah’s face scrunched up like he was trying to come up with the cure for cancer. “You feel safe here, right?” He opened the front door for her and she walked out into the sunshine and put on her sunglasses.


  She waited for him to lock the front door before she spoke. “You make me feel safe, Noah, but I’m worried it’s a false sense of safety,” she said to his back.


  “I’ll fuck anyone up that tries to mess with you,” he assured her as they walked to his Jeep Cherokee. He opened the passenger door for her and helped her in.


  She sat, looking forward as he stood at the door. “I’m sure you would, but I don’t want it to come to that. If he finds me, I’ll leave. I’m not going to get you involved in the hell I lived through.”


  She secured her seatbelt as he walked to the driver’s side and slid behind the wheel. He cranked the SUV and then reached for her hand, which was casually on the center console.


  “Emily, I’m involved now.”


  Her eyes widened as he continued to hold her hand while he reversed out of his spot and drove out of their complex. Emery enjoyed the weight of his hand in hers; it felt like it was keeping her grounded somehow.


  They got out of the SUV at a house with a black Toyota 4Runner sitting in the driveway. A guy came out of the house and he and Noah did a long, complicated handshake. “Roy, this is my…Emily,” Noah finished awkwardly.


  “Hi, Noah’s Emily.” Roy chuckled as he stuck his hand out. As they shook, he said, “My boy says you may be interested in my truck?”


  “I am.” She smiled and put her hand back by her side, unconsciously fingering the hem of her long-sleeved shirt.


  “You guys want to take it for a spin?” Roy asked Noah.


  “Yeah, let’s do that, Em.” Noah took the key out of Roy’s hand and threw it at Emily.


  “Thanks, we’ll be right back,” she said as Roy eyed her curiously. Emery reversed out of the driveway and started driving slowly through the neighborhood.


  “Well, what do you think?” Noah asked after a few minutes.


  “I think it’s fine. Now I can finally get a job.” Maybe getting a job would help her feel more real, like she wasn’t stuck.


  Emery started making her way back the way she came. Thoughts turned and tumbled against each other in her mind as she contemplated Noah holding her hand. It was comforting and she liked it, but she didn’t want to give him the wrong idea.


  When she pulled in the driveway, Roy was sitting on the front steps sipping a beer. He got to his feet and walked over to Noah. “What’d you think?”


  “She’s getting it,” Noah said.


  “Cool. So we agreed on eight, right?”


  “I have cash,” Emery said.


  Roy’s eyes grew to the size of saucers. “Okay.” A grin spread across his chiseled features.


  She started pulling out cash.


  “Whoa!” Roy exclaimed, looking around nervously. “Don’t be pulling out cheddar like that in my front yard!”


  “Oh, sorry.” Emery flushed with embarrassment.


  “Come on, let’s go inside for a minute,” he said and waved them inside.


  Noah took her hand as they walked in and she looked at their hands clasped together. It was a strange sensation to have his strong hand wrapped around her small one. He was protecting her, or showing her he would. When she looked up, they were in a den with the Vanderbilt banner hanging behind the leather couch. Another guy was sprawled out on the couch watching football on a big screen.


  When he saw Noah, he stood up quickly and walked over, giving him the same weird handshake. “What’s up, boss?”


  “Not much. Buying Roy’s 4Runner.”


  “You are? You have a phat Jeep,” the guy said, stepping back and finally observing Emery.


  “Not me, Emily.”


  “This your girl?” the guy asked.


  “Something like that.” Noah smiled and looked at her. Redness crept up her neck at Noah’s words.


  “So eight, right?” Emily changed the subject and started stacking the money on the table.


  “Damn, your girl’s got jack.” The guy fell down back on the couch. “Watching game film for next week? Gotta be prepared to bring it.”


  “We’ll bring it,” Noah replied. “Roy, you give her all the papers?”


  “Yeah, I got it.” Roy handed her a stack of documents she assumed related to the ownership of the truck.


  “Thanks,” she said and put them in her purse.


  “No. Thank you.” Roy picked up the money and started walking into another room. “See you Monday, Noah.”


  “Yep, y’all be good.” Noah pulled Emery toward the door with a smile.


  Noah dropped her hand when they got to the 4Runner. “Follow me and we’ll get lunch, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  Emery got in her new vehicle and changed the mirrors and looked around again at the immaculate SUV. She smiled as she followed Noah to the restaurant. She’d never bought anything like this herself. But then she realized she really didn’t buy it herself, Phil did. The thought took some of the wind out of her sails.
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  Emery took a bite of her sandwich and tried to come up with something to say to Noah. The afternoon was filled with weird silences, which weren’t common with them. “Thank you for that,” she said, barely meeting his eyes.


  “Emily, I’d do anything for you. Please believe that.” He turned the baseball hat he was wearing backwards so she could see his eyes.


  She straightened up; this was going too far. “Noah, what are you doing?”


  “What?” He shrugged and unleashed a smile so genuine it hurt her soul.


  “Whatever you’re doing, stop.” Emery didn’t want things between them to mess up her living arrangements.


  “I’m just being honest.” Noah took a bite of his sandwich and watched Emery’s face.


  “Well, stop that too,” she replied stubbornly.


  “You want me to lie?” he asked, his mouth full.


  “Yes.” She nodded stubbornly.


  He thought for a minute, his face serious. “Okay. I didn’t enjoy kissing you and I don’t want to do it again. I especially don’t want to do it right now.”


  “Noah,” she whispered.


  “I’ll be gentle.”


  “I don’t want to lead you on,” she said softly. “This can’t go anywhere.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because you have so many girls that you kiss and do other things with and that’s just the way it is, Noah.” She sighed and put her sandwich down. “You have a great thing going. Your football and your friends—you have everything. I have nothing. I don’t want to be the one to bring you down.”


  “Emily, I want you and it doesn’t matter about your past.”


  “What about my future?” Emery dropped her eyes to her food. She couldn’t even look at him.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I don’t have the type of future that you do. Things are different for me.”


  Noah touched her hand. “They don’t have to be.”


  “Yes, Noah,” she nodded, “they do. Listen, I want to kiss you again, and I want you to touch me.” She couldn’t believe she was saying this. “Everywhere. But there are some certainties that come with me.”


  “And what are those?” he asked, rubbing his thumb over the back of her hand soothingly.


  “That this will end and it won’t end well.”


  “It doesn’t matter.” Noah got out of his seat and slid into her side of the booth, pushing her over and crowding her. He put one hand on her jaw and the other tangled in her hair. Then he kissed her. His lips were a welcome invasion and she lost all thoughts as their tongues tangled and danced. Her body cursed her as she pulled away from him.


  “We’re in public,” she whispered in his ear.


  “I know,” he whispered back.


  “Don’t do that again,” she chastised, staring into his eyes. She didn’t get him.


  “You loved it.” His warm brown eyes analyzed hers.


  She nodded. “I did, but let’s save that for when we’re by ourselves. Okay?”


  “Wait, what do you mean?”


  “Let’s keep whatever this is to our place.” She was giving up a little of herself—not Emily, but Emery. It confused her, but he made her feel emotions she’d never felt. He made her feel cherished. She didn’t want to share that with anyone.


  “Do you mean that you’re going to see other dudes and then come back and do what you want to with me?”


  “No, I’m saying that’s what you can do. I’m not dating anyone, including you. I’m just not ready.”


  “I don’t want to date any dudes.” He chuckled.


  She glared at him. “You know what I mean.”


  He exhaled and ran his hand through his hair. “I don’t like this.”


  “This is all I can give you right now, Noah.”


  “You’ll let me know when that changes, okay?”


  She didn’t miss the gleam in his eye.
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  From: Romona Hicks

  To: Rachel Helms


  GOT A VEHICLE!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! I’m so excited. Noah helped me get it. How are things? How is Ashley? Miss you. Love you.


  From: Rachel Helms

  To: Romona Hicks


  You know this is an emergency Facebook account, right?


  From: Romona Hicks

  To: Rachel Helms


  This is an emergency. An emergency of awesome.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN

  Bullshit Cherry


  Nashville was a fun town, full of characters and Southern charm. Emily Sanders got her first job ever at Jack’s BBQ on Broadway after she’d finally gotten a vehicle. One of Noah’s many female friends told him about an opening for a server and she’d applied immediately. The restaurant had been around since the 1970s. It was also next to The Stage, where great music acts played every night. One of the things she loved about work was there was no quiet. After solely being in the condo for basically a year, she welcomed the hustle and bustle of the restaurant. She worked mindlessly; it kept her mind from spiraling out of control.


  She’d also stopped eating meat because she was around it constantly. Her hair reeked of the smell of grilled pork. Even her skin smelled like meat. It was disgusting. The barbeque sauce ate away at the sneakers she wore, so she had to buy new ones every couple of months. Emery loved it anyway because her job allowed her to get out, make some money, and feel normal, or what she thought was normal. The days passed faster when she was working, so she picked up as many shifts as she could and would work past midnight at least four nights a week. Emery took food orders until around nine, then slung drinks the rest of the night.


  The music was extremely loud, so there was no talking and no getting to know each other, but she had even become somewhat friendly with her co-workers. Somewhat. Mostly she just did her job and went home.


  One of her favorite spots in the restaurant was the top level back patio. If you went up to the top and sat at one of the many tables, you could take in the Ryman Auditorium. They had the best musicians there and she really wanted to go to a concert there before she left Nashville. Noah told her the Ryman was built as the Union Gospel Tabernacle in 1892. He’d been to a concert there recently with friends and told her all about it once he got home.


  She’d been working at Jack’s about six months when the shift manager walked up to her while she was busing one of her tables. Her manager, Jenna, had maroon hair in a pixie cut.


  “So do you love me?” Jenna asked.


  “Sure, Jenna.” Emery laughed as she continued putting dishes in a tub to take to the dishwasher. Her mother would die if she knew Emery was busing tables. The thought soared into her brain without warning and she stood straight up. That happened every now and then; she was getting used to being blind-sided by thoughts of her family.


  “Here.” She held out an envelope to Emery.


  Curious, Emery wiped her hands on her apron and ripped open the envelope. In it were two tickets to see Counting Crows at the Ryman in a few hours. She wasn’t sure she recognized the band; maybe if she heard them she’d know their music.


  “What?” she managed to ask.


  “Well, there were seats left at this concert and the group’s manager is a friend of my dad’s so…I said to myself, ‘who in this place looks like they could use a night off?’ That’d be you, babe.”


  A grin spread across Emery’s face. “Thank you so much!”


  “You’re welcome. Emily, you work hard and you don’t complain. I like you. It’s the least I could do.”


  “So I get the night off too?”


  “Yep,” Jenna answered and then walked back to the stage where the band was warming up for the night.


  Emery took her apron off and pulled out her phone. She texted Noah.


  Can you come down here and see a concert at the Ryman with me?


  She didn’t know what his plans were tonight. If he couldn’t go, she’d go by herself. After a few minutes of waiting on her phone, she put it in the back pocket of her skinny jeans. She walked to the bar and waved the bartender down.


  “Eric, can I get a Summer Shandy?” He knew she was underage, but he’d served her before.


  Eric leaned onto the bar and yelled over the band, “I thought you were working?”


  Eric’s spiky hair, earrings, and tattoos made all the servers in this place drop their panties for him on a daily basis, but his charm didn’t work on her. The only person that she had a physical interest in was Noah. His easy charm and laid back personality had let her trust him completely. It’d taken a year, but he never pressed. He understood her for reasons she couldn’t explain.


  Eric had both forearms on the bar and leaned in to talk to her. “Sure, I can get you what you want.” He smiled and unconsciously, Emery leaned away from him. Eric cocked his head to the side to look at her, but then he backed away and got her beer.


  Her butt vibrated with a message on her phone. She leaned forward and pulled it out of her back pocket.


  Are you asking me out on a date?


  Smiling, she texted back.


  Nope, but if I was what would you say?


  She could see his face in her mind right now and it made her feel…peaceful. It was a foreign feeling. Once she’d been old enough to know what peaceful meant, it was nowhere to be found.


  I’d say take me wherever you want and do whatever you want with me


  Eric slid her beer across the wood bar and mouthed, “It’s on me.”


  She shook her head and tried to hand him money. He jumped back so that she couldn’t put it in his hand. The band started their next song and she was distracted by a lazy Southern twang and perfect guitar strum that she could feel in her chest. She turned so that she was facing the stage and drank in the man that she felt like she knew from somewhere, but couldn’t place.


  Two songs later, she realized she’d just seen this guy on the show Nashville the night before. The city was amazing that way. They had all sorts of people show up to sing, whether they were people just starting out or artists that had awards. She loved music, so it was the perfect place for her to get lost.


  At a break in the music, Noah strode into the bar and made a beeline to where she was sitting, second beer in hand.


  “That was quick,” she commented.


  “I wasn’t home, so it didn’t take me too long to get here.”


  She inspected him. His hair was mussed and his face flushed.


  “Oh,” she said, but let it drop.


  The music picked back up and Noah crowded into the small space between her and the person next to her at the bar, ordering them both beers. He was so close she could smell a woman’s perfume on him. Her heart deflated a little; she didn’t know why. They weren’t together. It wasn’t her place to be upset he’d been with someone else, especially since she’d told him to do it. He’d actually been respectful by doing it outside their condo, which allowed her the fantasy that they had something special. They laughed and enjoyed each other. He was showing her many ways she liked to be touched by him, but they were neither dating nor a couple. Emery tried to scoot away from him and give him some room.


  He handed her a new beer and leaned into her, yelling in her ear so she could hear him. “So, where are you taking me on my date?”


  “Were you just on a date?” The words slipped out before her brain caught up, and she was mortified. It was none of her business.


  His lips were a fraction of an inch away from hers. His breath was warm on her lips and she rearranged herself on the barstool instead of kissing him. He grabbed her hand and pulled her up the stairs, giving up her prime barstool real estate. She followed him, wondering what he was doing. He pulled her onto the back patio, which was empty due to the band inside. They looked at each other once they were by themselves. Emery was mesmerized by his tight navy sweater and could stare at him all night. He broke eye contact first, ran a hand through his hair, and sighed.


  “It doesn’t matter where I am, Em. I’m always with you.” His eyes found hers again and held them with such intensity it was her turn to look away.


  “I…” She twirled a curl around her finger, not knowing what to say. Her hair was now a light caramel color, since she’d let her brown dye fade over the past few months. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your date. It’s just when I got these tickets, you’re the only one I wanted to go with.”


  “You didn’t interrupt anything important,” he assured her, beaming. “Who are we seeing, by the way?” He reached around her and pulled the envelope out of her back pocket. His nearness caused her body to react. Her breath hitched and her eyes fluttered up to his lips. Noah pushed her against the brick wall and kissed her.


  It started slowly and cautious, his hands on the wall next to her head, but once she put her hand inside his sweater to feel his skin, he pulled her hair back and kissed her neck frantically.


  “Noah,” she moaned into his mouth. He tasted of spearmint.


  He took a step back and smiled. “Sorry, Em. I lost myself for a minute.” He rubbed his face with his palms.


  Her hand fell out from under his sweater, where she’d been outlining his abs. She wanted to commit this moment to her memory. She’d flustered him. Emery was amused and stepped toward him, closing the gap he’d put between them.


  “I’m taking you to see Counting Crows and then I’m taking you home. To my bed.” Emery had just gotten the last word out when he attacked her mouth like a man possessed. His stubble rubbing her face pulled her from her unrealistic fantasy of them. Her entire body froze. This is why she couldn’t do this. The memories would never allow her to be normal; a five o’clock shadow would forever send her retreating into the coffin of her mind. She wiggled out of his grasp, the memory of Phil’s touch haunting her.


  Noah stood there, chest heaving, his eyes intense on her. “What just happened?”


  “Nothing.” Lies. Emery straightened her clothes and smoothed her hair, then started moving toward the door. “We should go and get our seats.”


  He grabbed her hand, pulling her into him again. “I’m going to find where you go,” Noah said into her ear, his lips grazing the lobe sending chills down her body. His body was hard behind her and she wanted to melt into him, but he was doing all the wrong things for her mind to relax. “I’m going to find where you go and lock the door so that you can never go back.”


  Without realizing it, Noah had left no doubt in her mind they could never be what he wanted them to be and that try as she may, she was not Emily Sanders. Emily Sanders didn’t even exist. How could he even look at her that way? It made her sad for him. She was a pile of lies on top of deceit with a cherry of bullshit on top and he thought she was someone else. He thought he knew her.


  No one knew her. Hell, she didn’t even know herself.
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  They walked silently over to the Ryman. She read the history of “The Mother Church of Country Music,” as they entered the venue and then found their seats. The seats were pretty small and Emery found herself pressed up against Noah. He smelled of a mixture of his usual cologne and a perfume that was definitely not him. Emery’s mind was on overdrive.


  The beat of the drums and the tone of the lead singer’s voice took Emery away from her circumstances and she swayed with the beat. She felt Noah wrap his hand around hers. Then the lyrics pulled her from herself and chills rushed over her skin. She’d never felt so wrapped up in a song or the meaning of its words. The feeling lasted from one song to the next and Emery felt like every song was about her. The words washed over her and she knew there were going to be consequences to everything she was feeling. She certainly wasn’t ready for them.


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN

  What’s my Name?


  She and Rachel were eating sushi at a restaurant called PM close to Noah’s house. The chef had been on Top Chef and the place never disappointed. When Noah had an away game, Rachel tried to come and keep Emery company. It’d been less and less since Emery worked almost every weekend, but Rachel still thought Emery shouldn’t be by herself. Although Rachel was right in the fact that Emery hated it when Noah was out of town, it was only because she had to wait to touch him. When he was gone, she yearned to feel every inch of his six foot two frame.


  “So, how’s it going?” Rachel asked, looking over the rim of her pint glass. When Derrick had gotten Emery all of her new identification, Rachel had talked him into giving Emery another one so that she could drink.


  “Well, things are okay. I really wish Noah would let me pay him rent.”


  “His parents pay for everything. Just enjoy it.” Rachel smiled at a couple of guys at the table next to them.


  “Well, he’s amazing and so sweet to let me stay—”


  “Wait, what?” Rachel’s eyes snapped to her friend, interrupting her.


  Emery sat back and knew what Rachel was asking. “I was saying that Noah is really nice to let one of your friends stay with him. I could’ve been someone super annoying, but he still hasn’t kicked me out.”


  “Because you’re not annoying.” Rachel’s eyes narrowed at Emery, scrutinizing her.


  “Well, we sort of do our own thing, you know? I try not to bother him at all. I’ve been working a lot. I’m trying to save money.”


  “You think he’s amazing?” Rachel asked, ignoring what Emery had just said.


  Emery nodded and looked away from Rachel.


  “Emery,” Rachel whispered. “You’re not supposed to do that.”


  “Do what?”


  “You know what, and the fact that you’re refusing to look at me means you’re really doing what I was sure you wouldn’t do.” Rachel’s shoulders sagged with the knowledge of what her cousin and Emery were, in fact, doing.


  “Rachel,” Emery finally faced her, “it’s fine. I’m fine. Noah is a good guy and we make out and whatever, but he doesn’t look at me like that. He’s still dates and we’re just having a good time.”


  “You just make out?” Rachel was incredulous.


  Emery nodded.


  “You couldn’t find someone else to have a good time with?” Rachel shook her head; she didn’t want this to happen, not at all. “What about that bartender at Jack’s? He’s sort of hot. I mean, Emery…shit.”


  “It’s fine,” Emery kept repeating, because that’s what she’d been telling herself for the past several months.


  “No, it’s not fine. I want you to be in a happy, normal relationship. His dating other girls and making out with you is not normal.”


  Emery knew Rachel wouldn’t understand. “Rachel, this makes me happy. Can you believe it? I’m actually smiling and laughing. When I started waking up in the morning and the pain was tolerable, I thought I might be dead, but I wasn’t. It was him. He’s healed some parts of me, the parts that have been open wounds.” She sighed. “He peeled away all of my protective layers with a razorblade, slowly and carefully. He’s not hurting me. He’s healing me.”


  “You’re falling for him.”


  The words stung Emery. “Rachel,” she shook her head, “how can I fall for him? He doesn’t even know my name.”


  Rachel examined Emery’s face, then sighed. “This won’t end well.”


  “It’s my life, so that’s a given.” Emery’s shoulders hunched over, resigned to her life. There were weeks that she could go and lose herself in Emily. Then there were times like this, when she would love to be able to tell Rachel that Noah wanted to be her boyfriend and they were going to make a go of it, but her messed up life prevented her from accepting anything from Noah that was real or even semi-permanent.


  “No, Em. It’s not a given. You have the right to have a happily ever after.”


  “No one has the right to a happily ever after.”


  “Fuck that,” Rachel muttered. “We’ll get you a happy ending if it’s the last thing I do.”


  [image: divider]


  Noah was sitting at the kitchen table with Vanessa when Emery came in from her shift at Jack’s. She’d worked the day shift and brought home dinner.


  “Hey,” Emery said to them both. “I brought home dinner. There’s plenty for all three of us.”


  “Oh, thanks, Emily. You didn’t have to do that.” Vanessa smiled and then looked back at the book between her and Noah.


  “Hey, babe, let us finish this up and then we’ll eat, okay?”


  Emery and Vanessa both stared at Noah. His head was down and he was writing something on a paper and then moved to type something on his laptop.


  Emery was shocked by his words. “Don’t ‘babe’ me.”


  Noah raised his head at her tone, confusion evident on his face. “What?”


  Vanessa looked like she was watching a tennis match.


  Emery’s eyes narrowed at him. “I’m not your ‘babe.’”


  “Aw shit, Em. Sorry. I was deep into this problem.”


  They engaged in a stare down for a few seconds before Vanessa cleared her throat. “Um, I need to use the restroom.”


  “You can use mine, V, I’ll show you,” Noah said and gently squeezed Emery’s arm as they passed her.


  Emery shrugged, put the food in the fridge, and then went into her room. She locked the door, not because she needed to, but because she could.


  After a few hours of reading a book about a prosecutor whose son was accused of murder, a soft knock on the door broke her concentration.


  “Yeah,” she called.


  “Emily, you want to eat?”


  Emery rolled out of the bed and opened the door. Vanessa stood there with a look on her face that Emery wasn’t entirely comfortable with. Her deep auburn hair fell in waves around her face and her low-cut shirt gave away the fact that she was trying to get Noah’s attention.


  “Where’s Noah?” Emery asked as she followed Vanessa to the kitchen.


  “Oh, he got a call and stepped outside. He told me it was dinner time.”


  They walked into the kitchen and Emery pulled the food out of the fridge, setting it on the counter. Vanessa stood in the doorway and watched Emery with avid curiosity.


  “I have pulled pork, chicken, and ribs. Sides are okra, corn, and mac and cheese.”


  “Good grief, that’s a lot of food,” Vanessa commented.


  “Yeah, well. Noah eats like three grown men sometimes, so it’s just best to bring a lot home. I’ll eat the leftovers tomorrow, if there are any.”


  The front door slammed and Noah walked in with a grin. “Damn, woman, that looks good.”


  “Here,” she handed them both plates, “I’ll warm everything up and bring it to the table.”


  Noah leaned past Vanessa and grabbed a cold rib, taking a bite.


  The microwave signaled it was done and she walked over to the table. “So, how’s the tutoring going?” she asked as she set the food out.


  “Good,” Noah answered as he started piling his plate up with meat and sides.


  Emery gave Vanessa a knowing look. Vanessa giggled.


  “What?” Noah asked as he started shoveling food.


  “Emily was telling me that you eat like three grown men. She was right.”


  “I usually am.” Emery nodded.


  “You’re constantly wrong,” Noah commented.


  “About what?” She teased him.


  “You know what,” he grumbled as he continued to shovel food in his mouth like he hadn’t eaten in days.


  Emery shook her head. “Sorry, Vanessa, Noah must’ve gotten bad news on the phone.”


  “Why’s that?” Noah sat back in his chair and examined her.


  “Because you’re being an ass to your friend.” Emery nodded toward Vanessa.


  Realization washed over his face. “Shit, you’re right. Sorry, V. Listen, that was Shannon and she wants me to come over. I’m going to get in the shower and head that way. I’ll see you next week?”


  “Yeah, that’s cool,” Vanessa answered.


  Emery pushed her okra around on her plate. She wasn’t a huge fan of okra, but Noah liked it.


  “So you two aren’t together?” Vanessa asked.


  “Nope,” Emery answered easily.


  “Really? I thought—”


  “Really,” Emery interrupted. “Noah has many different girls. I am definitely not one of them.”


  Vanessa finished her dinner while Noah was still in the shower and left. Emery cleaned up and then went in her room, locking the door.


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN

  Nothing’s Easy


  It was Valentine’s Day and no one wanted to work, but Emery didn’t mind. She’d made a ton in tips tonight with everyone coming in on a weekday for dinner, drinks, and live music. Her long-sleeved shirt was soaked with barbeque sauce and stained with cheese and other things; it’d been a long night already and it was only nine o’clock.


  She was making salads when she felt someone behind her. “What’s up?” she asked when the feeling didn’t change for a few seconds.


  “Your boyfriend didn’t mind you working on Valentine’s Day?”


  She turned to see Eric wearing tight, low slung jeans and a tight red t-shirt that said Oh, it’s Valentine’s Day? I didn’t forget your present. It’s in my pants.


  “Nice shirt,” she joked and then turned back to her salads.


  “Seriously, why are you working on Valentine’s Day?” he asked and pulled on her ponytail teasingly.


  “I don’t have a boyfriend, Eric,” she answered, putting her salads on her tray and making her way back to her tables.


  Much to her dismay, Eric was working the bar when she went to get her next order. “Where did Lindsay go?”


  “She had a hot date with her man. I told her I’d take over after nine so she could go get some.”


  “Well, that was nice of you.” Emery waited as he set seven different pints of beer on her tray.


  “If you’d get to know me, Emily, you’d see that I’m very nice.”


  “You mean in your pants, right?”


  He threw his head back and laughed heartily. “You bet.” He knocked on the wood where she was and then walked down to the other side of the bar.


  When she looked up from her tray to start moving to her new table, she saw Noah standing toward the middle of the bar with a weird look on his face. He stalked over to where she was standing.


  “Can you get off work?” he asked, looking toward the bar.


  “Well, hello to you too, Noah.” She stepped back and started toward her section. “And no!” she called over her shoulder.


  After she put all of her drinks down, she went back to the kitchen for an order. Upon exiting the kitchen, she saw that Noah was sitting at one of her tables with a bunch of flowers wrapped in green paper. She cocked her head to the side in question. He just smiled a panty melting smile she’d seen him use with other girls. What the hell is he up to?


  She took food over to one of her tables and then went to stand at Noah’s table. “What are you doing?” she asked, standing close enough to him that her leg brushed his.


  “Well, I didn’t plan anything because I’m an ass, but I wanted to spend Valentine’s Day with you. So I want some ribs and beer.” He put his arm around her waist and pulled her into him in an awkward hug. “Please,” he added.


  He wanted to spend Valentine’s Day with me. No one had ever wanted to spend Valentine’s Day with her. To be honest, she’d never wanted to spend Valentine’s Day with anyone. “You’re trying to get in my pants,” she deadpanned.


  “Always,” he joked.


  “You didn’t have another one of your ladies you wanted to spend tonight with?” She couldn’t help the bitterness that filled her words and regretted saying it immediately as the smile dropped from his lips.


  “See, you don’t get to do that, Emily,” Noah said, fidgeting with the paper wrapped around over twelve crimson gerbera daisies. “You know what red gerbera daisies mean?”


  She looked around at her tables to make sure no one was signaling her for anything. When she looked back at Noah, she found she wanted to thread her fingers through his hair and kiss him. “No,” she answered.


  “It means unconscious love,” he explained.


  His words hung in the air.


  “Noah,” she warned, glaring at him.


  “Emily, I think we’re good for each other. I love it when my tongue is inside you and I can tell you do too. I want to have all of you. I know you keep telling me you don’t want it, but you sure as hell do unconsciously. I can tell when you clench around my fingers…”


  “Noah, you can’t come in here and say all this. I’m working.” She really was irritated, but more because she wanted to quit and go home with him immediately. “The flowers are beautiful. The sentiment is something we can talk about. What spurred this?”


  He smiled. “I don’t want to spend Valentine’s Day with anyone else but you.”


  “Let me put your order in,” she said and turned on her heel. She didn’t know what to think. She’d assumed he was going to be with one of his other girls tonight. Emery told herself every time she was swept up in a kiss or a touch that it wasn’t real. His going on a date tonight would have helped her be okay with things because it would show her he didn’t want anything else from her. She could block out the conversation they had after he’d taken her to get her SUV, but she couldn’t ignore this.


  She watched him while she put his order in the computer. He was wearing a long-sleeved t-shirt, worn out jeans, round-toed work boots, and a John Deere hat. Noah looked up from his phone and saw her gawking at him. He motioned her over. Instead of going straight to Noah, she veered to the bar to grab his beer.


  “I thought you said you didn’t have a boyfriend,” Eric commented as he handed her Noah’s beer.


  “I don’t,” she replied.


  “Yeah, you do,” she heard Eric retort as she moved away.


  “You don’t know what those flowers mean,” she said as she set his beer on the table.


  “I googled it.” He wrapped both hands around the back of her upper thighs and pulled her flush with him. She was standing in between his legs and everything disappeared as she lowered her head slowly. Noah turned his hat around backwards and caught her lips with his mouth in a slow dance. When she’d finally remembered she was at work, she stepped back.


  “Oh shit,” she said, pointing at his once-white long-sleeved t-shirt, which was now covered with sauce and random bits of meat. “Your shirt.”


  His eyes twinkled. “Totally worth it.”


  “You came in here and made my entire night. Thank you,” she admitted and went to check her other tables before she was tempted to kiss him again.


  Noah continued sitting at the table, sipping his beer and touching her inappropriately until after midnight, when the restaurant closed. He stood to go, kissed her, and grabbed her butt. She slapped at his hand playfully. “I don’t like the way that bartender looks at you,” he whispered in her ear.


  “Whatever,” she said dismissively.


  “I’ll see you at home. I’ll be the one in your bed.” He winked and then left.


  As Emery swept her section, she realized that tonight was the first time he’d disregarded her request that they not acknowledge each other physically in public. She was more shocked to find she didn’t care. The grin on her face was permanent for the rest of the night.
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  She woke with a start and glanced at her phone on the bedside table. It was 3:36 in morning.


  “Hey,” Noah moaned roughly, sleep filling his voice.


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you up.” She rolled over and lay with her face inches from his. She couldn’t really see him, only the outline of his features.


  “You okay?” His voice was soft. Then he closed the mere inches separating them and kissed her lazily, like he had all the time in the world.


  Heat blazed through her as quick as lightening. He leaned back and put his fingers on her lips, softly.


  “Noah?”


  “Yeah, babe.”


  “Don’t ‘babe’ me,” she said without thinking.


  He chuckled. “You like baby better?”


  “This doesn’t change anything,” she pushed.


  “This changes everything and I promise you may not see it, but you need it to change. I don’t want anyone else and besides, they would all be poor replacements for you.”


  His words were what she’d wanted but feared at the same time. The regrets she had about telling him to date other people invaded her thoughts when she smelled different girls on his clothes, on him. Emery had convinced herself that this was better for them both, but no matter what they were slowly intertwining with each other and she didn’t want any other girls in the mix.


  “Okay.”


  “Yeah?” His voice filled with joy.


  “Okay, but I’m not your girlfriend,” she said.


  “I can live with that.” He kissed her. It was a chaste kiss and she pulled herself closer to his body.


  “And we’re still keeping things to our apartment.”


  “Oh, it’s ours now?” He kissed the tip of her nose. His lips burned a trail of kisses down her neck.


  Emery’s mind buzzed with what she was doing and how wrong it was. She couldn’t be the person he wanted her to be, the person he deserved. The person that could meet his parents and have his babies. The girl that would make his life better. That wasn’t her. She wasn’t that person. Noah seemed to love easily, but she couldn’t because she knew she’d have to walk away from him at some point.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN

  Unwanted Conversations


  Emery was sitting at the table staring at the red daisies when her phone rang. She ran to her purse and answered. “What’s up?”


  “Hey, just wanted to check in with you. Things going okay? I’m graduating from high school in like three months. Can you believe it? I haven’t been grounded in months and Derrick kissed me. Oh, and I talked to your sister.”


  “Whoa, Rach…I can’t follow you. That was like one long run-on sentence.”


  “Ashley is doing awesome. She’s on some sort of gymnastics team or something. She said you’d know it was a big deal.”


  Hot pins pricked at the back of her eyes and tears threatened. Emery was on the gymnastics team for years before she quit; she’d loved it. “When are her meets? I’d love to go,” she said before she actually thought about her words. “But I can’t…”


  “But Em, she’s so awesome. I thought you’d be happy.”


  “I’d be happy if I could see her compete. If I could hug her neck and tell her how much I love her.”


  “Well, I’ll get her to make you a video and send it to me, okay?” Rachel suggested. “Then I’ll send it to you and then delete it.”


  Emery’s heart soared. “Why haven’t you thought about that before?! That’s awesome. I’ll do one too…”


  “No!” Rachel yelled into the phone. “Did you not just hear that my crush of years kissed me?”


  Emery grinned. “So…what happened?”


  “Oh my gawd…his lips are like velvet and it felt like…it was perfect, Em. It was everything I’d hoped it be. I felt it in my crotch.”


  “Well, that’s explicit.” Emery laughed, though she knew Rachel wouldn’t be any other way.


  “I mean, I wanted to unzip his pants immediately, but I couldn’t.”


  “And why not?”


  “Because I was leaving my dad’s office and he was entering the elevator, so I decided to take a ride back up with him. He pushed me against the wall and everything. It was like a fucking movie, except the doors opened and my dad’s receptionist saw me. Then Derrick walked out of the elevator with a raging hard-on. It was awesome.”


  Emery laughed. “Have you talked to him since?”


  “No…”


  “Why not?”


  “Because I want him to call me, Em. He has my number and he hasn’t called. Do you think he’ll call?”


  “I know he’ll call.”


  “How? How do you know?”


  “Because you’re you.”


  “Ugh…whatever, that’s because you love me.”


  “I’m very realistic. You turned those lips on him, so he’s probably just been at home jerking off, too busy to call.”


  Rachel’s giggled filled the phone. “I gotta go. Love you. Miss you.”


  “You too.”
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  She stared into her own eyes as she talked to Ashley. She’d put her hair into one of her Braves baseball caps. Her blue eyes popped under the navy cap and the changes she’d made since she left Atlanta weren’t as obvious.


  “Hey, Ashley. It seems like you’re doing fabulous. I heard about you making the team. Don’t let Coach Jeffries boss you around too much. I miss you so much. I’m so sorry I had to leave you like that…” her voice trailed off. “This isn’t what this video is supposed to be about.” She sighed. “I don’t know what to say other than I love you and I’ll be back. I promise.”


  She hit the stop button on her phone. This was her third attempt at the video and it was dumber than the first one.


  “What do you want to tell her?” Noah’s voice made her heart jump into her throat.


  “Shit.” She turned around and took in Noah. He was wearing her favorite gray sweatpants and a tight black t-shirt. “You scared me.”


  “What do you want to tell her, Em? You miss her. Why don’t you tell her where you are and how you’re doing?” He walked toward her and stopped a few steps away.


  “I don’t want her to know where I am.” Her eyebrows rose at her own admission.


  Noah reached out and took her phone from her. “Why?”


  “Because.” She shrugged, hoping he would back off.


  “Fine,” he responded, but she knew him well enough to know he wouldn’t let that go so easily. He sat down on the end of the bed and played with her phone. “Why don’t you let me video you and ask you questions?”


  She shook her head no, looking down. Emery didn’t want Noah to know these things, to hear what she would say. It would lead to him asking more questions she couldn’t answer. She felt him take her hand and lift it to his lips. He pressed his lips to the back of her hand, which caused her to raise her eyes to his. They locked and a smile played on his lips.


  “Okay, fine, but I don’t understand how you can make me do things that I don’t want to do,” she huffed.


  He lifted the phone so that he was videoing her. “Okay, go.”


  She smiled. “Ashley. I don’t know why I just thought about this. I should’ve been sending you these videos since I left. I heard about you making team. I’m so proud of you. I just know you’re going to be amazing. I’m doing okay. I’m in college and working at a restaurant. Can you believe it? I even have friends. I miss you.” Her gaze fell to her feet.


  “What else do you want to tell her?” Noah moved his head to the side of the phone to talk to Emery.


  “I want to tell you, Ashley, that I’m okay. I’ve moved past what happened to me, or I’m trying to and I want you to be okay. If you’re ever not okay, get in touch with Rachel. I’ll be back for you. I love you.”


  Noah hit stop and dropped the phone to his thigh. “Em, what are you running from?”


  “Everything,” she responded. She grabbed her phone and walked into her bathroom, shutting the door and effectively ending the conversation that she didn’t want to have with Noah. That she would never have with Noah.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

  Exclusive


  After a few weeks of exclusivity, she woke to Noah still in her bed, his face inches from hers. He looked even better sleeping bare-chested with his hair sticking in every direction. She slid her body as close to his as she could get and kissed him awake. His tongue parted her lips and they kissed for what seemed like hours. Even half asleep, his desire for her was evident and currently rubbing her inner thigh. His kisses consumed her and chased away her nightmares, frightening away the demons that lurked just below the surface of Emily.


  “Now, that’s a good morning I could get used to.” Noah’s voice vibrated against her neck. He trailed kisses down her neck and pulled at the top of her tank top, laying kisses on the tops of her breasts. Making his way back to her lips, they kissed until her lips hurt. Then he lazily kissed down her jaw, her neck, and across both collarbones.


  “Noah,” she moaned. Emery’s body was on fire, but she also felt a chill. She wanted him everywhere on her body, but she wanted him to know they couldn’t be what his eyes told her he wanted. He circled her nipple with his tongue and she wanted his tongue where it’d been last night. Things were getting out of hand. She’d become addicted to his touch, almost fearing how much she wanted it.


  And…there he went, depositing himself in between her legs, making her back arch and her hands grasp the sheets so hard she thought she would rip them. The heat rose in her gut, building until she screamed his name so loud he stopped what he was doing to laugh.


  Guilt coursed through her at the sound of his laugh; he was enjoying himself pleasuring her and she wasn’t returning the favor. She didn’t know how to, but she couldn’t tell him that. He thought she was there because of an abusive boyfriend. Emery wanted to come clean, to look into those expressive eyes and tell him everything. But then those eyes wouldn’t look at her the same. His fingers wouldn’t make her feel the way they did. His lips wouldn’t ignite her entire body.


  When she finally came down from her orgasm, she cleared her throat. “Noah?”


  He kissed the inside of her thigh, still amused by her reaction to his touch. Her insides clenched again at the contact. “Yeah?”


  She paused, wondering if she could say what she wanted.


  He pushed himself up the bed, the sight of all of his muscles flexing at the same time causing her to forget what she’d wanted to tell him. “Yes?”


  “Tell me how you want me to touch you,” she blurted, embarrassed.


  Noah chuckled and took her hand gently and laid it on his chest. “Emily, you touch me like I want to be touched. When you want to touch me, just do it. You can touch me anywhere you want.”


  So she did.
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  From: Romona Hicks

  To: Rachel Helms


  Don’t ask me any questions. I need birth control. Do I go to a free clinic or a doctor? Can you ask Derrick if my ID would stand up? I think I have to hit the health clinic because I don’t have insurance. I just don’t know…fuck. I want to erase this message so badly.


  From: Rachel Helms

  To: Romona Hicks


  FUCK MY LIFE. Go to the free clinic. I don’t want to know what this is about, do I? I want to stab my eyes out. I am happy for you too.


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

  Try


  It had been two years since her last birthday in Atlanta. The relative peace she’d found in Nashville was a surprise.


  She smiled as she stretched out her legs and arms lazily, sweat dripping down her neck and rolling down her chest. It was ridiculously hot for April—just last week she’d been in a sweater. Emery eased herself off the lounge chair and plunged into the water, her body instantly relieved. She pulled up her red bandeau top and tried to escape her mind. Two years of not really doing anything, with no direction other than to hide, had passed, and more quickly than she’d expected. She’d been taking classes and was a junior already. That’s what you get when all you do is work and study.


  Floating around the pool, she let her mind wander, and it went to Ashley, as usual. She was eleven now. Emery missed her so much it hurt to think of her, so she tried to occupy her mind with other things…with Noah.


  Her phone rang, drawing her out of her thoughts. Emery pulled herself out of the pool and crawled onto the pavement without any grace whatsoever. She jogged over to her phone, tugging her bathing suit top to ensure that her boobs were covered at the same time.


  When she saw who it was, a grin spread across her sun kissed face.


  “Rach, you close?” Emery shook her head to the side, trying to get water out of her right ear.


  “Don’t kill me,” Rachel answered.


  Emery’s smile fell from her face and she stilled. “What?”


  “I’m grounded. I can’t come. I’m so sorry.”


  Emery was crestfallen, but knew that Rachel would come if she could. “That’s okay, Rach. It’s just a day.” She shrugged and sat down on the chair. “Have you seen Ashley?”


  “Yes, this week. She’s doing great. My friend’s brother is in her class. Em, she’s so pretty and funny. She’s okay and she sent me a note to give to you for your birthday and also, I’m sending you a video from her.”


  The weight that’d been on her chest lifted for a few moments. “When can you come?”


  “Uh...I’m not sure, Dad is super pissed this time.”


  “What’d you do?” Emery waited to hear some sort of criminal spree.


  Rachel laughed. “He caught me and Derrick kissing.”


  “That’s it?” Emery laughed too. “So I’m assuming operation take him down went well?”


  “Oh he went down willingly, believe me.” Rachel’s giggle lit up Emery’s face. She was happy that Rachel had finally told Derrick how she felt.


  “So…”


  “Let’s just say I went on the best date of my life and that led to the best night of his life.”


  “Damn, you’re easy.”


  “Seriously, we’ve been teasing each other for years. I felt like we’d been engaged in foreplay since I was fourteen.”


  “How was it?”


  “Oh, Em, it was amazing. He was amazing and tender, but kinda arrogant in bed. It was sexy. We had sex like three times, and then he dropped me off and was giving me a goodbye kiss when Dad just happened to see.”


  “So have you seen him since?”


  “Of course. Being grounded doesn’t stop me from shit, especially since my father isn’t ever around. He’d notice if I was gone for two days, though.”


  “Well, I’m glad Derrick feels the same about you.” Emery looked up just in time to see Noah pull into his parking spot. She smiled as he got out of his Jeep and walked to their condo. Their condo.


  “I’m sorry I can’t come. Maybe next weekend. You know my dad will get sucked into some work shit and forget about me, so I’ll just slip out then.”


  “Okay. I understand.”


  “Oh, I got another payment to give you too.”


  “Okay,” Emery responded, trying not to fall into that dark place where she would drown if she wasn’t careful. She was done letting him ruin her birthdays.


  “Happy eighteenth slash twentieth birthday,” Rachel sang cheerily. “I love you, Em.”


  “I love you more.” Emery smiled and disconnected the phone. She fell onto her chair, waiting for the ding of her phone indicating that Rachel sent her a video. As soon as she heard it, she scrambled to press play.


  Her sister’s golden hair and eyes the color of a cloudless sky appeared immediately. Her smile was animated before she started speaking. “Emery, it was amazing to see your face! You can’t believe how it’s been since you’ve been gone. Mom slept in your bed for the whole first year. I’d hear her cry herself to sleep in your room. She’s been, like, crazy since then.”


  Emery shielded her eyes so she could see the screen in the sun.


  “Tell her something good, shit,” Rachel’s voice said from behind the camera.


  Emery smiled, but wiped a stray tear that trickled down her cheek.


  “Oh, you’re right, Coach is a hardass.” Her face lit up when she said “ass” and Emery giggled. “But I’m loving it. I’m pretty good too. I wish you could see. I’m almost as good as you were.” She looked to the right of the camera, then back into the lens. “Okay, I love you and miss you like crazy.”


  The screen went black and she hit play again and again. She hadn’t seen her face in 667 days. When the screen cut off after the fifth time, she simply stared at it. Her stomach growled and she checked the time to see if it was time for lunch.


  She left everything on the chair, knowing she’d be right back, and walked over to the condo. It was freeing to walk somewhere without feeling like she needed to cover up. Emery wasn’t quite sure when the change in her happened, but she’d grown okay with Noah seeing her scars. When she opened the door, she was assaulted by the smell of canned tuna. Noah was in the kitchen making lunch.


  “Ugh, that smells horrible,” Emery said, walking in the kitchen in her bathing suit and flip flops.


  Noah’s eyes darkened as he took her in. He put down his fork and stalked over to her, unceremoniously pulling her bathing suit top down and wrapping his mouth around her nipple.


  A gasp escaped her lips and her hands drifted to his head as hers leaned back against the wall. He was very cautious with her, always, which allowed her to feel safe with him. It was eye opening to know what someone could make her body feel even though her mind felt nothing.


  Phil had almost killed everything, but her body responded to Noah and he made her feel cherished and safe. Those were both feelings she’d never felt, or if she did, she didn’t remember it.


  “Wow, that bathing suit would look awesome on the floor,” Noah breathed into her ear.


  “You just got tuna breath all over me.” Emery giggled, pulled up her top, and allowed him to nibble at her neck. Then she moved to the fridge and grabbed some carrot sticks. “Why in the world are you eating tuna?”


  “Getting in shape for the season. It’s my last one, you know.”


  “In April?” Emery cocked her head to the side in disbelief.


  Noah blew his gut out and then patted it. “Too many beers lately.” He laughed.


  She shook her head. Noah didn’t have to eat tuna to get in shape, but most of the time he was conscious about everything he put in his body.


  Emery popped a carrot stick in her mouth. “So what’s your plan after you graduate?”


  “My plan is to make you take your swimsuit off.”


  Emery giggled and batted his hand away from her. “After graduation?”


  “Funny thing is, I don’t want to think about anything except you, without clothes.”


  “Noah!” she squealed as he pulled her bottoms down and ran a finger across her abdomen.


  Her body shuddered in anticipation.


  “Emily,” he said.


  She sighed; him calling her that always made her sad. Her wish that he would really know her and want his mouth on her drifted into the air and disappeared without being granted. It simply wasn’t her reality. What they were doing wasn’t reality, just like the romance book she had started reading.


  “You’re hot and sweaty…and did I say hot?” he commented as his hands traveled over her body. He ran his tongue up her neck. “And salty.”


  “Well, it is hot outside,” she murmured as his tongue found her nipple again.


  He turned her around and pushed her toward the wall. Time stopped and she froze. Confused, she braced her hands against the wall. His chest was against her back in a heartbeat, then his fingers entered her and all of the walls caved in on her. Emery left the cozy condo and was back in Atlanta with Phil. She used every ounce of strength she had and pushed off the wall, causing Noah to fall on his ass on the kitchen floor.


  Sobs racked her chest and she ran to her room and locked her door, then went to her bathroom and locked it. She sank to the floor, pulled her knees up to her chest, laid her head on her knees, and began counting. She grabbed the towel from the rack to cover herself. Her eyes snapped open when she heard pounding on her door.


  “EMILY!” Noah yelled from the hall.


  She looked up at the ceiling and knew she couldn’t face him. She couldn’t face her ghosts, how was she going to face him?


  “Emily, if you don’t let me in right now I’m knocking this door down.”


  Emery stayed where she was, now curled in a ball on the floor in the bathroom. She knew Noah wouldn’t break the door down.


  “Emily!” Noah pounded on the door and then she heard a splintering sound. “Emily!” He looked around, frantic for her, and saw the bathroom door closed too. He walked over to the door and put his palm on it. “Emily, open the door, please.”


  “I can’t!” she yelled at him.


  “Baby, you can. I know you can. You’re so strong.” His words were melodic, meant to soothe.


  “Noah, just go away,” she cried, trying to ward off hysteria. He didn’t know her, and she wasn’t strong. She was a coward.


  “Not happening,” he responded shortly.


  “I can’t talk to you right now. Let me cool off.”


  “No, Em.” Noah leaned against the door with his body. “Do you want me to break this door too?”


  Emery sighed. She guessed he would break the bathroom door down too. Slowly, she reached up and unlocked the door, then shrank back into herself.


  “Emily.” The sound escaped his lips as he squatted down next to where she was bunched herself up against the wall. He slid down the wall and sat next to her. “What happened?” His eyes were full of pain. He didn’t touch her.


  “Noah, I…” Emery didn’t know what to say. The truth was right on the tip of her tongue, but she couldn’t tell him.


  “It’s okay. It’s just me,” he said, trying to calm her. Laying his hand on her leg gently, he squeezed it, his touch soft.


  She looked over at the door. “Your parents are going to kill you,” she said, attempting to change the subject.


  “Whatever. They won’t even know.”


  She uncurled from the fetal position and closed her eyes for a beat.


  “I’m so sorry, Em. I will never do that again,” Noah started. “I’m not sure what I did, but I won’t do it again.”


  “No, I’m sorry. This is why…” She stopped herself from talking, because right now she wanted to tell him everything. She wanted to tell him why they wouldn’t work, why he didn’t even know her, and how she would never be normal because something would always set her off.


  “You need to tell me what to do.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Tell me how to make this better,” Noah urged.


  “This is what will never be better, Noah,” she whispered. “That’s why I should’ve stayed away from you.”


  Silence covered them both.


  After a few seconds, Noah tucked her hair behind her ear. “This is why I should make sure I tell you what I’m going to do. Like now, I’m going to kiss you.”


  Her eyes were drawn to his as he tenderly kissed her.


  “Now I’m going to run my tongue down your jaw line and then to your ear. Is that okay?”


  She nodded.


  When he got her to ear, he paused. “I’m going to suck your earlobe.”


  She didn’t say anything, but he waited. Emery nodded. Heat enveloped her ear and her panic started to wane. He took both of her hands and helped her up.


  “I’m going to take your bathing suit off,” he whispered, his lips brushing her ear as he spoke calmly to her.


  “Noah,” she protested, not sure she was ready for that.


  “Say it’s okay, Em,” he pleaded.


  They stared at each other.


  Silence.


  “Say it’s okay,” he whispered as he leaned in, his lips a fraction of an inch from her mouth. When she stayed silent, he moved his head back to her ear. “Ear,” he said and then pulled her earlobe with his teeth and she couldn’t help her body’s reaction; her head fell backward.


  “Okay,” she moaned in acquiescence.


  He had her bikini top and bottoms off in seconds and threw both pieces against the wall. “I’m going to pick you up now.”


  “Okay,” she agreed.


  His strong arms swooped her up and he carried her to the bed, laying her gently down on her back. “I’m going to kiss your thighs,” he said, his voice growing husky.


  Her breaths came rapidly in anticipation. He waited. “Oh…okay,” she finally agreed.


  His hands gently pushed her thighs apart and he kissed close to her knee on the inside of her right thigh. She sighed and relaxed, her legs falling apart. He used his hands to mark where he would kiss next, each time getting closer to her bikini line. When he grazed his fingers down, she moaned and arched her back in response.


  “Okay?” he asked.


  “Please,” she moaned.


  “I don’t know how long I can do this and not have you, Emily,” he said, his voice rough with exertion.


  Trepidation made her body rigid and Noah sensed the change in her. “You will love every second of it, because if you don’t, I’ll stop. Just like this.” His head dipped down again and she exhaled loudly. “I want to make you forget what just happened, Em. Can I do that?”


  “Please,” she implored.


  And he did.


  CHAPTER NINETEEN

  Come to Light


  From: Romona Hicks

  To: Rachel Helms


  There still is no need for the preventative measures I’ve taken, but thank you. I cannot believe you’re graduating and going to college. I’m so excited for you. Cannot wait to see you.


  From: Rachel Helms

  To: Romona Hicks


  I don’t want to hear anything else about preventative measures unless it involves someone I don’t know, who is hot, with tattoos and a big dick that is super sweet to you and makes you feel amazing.


  College will be fun. I’ve already picked my apartment, which just happens to be very close to Derrick’s place. My hope is just to stay in his bed for as long as I can every single day.


  Can’t wait to see you too. Ashley’s good. No news is good news.


  From: Romona Hicks

  To: Rachel Helms


  Glad you found a place you like. You know your dad knows where Derrick lives, right? I mean, he’s a client…I’m just saying, he’s not as dumb as you think. Glad things are still working out with y’all. I hope you never have any news about Ashley. I bought your present today. I love it and can’t wait for you to see it.


  From: Rachel Helms

  To: Romona Hicks


  You didn’t have to get me a gift. Also, I totally know my dad is aware I’m moving less than a mile from his thug client that makes me turn into a mush of a girl. It’s more fun if he knows.
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  Emery nervously paced around her bed. Rachel should’ve been here already. She looked at the time on her phone for the thousandth time.


  “You’re making me nervous,” Noah called from his room. He was putting away the pile of laundry she’d put on his bed. Emery didn’t remember a decision to start doing his laundry, she just did it. It’s the least she could do since he still wouldn’t let her pay for her half of the rent. She’d started buying all the groceries and stuff for the condo as well.


  “Well, I’m just excited,” she called back. “At least one of us is doing what they want to do,” she muttered to herself.


  “What?”


  “Nothing,” she sung back.


  Noah took long strides from his room to hers and stood in the door. “What did you say?”


  She shook her head. “Nothing, Noah. Life didn’t turn out the way I expected is all.” She was folding her own laundry and piling it on the bed.


  Noah leaned against the doorframe that he’d repaired. “It’s not like your life is over, Emily, it’s just starting.”


  “It is just starting and it’s not starting the way I imagined,” she said as her phone rang. “You okay?” Emery answered.


  “Ugh, yes. Traffic is a bitch and her mother’s a whore. It took me two hours to get north of Atlanta. I’m about an hour out.”


  “Why haven’t you answered my calls? I was nervous.”


  “I’ve been on the phone. Derrick met me at the Cracker Barrel in Bartow County off 75 so I could get the latest round of cash from him.”


  “Oh…” Emery knew Rachel and Derrick had been getting hot and heavy. She was honestly comforted that Rachel’s life was going so well.


  “So it’ll be a few hours,” Rachel finished.


  “Okay, see you in a few.” Emery pressed end. She stared at the screen. “Maybe I can be okay living vicariously through Rachel.”


  Her phone notified her to a message. It was a video. Ashley’s face appeared on the screen with a huge grin. Emery pressed play.


  “Hey.” Ashley was standing in her school uniform and tucked her hair behind her ear. Her gaze drifted off to the side of the camera and she waved. “So, we’re leaving today for two weeks in Hawaii. Isn’t that amazing? I wish you were coming with us. We would have so much fun. Remember when we went and dad took us horseback riding and you fell off?” Her face looked pained at the memory and Emery realized that’s what she’d become to Ashley, a memory just like their father. “Anyway, I have to run, but we’re going to be gone for two weeks. Coach had to okay our vacation. Phil was pissed.”


  Her screen went black. Without her realizing it, Noah had moved to stand next to her so that he could watch the video.


  “She looks like you,” he commented.


  “Yes, she does,” she said. Her voice didn’t hide her sadness.


  “Do you wish you could go with her?” Noah’s fingertips grazed her jaw line. “Who does she live with in Atlanta and why can’t you see her?”


  Emery blinked at his questions. One of the things that had been going so well between her and Noah was that he didn’t ask a ton of questions and never pushed her. But every once in a while, he’d ask a question.


  “I mean, you’ve been here for two years and you’ve never been back to Atlanta to see her. Are you that scared of your ex-boyfriend?”


  The trail of tingles he was leaving on her skin followed his touch to her chest; he dropped a kiss on the curve of her breast.


  “I can go with you if you want,” he offered. “No one will hurt you if I’m there.”


  She realized the chink in the armor of Emily Sanders, the part of her story that really didn’t add up. Emery didn’t want to be a person who never saw her sister because of some stupid boy, but that’s who Emily was to Noah. Sighing, she did the only thing she knew how to do to distract Noah from all the questions that she couldn’t answer. Her hands skirted over the planes of his stomach before dipping into his shorts.


  “What? No underwear?” she teased.


  “I’m always hoping to make life easier for you.” He smirked and then groaned when she grasped him gently.


  “You really do make my life better.”


  Noah’s eyes closed and he exhaled slowly as she walked them both over to her bed without removing her hands from his pants.
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  She and Rachel were sitting in the den, cross-legged and passing a joint between them, when Noah came home. Emery had just given Rachel her graduation gift.


  “It’s called a Mere Infinity ring. The blue stones are diamonds. I didn’t even know there were blue diamonds,” Emery chirped happily. “I found it at this cute little boutique and it made me think of you.”


  “It’s so cool! I’ve never seen anything like it.” It was two rings that fit together to create an infinity symbol, the diamonds at the curve that showed on her finger. “This is kickass, Em.” Rachel had her hand out looking at her finger. “I sort of want to put it on my middle finger so my birds will be prettier.”


  “It reminded me of us. You’re so solid for me. You’re beautiful but strong enough for us both, for infinity. Or at least that’s how I feel.” She shrugged. “I’m glad you like it. It’s by Heather Henry Designs, and she has a ton of stuff you’d like. It was between this ring and another one.”


  Rachel leaned across her folded legs and embraced Emery. “I love you, Em.”


  “I told you she’d like it,” Noah commented. He was wearing a blue checked long-sleeved button down and khaki cargo shorts. He kicked off his leather flip flops and plopped down in the La-Z-Boy next to Emery.


  “Your feet are disgusting,” Rachel commented.


  “Your face is disgusting,” he retorted.


  “At least people don’t cringe when they see my face.”


  “They don’t?” he joked. “At least my feet can be hidden.”


  Emery enjoyed the exchange. “It’s hard to hide something all the time,” she commented as she passed the joint back to Rachel.


  Both Rachel and Emery froze and their eyes locked on each other at the slip. Hiding was hard and it got harder every day. Every time she shared a little bit of herself, not Emily, she got scared. She feared she was going to make a mistake and lose everything, lose Noah. She worried the normalcy she’d allowed herself to feel in Nashville would slip away and she’d been left with nothing.


  “I mean, you have to take your shoes off sometime, right?” Emery tried to make a joke, but it made Noah look at her funny.


  “Everyone is hiding something,” he said.


  Noah had allowed her the out again, not pushing but just allowing this elephant in the room to make a home with them both. He left the room after that, bringing snacks and water from the kitchen. Emery wondered what it was about him that allowed him to make her feel so safe, and the realization hit her. He accepted what she gave him and didn’t ask for more, didn’t push. Safe.


  “Whatever, asshole, I don’t have to hide shit. Some people like this face,” Rachel interrupted the silence that settled in the room.


  “Some people are lying.” Noah turned to the TV and clicked it on with a smile on his face.


  Emery pulled herself up from the floor and leaned over Noah, crushing her lips to his. Once Noah got over the shock of it, his lips worked with hers and his hand went into her hair. He pulled her onto his lap and cradled her without separating their mouths.


  Rachel cleared her throat. “Well, this is uncomfortable,” she deadpanned. “It’s like seeing my sister make out with my brother.” She got up and looked at them both intensely. “On that note, I will take my leave.”


  “Em can stay in my room tonight so you can have the bed,” Noah informed Rachel, his right hand grasping Emery’s thigh.


  “Well…” For once Rachel was speechless.


  “Night, Rach.” Emery giggled. The numbness of the chemicals in her body allowed her to be this person with Noah and she liked it. Sometimes she wished she could go through her entire life this way, ignoring everything and just feeling him.


  Rachel turned on her heel and stomped toward Emery’s room.


  Noah’s hand crept up Emery’s leg and past the hem of her shorts. When he reached her bikini line, she moaned. He got up from the chair, still cradling her, and practically ran into his room.


  “Please don’t let me hear that again!” Rachel called from Emery’s room.


  “Oh, you’ll hear it,” Noah yelled before slamming his door.


  CHAPTER TWENTY

  Where’s Scooby Doo When You Need Him?


  The summer was long and hot. Emery was getting closer to finishing school and was hoping to get her degree in six more months. Noah had been around more; they’d watched movies and eaten more take out together. Then his senior football season started. She knew he’d disappear as usual and he did. During football season she took more classes and worked more nights. Sometimes she worked double shifts on the weekend to make as much money as she could. Emery didn’t understand why she felt the need to stockpile money, but she figured that Phil wouldn’t continue to just pay Rachel forever. At some point she’d have to stand on her own. She looked forward to never having to take another dime from him.


  The team had a bye week, it was October (and finally not ungodly hot), and Emery had tagged along with Noah and his friends to a dance club. She’d draped a gauzy lightweight sweater over her strapless top and skirt. Emery didn’t want any unwanted attention on her arm. Noah never asked her about her scars, but it was clear that he’d seen them. His quiet understanding was one of the things that made their entire situation work.


  She’d been watching him get hit on all night by very attractive, outgoing girls. Girls she would never be like. Girls that he would end up with eventually.


  After more drinks than she could remember, she stepped onto the dance floor to relieve some of the tension in her body. She wasn’t upset at the parade of girls Noah hadn’t been entertaining, she was just resigned to the reality of them. The girls would always be there. It would never work with them, so she had no problem with him seeking what he needed elsewhere. She certainly couldn’t give it to him. She was just so used to it just being them in their place with all that charm turned on her, but she’d been very clear about not wanting his attention in public. Sometimes she wished he didn’t respect her rules, like that Valentine’s Day. That was probably one of the best days of her life.


  She was dancing by herself when a guy came up and started dancing with her, moving with her body. Her knee was in between his legs, they moved to the beat, and Emery forgot everything. She forgot Ashley, Phil, and Noah.


  She gasped when she felt a strong hand grasp her hand, which was currently above her head, and yank her off to the left. Her eyes snapped open to find Noah, panting and looking quite pissed. She saw a fierceness in his eyes he usually saved for the football field. She looked back at her dance partner and shrugged, mouthed “sorry,” and waved.


  She let Noah drag her through the club, adrenaline pumping through her veins. He pushed through the crowd and out the door, the music simply background noise now.


  Emery pulled at her hand, forcing Noah to halt walking toward where his SUV was parked. “What’s going on?” she asked once he turned to face her.


  His brow furrowed for a minute and then disappeared once he touched her. He pulled the rubber band out of her sweaty hair and ran his hands through it, then gently and possessively kissed her—right there on the sidewalk of Broadway. His actions confused her and were contrary to what they’d been doing for the last two years and what he’d been doing earlier tonight.


  “What—” she started once he tore his lips from hers.


  Instead of letting her finish, he tugged her hand, hard, toward his SUV and continued to haul her behind him until he opened the passenger side door for her.


  “Noah!” She fell into the seat and he shut the door.


  Once he got into the driver’s seat, he sat looking at the steering wheel for several eerie quiet seconds.


  “Noah?” she tried again.


  “Quiet, Emily. Please,” Noah demanded softly. He didn’t look at her, but started the engine and sped toward their house.


  He was starting to worry her; there was an undercurrent of something between them that hadn’t been there before. It was a want, a need that she wasn’t completely comfortable with. She laid her head on the cool glass of the window, trying to relax her heartbeat and breathing. Something was happening tonight. She didn’t know what and she didn’t know whether it was good or bad.


  After a silent drive back to their place, he pulled into a parking space and cut the engine. Emily started to open her door, but she felt his hand on her arm.


  “Don’t,” he commanded.


  Emily sat back in her seat and looked at Noah, whose expression she couldn’t read. He walked around to her side of the Jeep and opened the door. He took her hand and gently tugged her out of her seat.


  “Noah?” she tried again, her voice full of unasked questions.


  They walked inside hand in hand, but as soon as Noah shut the door, he was peeling off her shirt and pushing her farther into the apartment. She held her hands up for him to lift her top over her head, giving him access to her body. He stripped his shirt off at a frantic pace. They stood and looked at each other, his chest rising and falling at a rapid beat. She put her hands on his bare chest and looked into his eyes. Her face showed her confusion.


  Noah took a step back, separating their bodies, but not far enough for her to lose the feeling of his heat. “I didn’t like you dancing with that guy, Em.”


  “Okay,” she whispered, not really knowing what exactly that meant.


  “I’m the only person who can touch you from now on. Okay?” Noah reached around and unfastened Emery’s strapless bra, letting it fall to the floor. “I’m the only one who will see you like this. Okay?”


  Overwhelmed at the conversation and the cold air hitting her sweaty bare chest, she could only nod. Noah pulled her skirt down her legs and knelt in front of her body. She was self-conscious, but he pulled her into him, burying his face at the apex of her legs. He was the only one she’d willingly let touch her there. Her breath hitched and she put her hands in his hair. He looked up at her face, waiting for the go ahead. She nodded.


  He ran his hands over her belly, her hips, and around the rim of her panties. If heaven existed, she was sure this is what it would feel like—Noah touching her. He hooked his fingers in her panties and pulled them off, leaving them on the floor. Noah picked her up, making her wrap her legs around his waist, and carried her toward her bedroom. His lips were feather light on hers, but became more heated as she opened her mouth to him. He didn’t stop kissing her the entire time he walked them to her bedroom. When they got to the doorway he paused and leaned back, once again separating his lips from hers. “I want all of you. Can I have that?”


  Indecision gripped her. There was terror over what he was asking for, worry that she would only think of Phil, but also the possibility of utter bliss of finally being with Noah. She stopped breathing. Could she do this? Would he want her after he found out she wasn’t any good at it? What would happen after?


  “Breathe, pretty girl,” he said before laying her across the bed and kneeling before her. She’d been so lost in her head, she hadn’t even felt him move inside the room. “Tell me we’re okay.”


  “We’re better than okay,” she whispered.


  “Tell me you want me.”


  “I do.”


  “Show me,” he said, still kneeling between her legs.


  She started trembling. Emery didn’t know if it was the fact she was cold, or the anticipation or fear.


  Sitting back on his heels, Noah looked at her, naked. Then he got up and pulled her by her hands. “Come on, let’s wash that club off of us before I cherish every inch of your body.”


  He guided her into the bathroom and turned on the shower. As they waited for the water to warm up, he leaned into her, causing her to collide into the tile wall. It was freezing and covered her with chill bumps. He took her mouth with his again and all of her anxiety dissipated at once. This was Noah. He was the epitome of gentle and good and nothing that she’d ever experienced with Phil. She could do this. I will do this.


  Noah stepped into the shower and pulled her hand, guiding her in. Then he proceeded to wash her from head to toe. He poured shampoo into his enormous hands and rubbed it gently through her wet hair, his eyes never leaving hers. He lathered up her hair and then moved back against the wall to allow her more access to the water.


  While she was rinsing her hair, she felt her loofah starting at the inside of her left ankle and make its way up and around her shin and calf. Then she felt the same with the right. She felt strong, soapy hands around her thighs, moving dangerously close to where she knew if he touched, her knees would give out. Her eyes opened and she found Noah smiling and examining her body like some sort of puzzle he was trying to figure out.


  “Need to make sure we get everything,” he whispered as his hands ran the length of her core, back and forth.


  She gasped at his touch. “Noah,” she panted.


  “Time to rinse off, I think.” Noah chuckled and allowed her to turn around under the stream of hot water. He moved closer and she could feel every inch of him behind her as she rinsed off. Just breathe. He leaned down and kissed her neck. She leaned her head away from him, giving him the go ahead, and he licked and sucked behind her ear, down her neck to her back. His kisses trailed her spine, then stopped at her tailbone. She was breathing hard and braced herself against the shower wall with her hands as he ran one finger from tip to tip of her. I think I’m dying. I can’t breathe.


  “Em, breathe,” he leaned in and whispered. His voice changed everything.


  “Noah,” she said, breathless. “I…”


  “Tell me.”


  “I need you to talk to me.” Embarrassed, she looked into his sincere eyes.


  “I’ll do anything you need me to do, Em. You tell me what to do.”


  She nodded and stepped out of the shower, grabbing a towel to dry off. Thoughts swirled around her brain as she thought about what she needed. She’d never thought about what she needed. Noah ran a finger down her spine and she turned to him and grabbed another towel at the same time. She needed to remember every second of this.


  Emery started drying him off, mesmerized at the size of his biceps. He had a purple bruise from his last game. She wrapped the towel around each arm and then sank to her knees. She ran the towel up and down his legs. His feet were battered from playing football in wet cleats for so many years. He was missing a toenail and she made sure she didn’t touch it. She felt his strong hands grab her under her arms and haul her up to him. His lips crushed hers with ferocity. He took her breath.


  She moaned into his mouth and he pressed into her. He moved them out of the bathroom and to the bed. As she moved back on the bed, she stared into his eyes. “Talk to me,” she urged.


  “About what, baby?” He licked around her nipple. “About what I’m about to do to you? Or the fact you’re so ready for me?”


  She stared at the ceiling and listened to his voice and felt his touch. Everywhere.


  “Tell you that I’ve been waiting on this moment for a year.” He was over her now, his arms braced next to her head keeping his full weight off her. He leaned down and whispered, “You want me to tell you that I love you? Because I do, Emily.”


  That did it. She went numb. Emily. He didn’t love her—he didn’t even know her real name.


  When she heard the familiar rip of the condom, her mind flashed back to all the times she’d heard that sound before. Panic threatened and began shutting down her brain. All of a sudden she felt him all the way inside of her. She felt stretched and full, but there was nothing there that she thought she would feel. Nothing that she should feel. Emery felt nothing in her mind. She was a void where thoughts went to die. She continued to touch him in the hopes her mind would start working. Her body responded to his every touch. She moaned when she felt like she should and arched her back when he called her name. She felt pin pricks of pain all over her body until they moved into her gut and she knew this was wrong. Noah was good and she wasn’t. He had helped her so much and she was an empty chasm where emotions should be. She couldn’t love him; she wished she could, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t love anyone. Noah expanded in her, if that was possible. She whimpered at the pain.


  “Oh, Em…so good.” His voice was tense until she felt him release himself in pleasure and still. She couldn’t breathe. She wondered if he could he tell she was miles away in her head, that she was out the door, trying to get as far away from this bed as she could.


  “Em,” he said as he rolled to the side of her, “are you okay?”


  She nodded, not willing to speak, knowing her voice would give her away.


  “I love you,” he said again as he smoothed her hair back, then ran a fingertip down her jaw.


  He got up and went to the bathroom, she assumed to get rid of the condom. She stared at the ceiling, wondering what had just happened. She knew that he’d just proven how irretrievably broken she really was. If Noah couldn’t make her feel anything, no one would. He walked back to her bed in his naked glory and climbed in, pulling her in tight. Within minutes he was asleep; he was too warm and held her too tight.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

  Inevitable


  In the darkness that wouldn’t lift from her heart, Noah had gotten up and kissed her on the lips. Mistakenly thinking she was sleeping, he leaned in and whispered, “I love you. I’ll see you Sunday.” Then he left for an overnight retreat with the seniors on the football team before the last few games of his last season.


  As his lips grazed her ear, she focused on breathing evenly. She wasn’t asleep. She hadn’t slept all night. Her thoughts kept spiraling and tangling with each other. She didn’t know how to feel or how to act. The thoughts she’d pushed to the back of her mind for the past two years had burst through any walls she’d barricaded herself behind and were wreaking havoc in her mind. Right in front was the fear that she’d never be able to move past what Phil had done to her. The realization hit her during the night. Even though she’d been lulled into thinking she could possibly be normal, she’d actually always be alone. Alone.


  During the past few years, she’d allowed herself to believe that maybe she wouldn’t have to be alone, but this one act of allowing Noah in had solidified the fact that she was broken. Her mind was damaged beyond repair. This guy that had accepted her, warts and all, just told her he loved her and her reaction was to run from him. She wanted to shake her head and tell him he didn’t love her. Emery hoped with everything she had that she could be that person for Noah—the one he thought she was—but the sad fact was that he didn’t know her at all and she’d failed at being okay. She’d never be okay.


  Emery rolled over in her bed, finally looking at the time. She moaned at the insane hour of the morning. Her legs got tangled in the sheets as she contemplated what she would do with her day. She stretched and took in the smell of Noah that now filled her bed. Her body was actually a little sore.


  She missed what they had yesterday; their easy companionship, flirty teasing, and trust. They’d built a true friendship with benefits before she realized that she was incapable of loving this person who meant so much to her. Why couldn’t she love him? Why don’t I feel what I want to feel? I want to feel what he feels. She flung herself out of bed, pulled on one of Noah’s shirts, and walked over to the laptop Derrick had given her.


  Searching the web, she typed in what she was feeling. She felt lost and alone, not believing that anyone would be as fucked up as she felt. It was horrible, a feeling she didn’t wish on anyone else. Funny thing was, she found that there was such a thing, an actual diagnosis for a person that didn’t feel. She wasn’t the only one who couldn’t feel the right emotions! She had anhedonia—it was an actual thing.


  After self-diagnosing her emotional status, she felt better, like it really wasn’t her fault. Turning off her computer, she walked over to her dresser and pulled out a bathing suit and put it on, then a shirt and shorts. It was unseasonably warm this week and she’d take advantage of it. She could lie in the sun and sleep all day, seeing as how she didn’t get any last night.


  She sent Rachel a text first.


  I miss you


  Catching sight of herself in the mirror on her way out the door stopped her in her tracks. She was drawn in by the person in the mirror. The person wasn’t her, the scared girl who fled Atlanta in the middle of the night. This girl looked…better. Her face was fuller, her eyes lacked the bags that had taken up residency under her eyes when she left her family. She laughed more and enjoyed everything with him. Noah had made her feel things. Maybe they weren’t the right things, but he made her have actual feelings. He’d made her healthier or at least want to be better. So why did everything suddenly feel so wrong?


  When Emery got to the den she realized it was too early to go to the pool so she started a pot of coffee. She wasn’t really sure how to make it, but she tried, then picked up her Kindle. She couldn’t handle a romance right now, though, so she went back to her homepage to start something different. She needed broken people doing insane things to make her feel better and settled finally on re-reading Choke. She settled in Noah’s La-Z-Boy and fell into the fucked up world of Victor Mancini.


  She woke up a few hours later after only getting a few pages through the Chuck Palahniuk book. Standing up, she stretched her cramped body and made her way to the kitchen to pour herself a cup of coffee. She added sugar and took a huge gulp, which she immediately spit out all over the sink. It tasted like shit. Cold shit.


  “Fuck, that’s disgusting,” she said to no one. “How does anyone drink this?”


  She put the mug in the microwave to heat it up, watching it turn in circles for thirty seconds before she went looking for the milk carton. Pouring some of the coffee out in the sink, she filled the mug back up with milk and added more sugar. She took a tentative sip. Much better.


  Rachel hadn’t texted her back, but it was only ten. Moving the curtains out of the way, she could see a few people already at the pool. There was always a week in October that felt like summer. Every year she loved that week because it was the heat without the humidity, which was rare.


  Emery grabbed a beach towel she’d bought this summer and locked the front door. Putting in her earbuds, she could already feel herself relax as the voices of The Civil Wars sang hauntingly into her ears. She’d block everything out for the next few hours and then she’d decide what to do about Noah. She needed to figure it out now or she would lose him.


  [image: divider]


  She woke up as the sun was setting; she’d slept for hours after she read an entire book. A chill invaded the day and when she stretched, she could tell she was going to regret falling asleep in the sun. Emery fastened her top and pushed herself off the chair. Standing up too quickly made her see stars. It probably didn’t help that she hadn’t eaten anything that day. As she pulled on her clothes, she looked toward her place and saw a pickup truck she didn’t recognize sitting in front of the door. Puzzled, she grabbed her towel and keys and went to get a better look.


  Before she’d gotten ten feet, she saw that her door was wide open. She knew she’d closed it. Reality that someone was in her condo suddenly sank in, and she started backing away.


  He’d found her.


  She started, as casually as she could, walking to Noah’s tutor’s place a few buildings away. Suddenly she felt a hand grab her bicep and swing her around. The guy she was facing was in his fifties and had a full beard and mustache. His eyes searched hers.


  “You live in that apartment?” he demanded.


  She shook her head no and looked down at his hand grasping her arm.


  He pulled out a picture of Emery from two years ago. “This is you, ain’t it?”


  “No, sir,” she answered, but her voice waivered.


  “You look like her,” he said, stepping closer to her and squeezing her arm tighter.


  “My hair isn’t even blond,” she contradicted, hoping he would fall for her denial.


  He let his arm fall from her bicep and then tore at the sleeve of her right arm, ripping it up to expose what was under it.


  Emery stopped breathing.


  “Shit!” The guy threw her arm down and turned, walking back into her condo. Noah’s condo.


  What the fuck had she brought to him?


  With all the strength she could muster, she started walking down the line of condos again. Once she got to Vanessa’s, she’d call Rachel. Rachel would know what to do. As she rounded the building, she heard a door slam and a truck’s engine fire up. She slipped behind the building, but took a look back toward the condo and saw the truck speeding away. Her mind raced. Was there anything in her room that would give her away? She panicked because this wasn’t just about her now. Her actions impacted Noah, and it wasn’t fair to drag him into this.


  Emery waited a few minutes to make sure the truck was gone for good before she hurried back to her place. As soon as she got in the door, she began to cry. The place had been ransacked. The La-Z-Boy chairs were tipped on their sides. All the papers that had been on the table were strewn on the ground. The refrigerator was open, and several cans of beer rolled on the tile. She ran to her room.


  Her bag was dumped out on her bed, her ID pulled out from her wallet. It wouldn’t give her away. Turning furiously, she kept looking for anything that would give her away. Her phone vibrated from somewhere in her bedroom and she started throwing things around to find it. She couldn’t remember where she’d put it, and then recalled it was in her clutch from last night. Emery fell to the floor and looked under her bed, where the clutch was hidden. Relief rushed through her when she realized her phone was probably the only thing she had that would prove that she wasn’t Emily.


  She scooted out from under the bed while sliding the screen open. She had 47 messages, mostly from Rachel and Noah. Rachel was on her way; Phil had found her and told her as much in their last exchange. This was only confirmation of what she’d just seen.


  The messages were sent hours ago.


  Banging on the door made her almost jump out of her skin. She crept to the window in her room and looked out. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Rachel and Derrick at her front door. It was the first time Emery had ever seen him in person. He towered over her friend. They looked like a fucking advertisement for H&M or something. Rachel was wearing torn skinny jeans with a long-sleeved shirt that hung off her shoulder and he was wearing worn jeans, a t-shirt, and a beat up brown leather coat. Their hands were joined and Derrick was gazing at Rachel with so much adoration, Emery almost forgot her terror. Almost.


  She ran to the front door, flinging it open. Rachel flew into her arms yelling, “What the fuck are you trying to do, kill me? I’ve been calling and texting all fucking day, worried sick that…” The words died on her lips as Rachel opened her eyes and took in the apartment. “What the fuck?”


  Derrick pushed them into the condo so that he could shut the door. He locked the deadbolt. “You okay, Em?” He talked to her like he knew her even though they’d never met. He took his jacket off and dropped it to the ground, surveying the damage.


  Emery nodded. His hair had grown out some since the last time she’d seen pictures of him, but that’d been several years ago. It smoothed out his rough exterior, but the tattoos on his forearms gave him away a bit. His blue eyes were just as intense as she remembered.


  “Let’s clean this place up quick and pack your shit. We need to get out as soon as we can,” he started ordering them around and taking control of the situation.


  “Okay,” Rachel agreed and started moving around, righting chairs and other things in the den.


  Emery just stood there, staring at them putting the condo back together.


  “Em! Go get packed, we have to go!” Rachel yelled.


  “Wait, what?”


  “He found you,” Rachel said slowly. “We’re getting you out of here. Derrick has you set up as someone else. Savannah. You like Savannah, right?” Rachel was flailing her arms about as she was talking and Emery didn’t know why, but it made her laugh, hysterically. Rachel glared at her. “Why the fuck are you laughing?”


  Emery didn’t know why she was laughing or why she couldn’t stop. She shook her head and tears leaked from her eyes.


  “She’s crazy,” Rachel complained, looking to Derrick, who’d put the den back together and was now closing cabinet doors in the kitchen.


  “Emery, get your shit together.” Derrick’s eyes pinned her to the wall and she was frozen. “I know this is hard, but you have to go. You don’t want him to know where you are, do you?”


  Derrick’s voice, calm and soothing, pulled through her hysteria instantly and she ran into her room. Emery grabbed her suitcase, throwing it on the bed. She started shoving everything she could see in the suitcase without bothering to fold it.


  “They didn’t touch Noah’s room, so we’re good to go when you’re ready,” Rachel called as she entered the room and took Emery in; tears were running down her face, no longer from hysterics. “It’ll be okay, Em.”


  “No, it won’t, Rachel. It won’t ever be okay, and I think you know that.” Emery pulled another bag out and walked into the bathroom, slamming the door behind her. She wasn’t mad at Rachel and she hated taking it out on her. Within ten minutes her entire world had changed. She began slamming things into her bag again and then noticed the two towels on the floor. Noah.


  Her heart cracked and anything that’d been left inside poured out onto the tile floor.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

  Survivor


  Emery lay in the back of the enormous SUV that Derrick was driving. All of her things—well, not all of them, but what they’d packed—were stuffed in every crevice of the vehicle. Her eyes were closed and she was willing herself to fall asleep, but her sunburn from earlier in the day was making it impossible.


  “Is she asleep?” Rachel asked softly.


  “I guess,” Derrick answered, mirroring her tone.


  “I hope she’s okay. She’d been doing really well. Her and Noah got along really well and were becoming tight. I just hate that she has to start over, and all by herself.” Rachel gazed back at Emery.


  “Babe, she’s running. That’s what you do when you run; you can’t be comfortable, ever. Once you get comfortable, you’re done. She’s always going to be running, and by herself. It probably wasn’t a good idea to have her stay with Noah. She needs to be by herself so that no one really knows her or misses her when she disappears again.”


  A strangled sound escaped Rachel’s lips. “That sounds so…horrible…and she’s so fragile. I just wanted to make everything better for her. I feel like this life is just as bad.”


  Derrick sighed and reached over, touching Rachel’s hand. “But you are. You’re protecting her from the one person who destroyed her and she loves you for it. She’s not mad at you, if that’s what you’re thinking. She’s sad. She’s mad because she was happy and she didn’t think she could be happy. Now all that is gone. She’s miserable because she thought she’d made a life for herself in Nashville and now she’ll have to start over. She’s spooked because of the condo and that guy touching her. If he would’ve grabbed her left arm, we would’ve been too late. He would’ve brought her back to Atlanta, or worse.”


  Emery cringed internally, acknowledging the truth of Derrick’s words. What would that guy have done with her if he would’ve seen her arm, the one with the marks that would have let him know she was Emery? After years of being away, what would he do to her? She’d always be running from him and what he did to her. Tears threatened her and she squeezed her eyes tighter, but that just forced more tears to fall and run down her cheeks. Derrick was right; she’d allowed herself to be happy and complacent. Emery promised herself she wouldn’t do that again. She couldn’t do that again. Noah was going to hate her. Noah. His easy smile and perfect face appeared behind her lids. He was goodness and she’d known she couldn’t have him, but she hoped anyway. Hope wasn’t for her. She shouldn’t hope…for anything.


  “She was happy…” Rachel said with a sigh.


  “She’ll get through it,” Derrick replied firmly. “You see fragile, I see a survivor. She may not be loud or hostile, but she survived what, three years of that guy raping her? And look—she’s capable of being normal.”


  “And now he’s taken that from her again. When will he stop taking from her, Derrick?”


  “I doubt he ever will. That’s what these guys do, they take. They exert their power and dominance any way they can. They get off on it.”


  Emery tuned out the rest of their conversation and focused on what she’d done before she’d left. While Rachel and Derrick were putting everything in the SUV, she’d run back to Noah’s room. She scribbled out a note on a pad and put it under his pillow. Then she grabbed one of his jerseys and put it in her purse. That way she’d always have a little piece of him with her, no matter what.
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  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

  He Takes Everything


  Derrick had spoken with the landlord of a house that had been turned into a duplex on Lorch Street and they were going to look at the place so that she could rent it. It was Sunday, October 26. She would remember this day for the rest of her life. It was the first day of her new life. She hadn’t seen Noah since early Saturday morning and she felt like she was in mourning. Whatever it was they had was over because of Phil. She grieved for her life in Nashville. Surprisingly enough, she mourned Emily Sanders. Emily had been happy and somewhat normal. She feared that she’d never have that again.


  He’d taken Noah from her. He’d taken everything.


  She’d been to Savannah several times when she was younger for gymnastics meets, but she would have to learn her way around. It was a pretty city with a rich history and gorgeous buildings. They passed Forsyth Park, went four more blocks, and then took a left. Derrick pulled the SUV into a parking spot on the side of the road. She blinked at the street; it was gorgeous. Historic homes peppered the tree-lined road, the Spanish moss blanketing the trees and providing a sense of protection and cover. She took it in without feeling. Numb. She just wanted to be numb.


  “Emery,” Rachel called from outside of the vehicle.


  Emery hadn’t even realized they’d gotten out of the SUV. “Sorry,” she muttered as she opened the door.


  “Emma,” Derrick said to them both. “You’re Emma Simpson now. Okay?” His voice was stern, but not without concern.


  Emery nodded, feeling depleted in a way she hadn’t felt since she’d lived in Atlanta. “How do I know I’ll be safe here? In Savannah?”


  As Derrick led them to the house, his broad shoulders rose in a shrug. “You don’t.” His eyes avoided Emery’s, but found Rachel’s.


  Rachel grabbed Emery’s hand and they walked to the porch where a man was standing. He was wearing golfing attire and looked somewhat irritated they’d interrupted his game.


  “Thank you so much for meeting with us, Jerry,” Derrick said smoothly and shook the landlord’s hand. Derrick’s tattoos were covered and he’d put on chinos with a blue sweater that showed off his broad shoulders, hard biceps, and matched his eyes perfectly.


  Jerry scanned all their faces. “So who will be the one staying here?”


  “Me,” Emery said, raising her hand a little.


  “Okay. If you like it I’ll need the first and last months’ rent and your ID so that I can get everything together,” he said tersely and opened the door to the house itself.


  It opened to a hallway that had a door on the left that had the letter A made out of iron on it. Then he walked up the stairs to a door that read B in the same iron script. The floors were dark wood, the walls a creamy taupe, and the entire place had a rustic look that was in direct contradiction to the kitchen’s sterile stainless steel counters.


  Once he opened the door, he allowed them to pass into the open floor plan apartment. “Take a look around. I’ll be waiting out front.”


  “Thank you,” Derrick said.


  “Oh,” he started walking back down the stairs, “there’s a back balcony too. So don’t forget to look out there.”


  “Em, this is amazing.” Rachel ran her hand over the stainless steel countertops that were the focus of the newly remodeled kitchen.


  The main room ran the entire length of the house, with the bedroom on the left side. Rachel walked into the bedroom a couple of steps and she found a walk-in closet, then the bathroom.


  “Come see this bathroom!” Rachel called.


  Emery followed Rachel in a daze. She stepped into the doorway and they rubbed shoulders. The bathroom looked like a stark white locker room. As she walked in, she glanced around the expansive tile room. There was a trough sink against the wall on the right, with space on the side for toiletries. In the mirror, she took in her appearance, shaking off the bewildered look of the person staring back at her. She didn’t want the landlord to think he was renting the place to a crazy person.


  “Look at this bathroom, Derrick.” Rachel opened the glass door that separated the rest of the room from the sink. There was a back door, which Emery opened to find a toilet and a bidet.


  “Who has one of these?” she asked herself.


  Derrick walked into the room and peered over her shoulder. “Nice, a bidet,” he commented.


  “There are like, fourteen different shower heads in here.” Rachel’s voice echoed as she stood in a room entirely made of tile and glass. There was a drain in the middle of the room.


  “Holy shit, this is awesome.” Derrick smiled. “Emma, when we come visit, could Rachel and I pay for you to stay at a hotel?”


  “Gross,” Emery muttered, but noticed he was using her new name. She looked at the bathtub built into the back wall underneath a waterfall showerhead. “It’s so white.”


  “It’s amazing,” Rachel gushed. “If you don’t want to live here, I will.”


  Emery looked at Rachel. “Can I even afford this?”


  “Yep. We can pay for the entire year in cash.”


  Emery was shocked. She hadn’t been keeping track of all the money.


  “Probably don’t want to do that, babe.” Derrick smacked Rachel’s ass as he stalked out of the bathroom and back into the main room.


  Emery grabbed her friend’s hands. “Rachel, I don’t know if I can do this again.”


  “I know, Emery, but you have to.”


  They walked to the back of the bedroom, still holding hands, and gazed out the window. An old lady played fetch in the backyard with her very tiny dog.


  “I guess that’s your neighbor,” Rachel commented, standing close to the bay window.


  “Rachel, I’m serious. I don’t know…” Emery moved closer so their sides were touching.


  “Em, you can’t give up,” Rachel said softly, squeezing her hand.


  They continued to stare out the window at the lady throwing a small ball for her dog. Back and forth, back and forth. It was like the dog never got bored.


  Emery sighed. “I’m not, but when I left Atlanta it was because I had nowhere else to go. With Noah, I don’t…” Emery ran her hand through her hair. She had begun to feel, but what worried her was what she didn’t feel when Noah had told her he loved her. “I…I know you didn’t think he was good for me, but he told me he loved me, Rachel. We had sex last night and I just don’t know if I can walk away from the one person who started making me feel like a real person, or made me start feeling anything…”


  “WHAT???!!!!!!!!” Rachel pounced on Emery, knocking her to the ground. “Why are you just now telling me this?”


  Emery chuckled despite herself. “Well, we’ve been a little busy.”


  “Are you okay? Was it okay? I mean…no. I don’t want to know what you did with Noah,” she commented, shivering, “but you know what I mean. Did you enjoy it?”


  “He’s amazing and he loves me and I just left…like he meant nothing to me.”


  “Oh.” Rachel rolled off Emery, just realizing what Emery was saying. “I get it.”


  “I don’t want to hurt him. He…”


  “Don’t say another word. I’ll take care of everything.” Rachel smiled. “I’m happy for you, Emery, but you can’t go back. He’ll get over it. I promise.”


  “Oh, I’m sure he’ll get over it, but I’m not sure I want him to. I don’t know if I’ll get over it. I really don’t want him to think that I left because I wanted to, you know?”


  “I know.” They both lay on the floor, staring up at the ceiling. Emery closed her hand around Rachel’s. “This ceiling is sort of awesome.”


  “It’s amazing,” Emery agreed. She looked up and took in the hammered tin ceiling. It was different and would give her something to focus on when she couldn’t sleep; when she didn’t want to sleep.


  “What are y’all doing?” Derrick yelled from the other room. “Come on, let’s grab this place so we can move you in a soon as possible. I gotta get back to Atlanta.”


  “Okay,” Rachel agreed, but stayed on the floor.


  Emery sat up and faced Rachel. “I’m Emma Simpson.”


  “You’re Emma Simpson.” Rachel nodded and winked. “Emma Simpson is a survivor.”


  “Emma Simpson sucks.”


  [image: divider]


  Emery, Rachel, and Derrick sat at a café on River Street the next morning. The landlord had okayed her moving in immediately due to the cash deposit she gave him. They were grabbing a quick bite before moving her paltry belongings into the new apartment. Rachel had already ordered furniture to be delivered within the next few days, but she’d be sleeping on the floor until then.


  “What’s going to happen to my Toyota?”


  Derrick looked up from his eggs Benedict, his eyes piercing Emery. “I got it covered,” he answered simply.


  “But…” Emery didn’t want him to take care of it.


  “Emery, its fine. It was a piece of shit anyway.” Rachel laughed. “Get a different one.”


  “Emma,” Derrick reminded her.


  “Em…I just can’t say it,” Rachel pouted.


  Derrick motioned to Emery with his fork. “Then just call her Em and be done with it.”


  “But…Noah helped me buy it.” Emery’s voice cracked with a longing she had no idea she could feel.


  Rachel examined her nails and Derrick cleared his throat.


  “Can’t bring it down here, Emma, it’s too risky.” Pity was evident on his face and she had to look away.


  “Let’s talk about what kind of car you want. If you could have any car, what would it be?” Rachel asked with fake enthusiasm.


  “I want that fucking car. That’s the car I would want,” Emery said stubbornly and took a gulp of her Bloody Mary.


  “Em…come on. You know what Derrick said is true. You’ll have to get another one. We’ll go help you buy it before we leave.”


  “Emma,” Derrick cleared his throat and looked around the restaurant, “I don’t want to tell you this, but I think it will make you understand the situation. My family is involved in things that need a lot of…legal attention.” He smiled at her with a look that said, “What are you going do?” Rachel took his hand. “One of the things I do is keep a handle on the majority of private investigators in the metro area.”


  “Excuse me? What?” Emery had always known that Derrick was shady, but had no idea he was from a family with those sorts of legal needs.


  “Doesn’t matter…” He waved off her question and then pulled his phone out and looked at something on the calendar. “So, I had all of my people make sure I knew if Phil was looking for you, and when he did, we fed him inaccurate information. That’s why I was so confused when someone found you. I had people call around and he didn’t use anyone out of Atlanta, so that’s how he got to you.”


  Emery’s eyes were wide with disbelief. Rachel was still looking at her hands.


  “I have a handle on everything, but we can’t risk getting your Toyota. Okay?” His eyes were soft with understanding, but he was adamant.


  “I hate this. I hate what he has taken, what he continues to take from me,” she said boldly, resigned as she looked down at her waffle, no longer hungry.


  Derrick exhaled. “Look, Em, I know this is hard, but the only alternative is to go back to Atlanta. Do you want to do that?”


  His question didn’t have an edge to it, it was an honest question. Like if that’s what she wanted, he’d drive her back to Atlanta. That was one of the things she really liked about Derrick. There wasn’t any fluff, he was just blunt. He cared for her, it was clear, but he didn’t pull any punches.


  “I…I don’t know,” she answered.


  “Oh for fuck’s sake, Emma,” Rachel made the name “Emma” sound like a diagnosis she didn’t like. “You are seriously not going to go back. We’ve done all this for you, to get you away from that bastard. You will not go back.”


  “I just don’t see how this all ends,” she said weakly.


  “Em,” Derrick’s voice was soft and gentle, like he was talking to a child, “if you want to go back, we will get in the car now. What that means is that you will have to tell your mother, the police, and Phil why you left. Do you want to do that? That’s the question you need to answer. Are you ready to tell everyone what he did to you?”


  A memory of his stubble brushing the back of her neck when he raped her seared through her mind and she tried not to vomit. Emery jumped from the table and ran to the restroom. She was ashamed. Why couldn’t she face it now? It’d been almost two and a half years since she’d left. She wasn’t a child anymore.


  Rachel opened the bathroom door and leaned against it. “I’m sorry,” she said.


  “I’m a fucking coward, Rachel. I can’t face it. I can’t even think about it without wanting to die.”


  “Okay.” Rachel nodded and the pulled Emery into a hug. “Let’s go get you a car. You want a badass sports car or an antique hoopty?”


  Emery felt a laugh bubble to the surface and grabbed Rachel’s hand as they walked back to the table.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

  Unsent Letters


  To: Rachel Helms

  From: Romona Hicks


  I couldn’t tell you this face to face, but I think something is extremely wrong with me. I googled it and I think I have anhedonia. I looked it up and it’s the inability to feel what I’m supposed to. I know I’m messed up all around, but I think maybe I can’t feel the things I need to.


  To: Romona Hicks

  From: Rachel Helms


  The only thing wrong with you is that you were raped. You can feel things—I know this and you know this. What the fuck are you talking about right now?


  To: Rachel Helms

  From: Romona Hicks


  When Noah and I were having sex, I didn’t feel what I think I was supposed to. He told me he loved me, Rachel, and I don’t think I did, do…whatever. I don’t think I can.


  I’m broken.


  To: Romona Hicks

  From: Rachel Helms


  This is a better conversation to have face to face, but I’ve had sex with people that I didn’t love. Just because you have sex doesn’t mean you end up loving the person. It just doesn’t work like that.


  To: Rachel Helms

  From: Romona Hick


  How does it work? Noah meant so much to me. I don’t understand. If I don’t feel what he felt for me, then I never will.


  To: Romona Hicks

  From: Rachel Helms


  I don’t believe this. I believe you will love someone and you will know it. There will be no doubt when it crashes into you and stops all reason. I want this for you. I want you to believe this.


  To: Rachel Helms

  From: Romona Hicks


  I know you do.[image: ]
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  Emery sat staring out the bay window at the cold, bleak day. It was Christmas and she was by herself. Two months of living in Savannah by herself had almost driven her insane. She’d spent several Christmases alone, but the fact that Noah wouldn’t be coming back to be with her the next day made her almost weepy. She realized how much Noah’s presence had helped her. Just being around him was comforting and now she had nothing, no one who could remind her what normal was. Emery guessed that was okay since normal was outside of her reality.


  She missed Ashley, especially today, and wondered what she’d asked for as Christmas gifts. Did she still like My Little Ponies and American Girl dolls or was she too old for that now? Taking a sip of her coffee, she sighed, contemplating her life, then went back to writing a letter to Noah.


  I

  Noah,


  I miss you. Not just your lopsided grin, but your presence. You fill up a room without even knowing it. I wish I was still there with you. You made me a different person. A person I wanted to be. A person that you loved. I cannot even fathom why you would love me, but you did. It rips me apart that I had to leave, that I couldn’t be a part of a world with you in it. I did it for you, Noah. I really did.


  E


  A fresh round of tears fell from her eyes. She seemed to have an endless supply of tears. She turned on the TV to try to distract herself from her sad, worthless life. Emery didn’t think she’d fallen in love with Noah, but now she’d never know. She knew there was something really wrong with her or Phil wouldn’t have raped her. It filled up the little spaces in her mind like grout in between tile. Struggling with self-loathing was easier when she was around people. She could distract the unraveling of her mind with other things. Now she just thought. She thought about what she could’ve done differently. She dreamed about her mother finding out and calling the police. She hoped that there was some way she would gain enough strength to go back and report Phil for what he’d done.


  The past two months she’d been simmering over the fact that the opportunity for love was so unceremoniously snatched from her. During this imposed isolation, time seemed to stand still and her thoughts clouded her mind and fucked with her. Although she was comfortable with the idea of being alone, it wore on her.


  Emery thought about that last night with Noah every hour—the way he touched her and caressed her, the way he cherished her. She’d never been cherished before. Her body responded to his and it was so different than she’d thought it would be. Her memory of his touch eased some of the torment she felt on a daily basis, but the ever-present ache she woke up with travelled with her wherever she went. It would never go away. She owned it. Misery was the only thing she had now that was really hers. It was the pain of the loss of her father, her sister, her childhood, and her future…just pain.


  The Christmas parade was on and it made her remember her last Christmas at home.


  Ashley slammed opened her door and started squealing, “Get up, Santa’s already been here!”


  Emery groaned.


  Ashley ran to Emery’s bed and tugged on Emery’s long-sleeved flannel pajamas. “Come on!”


  “Okay, okay.” Emery smiled in spite of herself. She wanted to sleep all day. Christmas was full of family and the family included Phil.


  They ran down the stairs. The presents that covered the den were ridiculous. The tree was over twelve feet tall and decorated like it was in a magazine.


  “Oh my God, look at all the presents!” Ashley squealed.


  “I know,” Emery agreed.


  “Breakfast!” their mother called from the kitchen.


  “Can we eat in here? The parade is about to come on,” Ashley yelled back, not moving. She was wearing pink pajamas with teddy bears dressed like Santa Claus on them.


  Her mother appeared around the corner in gray satin pajamas holding two plates over-filled with pancakes. They always had pancakes on Christmas morning. It’s what their dad used to cook them every Saturday. After he died, her mother made them only on Christmas.


  Emery took her plate and sat on the couch. Her pancakes had strawberries on them, just how she liked them. “Thanks, Mom.” Emery gazed over at her mother and saw she was already drinking a mimosa. She had changed so much since Emery’s dad died.


  The TV was on and they all sat on the couch, talking and giggling while they watched the parade. It was what they did every year. It was her favorite two hours of every single year because Phil wasn’t up yet and she could pretend it was just them.


  Walking over to the sink, she dumped her plate of pancakes into the disposal. Pancakes didn’t taste the same without her sister’s laughter.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

  It’s a Façade


  Four months after Rachel moved Emery into the new place in Savannah, she drove them to a dance club near Savannah College of Art and Design. The city was in the middle of a warm snap even though it was the end of February, which it was prone to, according to her neighbor.


  Emery knew that Rachel was concerned about her not leaving the apartment. She couldn’t hide from her best friend that her days were full of desperation and longing for something she couldn’t have. She wasn’t sure she wanted to.


  As they took a left down another tree-lined road, a song came on the radio that forced Emery to lean in to change it. The lyrics of the song invaded her brain about things she didn’t like to think about.


  Rachel grabbed Emery’s hand, stopping it. “Emery, I’m here for you, you know?”


  “Yeah, I know, Rach.”


  The song started playing and Emery retreated into herself. She knew all about monsters, real and imagined. Sometimes she felt like she was a monster. Rachel sang with the lyrics, oblivious to the war going on in Emery’s head.


  “You don’t have any monsters to be friends with,” Emery commented. Rachel was quiet and Emery started to apologize. “Rach…”


  “Em, your monsters are my monsters. So yeah, I have monsters and I’m coming up with ways to save you on a daily basis.”


  Emery slumped in her seat. Rachel saved her too many times to count and all she’d done was this…be depressed, a leech, and a downer. “Sorry, Rachel,” she apologized. “I’m sorry for everything. You shouldn’t have to save me. You should be a normal college girl that doesn’t have to worry about my shit.”


  They lapsed into a contemplative quiet. Emery tried to determine what to say to her best and only friend and family. She looked down at the dress Rachel had made her wear. The last time she’d worn it, she and Noah had seen one of The Hunger Games movies. Of course she’d worn a sweater over it then because she didn’t want to give Noah an eyeful, but she didn’t tell Rachel that. A tight smile curled her lips as she remembered squeezing his hand so hard during some parts she thought she’d break his fingers.


  “Em?”


  “Huh?” Emery was ripped from her painful memories by Rachel. She didn’t know which memories were more painful now, the ones of Noah, the friendship they shared and the fun she had, or the ones of Phil. I must be losing my mind.


  “We’re here.” Rachel got out of the car and walked on her six inch heels like a professional over to the short line. She gazed at the burly guy at the door and flashed a seductive smile. Rachel was wearing a tight strapless dress, blood red, with nude heels. Her red cashmere coat covered the sleekness of the dress underneath, but Rachel oozed sex as she walked through the street. The red was such a stark contrast from her black hair and pale skin. She looked like a model. Emery was wearing a short emerald green dress with a deep v-neck that showed so much cleavage Rachel had taped the dress in place, but it had long sleeves just like she needed. She held her gold clutch, which matched her heels perfectly.


  Rachel smiled as she sauntered up to the front of the line. She casually opened her coat. “Hi.”


  “You ladies can go on in,” the man drawled, and they both sighed in internal relief when he waved them past the line.


  “Thank you so much,” Emery answered.


  Rachel ran her hand over his massive bicep as she went past and giggled when he grabbed her hand.


  “I get off at three,” the bouncer said in her direction.


  “Good to know.” Rachel winked and they entered into a bar that could only be described as decorated by an artist on acid.


  The hallway was dark, but every inch of the wall was covered in original art from the students at SCAD. They checked their coats and walked through the long hall of artwork to get to the bar area.


  “Wow,” Emery commented, looking from deranged self-portraits to landscapes full of cherubs and demons with Savannah as the backdrop, all in bright hues and smeared down the walls.


  Rachel grabbed her hand and pulled her to the bar. They ordered martinis; Emery drank hers within five minutes and they ordered another round.


  “So how’s school going?” Emery asked.


  “It’s fine. The classes are boring because I have to take core classes for two years, but then I get to start taking business classes.”


  “You sure you don’t want to go into law?” Emery joked.


  “Oh, yeah, that’d be great. Maybe I’d go into business with my dad.” She took a sip and shook her head no.


  “Well, at least you’d be able to handle your boyfriend’s shit,” Emery said.


  Rachel waved off Emery’s comment. “Dad’s got that covered.”


  “He okay with you and Derrick yet?”


  “Define ‘okay.’”


  Emery laughed.


  They ordered another round of drinks then stalked around the dance floor to find a space. The bass of the song filled Emery’s mind, reverberating through her bones. She let her body move with the beat and threw her hands in the air. She and Rachel danced with each other, legs intertwined, hips grinding against each other.


  The song changed and Rachel motioned she was going to get them more drinks; Emery followed her and sat on a stool. She was moving her feet around in circles, working her ankles in order to ease some of her discomfort. Wearing heels to dance was such a dumb decision.


  “Yeah, but you look hot as hell,” Rachel screamed over the music.


  Emery laughed. Rachel read her mind as usual.


  Rachel and Emery clinked glasses together. “Cheers!” they yelled together.


  “To Emma Simpson,” Emery muttered.


  “To Emma Simpson, a fucking survivor.”


  Rachel also always knew what she needed and when she needed it. While it was comforting, it was also annoying as hell.


  “Can I buy you a drink?” A random guy had come to stand between them and was staring at Rachel.


  “I don’t think my girlfriend would like that,” Rachel answered.


  Emery shrugged, playing along.


  “Oh fuck, really? Can I buy you both drinks?” The guy’s eyes were wide, like he was a three-year-old in a toy store.


  “Of course.” Rachel batted her long lashes at him.


  Another round of drinks down and they were back on the dance floor. Their new friend danced behind Rachel. Emery laughed at his obvious lack of any sort of rhythm.


  Emery had closed her eyes and was rocking her hips to the beat when she felt strong arms wrap around her from behind. Her breath hitched as a man joined her movements perfectly. She didn’t know if it was all the alcohol or the fact she’d been so lonely, but she didn’t even open her eyes to see who it was, she just let herself be held.


  Although she couldn’t see him, the man was much taller than her and his body felt solid. Strong. She could feel his hard muscles pressing against her in sync with his movements.


  When Emery turned to dance face-to-face and was met with a classically handsome face, she stopped dancing. He had light brown hair, cut close to his head but a little longer in the front, carelessly tousled. His eyes cut into her. They were piercing and blue, but it wasn’t the color that was so inviting, it was the way he was looking at her. His face looked like it was etched in stone, with a strong jaw and perfect nose. He leaned into her ear. “You want a drink?” His voice was low and very Southern.


  Emery decided people from Savannah had their own accent, which was a little different than a normal Southern accent. It was as if the words danced on the tongue before deciding to fall out of mouths so that anyone around them could hear the melody.


  She nodded. He grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the bar.


  His smile revealed a perfect set of white teeth. “What would you like?”


  “Um…” She looked back at Rachel, who was laughing and still dancing with the no rhythm guy. “Martini, please, vodka.”


  “What kind?”


  “Vodka,” she repeated.


  “No, what kind of vodka?” A smile skated across his lips, then he licked them, which caused her eyes to stay focused on his lips.


  “Whatever,” she answered, chastising herself for staring at this guy’s lips and thinking about what they could do to her. She was obviously way too lonely.


  The guy pulled out his wallet and waved the bartender down. “Hey, Eddie. Two martinis, extra dirty, Grey Goose, please.”


  “No problem, Tim,” Eddie answered, pulling out his shaker.


  Emery was suddenly uncomfortable with this stranger still holding her hand. She pulled her hand out of his and pretended to run it through her hair as she looked back at the dance floor. She felt his warm breath on her ear.


  “I’m Tim.”


  Emery looked back to her dance partner and examined Tim. He had on a tight blue v-neck sweater that showed off his muscles and jeans that hung perfectly at his hips. Her eyes travelled down to his shoes. He was wearing rounded toe cowboy boots. She smiled. Emma Simpson would smile. “I’m Emma.” She stuck her hand out and he took it, shaking it politely.


  “Emma, you are a great dancer.” He passed her the drinks he’d just paid for and they walked to the edge of the dance floor.


  “Thanks. You’re not too bad yourself.”


  She took a drink and grimaced. Emery wasn’t used to having to make small talk with strangers. Emma would be better at this. Emery looked down to see her cleavage glistening with a layer of sweat and turned toward Tim. Snuggling up to him, she put her leg in between his and stood as close as she could. She pressed herself into him and he smiled down at her.


  “You’re beautiful.”


  She took a drink. Emma would flirt and touch him. She was Emma. Was Emma beautiful? She didn’t know how to be beautiful.


  “You probably hear that all the time.” Tim cleared his throat, emptied his drink, and set it on a table near them. She followed suit and then pulled him back onto the dance floor.


  I never hear that.


  They danced for hours to all sorts of songs. They danced for so long that her hair, currently back to its natural blond due to her not really leaving her apartment for four months, was wet and stuck to her forehead. His sweat marks had all run together and his sweater now looked navy. During a slow song, he moved her toward the back of the dance floor, her hands on his biceps. His biceps were muscular and reminded her of Noah’s. She pushed Noah out of her mind; Emma didn’t even know Noah.


  Tim gently pushed her against the wall at the back of the dance floor and leaned into her.


  “Can I can kiss you, Emma?” His lips were only inches from hers and his periwinkle eyes sparked with trouble.


  “Please,” she answered. She wanted someone to kiss her, anyone to touch her.


  His lips were tentative at first, his arms tense, and she could feel his erection through his pants. Emery was surprised by his tenderness and it allowed her to open to him. Then she lost herself in the licks and sucks, the tugs and the nips. Her chest was heaving and their hands searched each other, for what, she didn’t know. She’d missed being touched.


  Emery’s sweat-drenched hair clung to her neck and he pulled it up gently, holding it away from her neck. His lips found hers again and he pulled her bottom lip in between his teeth, then ran his thumb over the thin fabric of her dress. His eyes pinned hers again and he smirked as he rubbed circles around her nipples. Her legs threatened to give out or wrap around him. The realization that she felt everything halted the euphoria that was traveling freely through her body. She felt everything.


  NO!


  Abruptly, she pulled back and frantically took a step away from him. She looked to the floor, trying to calm her heart and breathing. Shaking her head, she took another step away. She couldn’t do this. Emery was not going to allow herself to feel this. She couldn’t allow herself. Emma couldn’t feel anything.


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered and then ran to find Rachel.


  Emery grabbed Rachel by the hand and dragged her out of the dance club as fast as she could.


  “Em, our coats!”


  “Please give me the keys. Get our coats. I can’t…”


  Rachel nodded and allowed Emery to run out to the car.


  Emery hunched in the passenger seat. She was so stupid. What was she doing? She couldn’t let guys kiss her and open that side of her. There was no time where that would be okay again.


  The driver’s side door opened and Rachel got in, throwing her coat at her. “What the fuck, Em? Are you okay?” she asked as she cranked the car and pulled into the traffic.


  “I just…I needed to get out of there. That guy…” She couldn’t finish. Emery looked out the window at the passing downtown area.


  “Em? Did that guy hurt you?” Rachel’s eyes were blazing with anger.


  “Oh, Rachel, no.” Emery exhaled, exasperated. “It’s best if I just stay to myself, I guess. Get me out in public and I might start feeling things, and that just leads to a big problem.”


  “Emery, you can’t shut yourself off completely. You can meet people and have fun. You can even kiss them if you want.” Rachel turned to face Emery at a red light. “That guy asked me what happened to you. He wanted to make sure you were okay.”


  “I can’t. I don’t want to kiss people or meet people, because then I may want to not lie to them, and I can’t ever do that. I’ll never be able to have anything real because I’m not real.” She sighed. “This,” she waved her hands above her body, “isn’t real.”


  “Em…”


  “I’m not real.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

  Ivy Kills Everything


  Months slipped by her with the pace of a sloth and Emery fought to keep her sanity by walking around the city, which included the cemeteries. For some reason the quietness of the cemeteries soothed her in a way the stillness of her apartment couldn’t. She continued to read romance novels instead of her typical gritty fiction books. Due to the fact that she was sitting in her apartment for hours, she’d run through her type of books, but there seemed to be an unlimited amount of books about women finding love. Emery thought it was her mind trying to torture herself.


  By the time April rolled around again, she felt that every solitary day lasted weeks. Emery looked out the back window longingly at Ms. Carter and her dog walking around the yard without a care in the world. She sipped her coffee and looked back to the page in her journal.


  Emery had written Noah another apology letter. And then another. Each day for the past five months she’d written him a letter in her journal, which she never intended to send. She could never send a letter, because Emily didn’t exist. If she didn’t exist, she couldn’t send letters.


  All her letters started with a hash mark signifying another day she’d made it without Phil touching her. She was starting to lose count.


  I

  Noah,

  I just wanted to thank you. I know you probably hate me right now and I don’t blame you for that. I also want you to know that I didn’t intend to leave you after one of the best, most intense nights of my life. I had to leave because someone was in our place. They ransacked it because of me. I couldn’t let my life interrupt yours. I am so appreciative of you. You let me into your perfect existence without question. I didn’t want my ugliness to impact your perfect life with parents and friends that love you. I didn’t want to change your perfect college experience and your perfectly acceptable future. You allowing me in your sun for a while changed me. You made me realize there are people that won’t hurt me out there.


  I hope you know that I never meant to hurt you and apologize for everything, Noah. Thank you for your light and goodness.


  E


  Every letter was different and exposed a different piece of herself, one that she hadn’t let him see when she lived with him. Emery looked back outside and watched Ms. Carter’s dog take a dump in the backyard. She needed to get out of this place. It was a beautiful casket. Sure, it was a great place where she could stay in peace and wait, but she was going stir crazy.


  Emery pulled on a scarf and coat and walked out the front door into the cold afternoon, heading toward River Street. It was maybe a dozen blocks or so, but when she reached it she didn’t know where to go, so she sat on a bench overlooking the Savannah River. For the past five months, Emery’s numbness was coming back, slowly but surely. She could still hear Noah’s whisper as he left that morning.


  “I love you.”


  She clung to it. She hung on to the fact that he’d thought she’d been worthy of love. When he looked at her, he didn’t see someone who was broken, destroyed, or beyond saving. Emery wasn’t exactly sure what he saw, and was pretty sure she wasn’t capable of love, but if she was, she’d lost that ability when she left Nashville.


  Her diploma from the online university had come in the mail this week and now she was finally a college graduate, or at least Emma Simpson was, thanks to Derrick. He could fix anything. She didn’t ask how he did what he did for her, but was extremely grateful for everything. Emma Simpson was almost twenty-one, had just graduated, and was going into social work.


  Emery was eager to help kids and had seen an ad for workers with the Chatham County Division of Family and Children Services, or DFCS. Emery sent her application in last night, but only after she’d called Derrick to see if he could help her get through the application process. Being a fake person, it’s easy to disappear but harder to live and work an honest job.


  The job was for her. She didn’t know how much she’d be paid, nor did she really care, but she knew she wanted to help kids.


  Because she felt so completely lost, she wanted something to ground her to reality. She hoped to make a real difference to kids, whatever that meant. It could be providing services or removing them from their home situation.


  Derrick had listened and asked her a few questions about the application process, which was all online. He’d told her he “had someone who could take care of it.” He also assured her he’d send her new identification making her even older than Emma was now. When she went to her interview, she’d be twenty-two. She smiled at his tone; it was hopeful. He was hopeful for her. Hope was like ivy, it spread at a rapid speed and killed everything in its path. Emery didn’t want to allow herself to hope for anything, though. It hurt too much.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

  Rise from the Ashes


  The call came in a week later while she sipped coffee and stared at the paper in front of her. She had an interview. An interview! She hung up and immediately called Rachel, who was in class but answered the phone anyway.


  “You okay?” she answered softly.


  “I GOT AN INTERVIEW!” Emery screamed into the phone.


  Rachel burst out giggling. Emery heard some scrambling around and a door close. “That’s so fantastic. When is it?”


  “TOMORROW!”


  “Why are you still yelling?” Rachel asked, still laughing.


  “I don’t know.” Emery laughed. Hope was struggling to bubble up to the surface, but Emery was denying its entry. “I’m just so…”


  “Excited, Em, it’s called being excited.”


  “I need to go buy a suit.”


  “Well, do it. Go see if they have one you like at J. Crew or Ann Taylor. You can just buy one real quick and go back to get other stuff later. When you get the job, I’ll come down and we’ll go shop for official work clothes. It’s about your birthday anyway, so I’ll be heading that way soon. Derrick told me you’re going to be twenty-two on this birthday.”


  “Yeah, he’s saving my ass again.” She audibly yawned into the phone.


  “Sorry if I’m boring you, but you called me, remember?”


  “No, I just need something to do and I was actually excited for a minute. I’m going insane just staying home. I’m going to get a suit now,” Emery said, her voice giddy.


  “Derrick’s awesome, I’ve been telling you,” Rachel said. “I wonder if you’re going to have to wear a suit every day.”


  “Don’t you think we’re getting ahead of ourselves?” Emery smiled at Rachel’s enthusiasm. “Are you in class?”


  “Oh, I stepped out.”


  “I’ll let you go. Call me later. I’m—what did you say it was again?” Emery laughed. “Excited?”


  “Yep,” Rachel responded. “And I’m fucking excited for you. Break a leg.”


  Emery smiled as she disconnected the call, grabbing a pen to write today’s letter to Noah.


  I

  Noah,


  I have hope today. I’m excited today. I think I owe that to you and Rachel. Before I met you, I didn’t experience much hope. I know you may think I threw you away and never looked back, but it’s simply not true. I look back every single morning. I look back and remember the way you touched me. I look back and remember the vibration of your voice on my neck. I look back at how you took such care of me. You are perfect. I hope you find someone as perfect as you. It certainly isn’t me.


  But I have hope today and I want you to know if I wouldn’t have met you, I’m pretty sure I would’ve given up ever having dreams for myself.

  I miss you.


  E


  Emery put down her pen as a tear fell from her right eye and landed on the page, soaking in and smearing the ink. She’d never been on an interview so she was really nervous, but the thought of doing something that could help even one kid drove her and made her shut everything else out.
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  Emery sat in a dingy waiting room in her new light gray skirt suit from Banana Republic. The clerk helped her pair the suit with snakeskin heels and a light yellow top. Her blonde waves currently skimmed her shoulder blades. The weather had become warmer over the last two weeks and was here to stay. She was nervous but ready.


  Her right foot tapped nervously as she waited. Emery had signed in with the exasperated woman at the front desk. Her new ID was perfect. She’d looked around while the woman made a copy of it. The place was pathetic looking. Emery had never in her life been in a place that was so bleak, which made weird things happen to her stomach. She willed her bladder to be strong; she didn’t want to have to use the bathroom.


  A man in his early fifties wearing khaki trousers and a wrinkled blue oxford shirt opened the door to the waiting room. “Emma Simpson,” he called.


  She sat in the chair for a beat before remembering that it was her—she was Emma Simpson. Emery smiled and picked up her bag, following him to the back of a huge room filled with makeshift desks. Some were occupied, but most were empty. He hadn’t bothered introducing himself to her.


  They entered what looked like a slovenly conference room toward the back of the office.


  “Miss, uh…” the man pushed his wire-rimmed classes up his nose and looked back at his pad, “Simpson. Have a seat. I’m Steve.” Steve sat in the only other chair at the table, which happened to be directly across from her. He didn’t even shake her hand.


  Aren’t you supposed to shake hands?


  Emery pulled the chair out and sat. She placed her bag on the table and looked expectantly at Steve. His eyes were on a folder in front of him.


  “Okay, so it looks like you’re qualified based on your application, and everything went through the computer.” He flipped a page on the pad in front of him and clicked the pen in his hand. When he finally looked up at her, his face read shock, as if he was finally really looking at her. Then he smiled nervously. “Okay, I’m just going to ask a few questions. It shouldn’t take long.”


  “Okay.” Emery nodded. Even though it was freezing in the conference room, she could feel the dampness under her arms.
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  Later that night, Emery was putting dishes up when her phone rang. “Hey,” she answered. Rachel was the only person to call her.


  “Hey, I’ve got you on speaker. Derrick and I are headed to dinner and we wanted to see how it went.”


  “It was weird. The—” Emery started.


  “What do you mean?” Rachel interrupted.


  “Well, he asked me a couple of questions off a list he had and then he basically told me this job may not be for me and that I should really think about it. He said I should be prepared to lose kids.”


  “What the fuck?” Derrick muttered.


  “It doesn’t matter, I want it. If I can help one kid…” Emery trailed off. “I just want to help one.”


  “Emery, this is amazing and I think it’s perfect for you.”


  “Call her Emma,” Derrick warned.


  “Whatever,” Rachel blew him off. “Derrick is taking me to a nice restaurant for a date, can you believe it? He’s taking me out in public!”


  “I made her change,” Derrick said, his voice filled with laughter.


  “What were you wearing?”


  “Well, I had on a crop top with some leggings. He told me those weren’t clothes, even though they are and he likes them.”


  “I like to see you in that, I just don’t want other people to see you in that,” Derrick confirmed.


  “Well what are you wearing now?”


  “A dress.”


  “A long shirt,” Derrick and Emery said at the same time.


  Emery laughed. “You can’t take her anywhere.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

  Layers and Scars and Graveyards


  Rachel and Emery were sitting at The Distillery in historic Savannah, chatting about Emery’s interview and sharing a po’boy.


  “Try mine.” Emery pushed her pint of Purple Haze over to Rachel.


  “You know I don’t like beer, why would I want to drink that?” Rachel asked before she popped a fry in her mouth.


  “Because it’s good to try new things, right?”


  “Not necessarily,” Rachel refuted, shaking her head.


  “Your loss.” Emery took a gulp of her beer and sat back in the chair. The restaurant had a fun, relaxed atmosphere. She and Rachel had been shopping and walking around that morning; day drinking was the perfect way to make the day better.


  “So you said the interview was easy. Like, the guy just told you about the job and how hard it was, but you still haven’t heard anything?”


  “Yeah, it was really weird. It was like he wanted to warn me about the job or something, not really see if I would be a good fit for it.”


  Rachel twisted her long raven hair into a bun and put a pen through it. “This wine is disgusting.”


  “Well, it’s a place for craft beer. You should order a beer.”


  Rachel checked her phone, took a selfie, and posted it, ignoring Emery’s beer comment.


  “So your dad knows you’re in Savannah?” Emery asked.


  “No, why?”


  “He does now. You just posted a selfie, dumbass.”


  “This could totally be in Nashville,” Rachel commented.


  Emery set her pint glass, which had been mid-way to her lips, down. “You’re supposed to be in Nashville?”


  Rachel nodded.


  “How is he?” Emery’s heart started beating rapidly just thinking about him.


  “He’s okay, Em, I promise,” she answered softly, but with the tone not to push.


  Emery cocked her head to the side, examining Rachel. Then Emery decided to trust her and not prod into something she couldn’t do anything about.


  “So what’d you say when he told you how horrible the job would be?”


  Emery smiled, remembering her response. “I told him I didn’t care how horrible things were because I wanted to help kids and this job would allow me to do that. He’d told me I had the job immediately.”


  “So when do you start?”


  “Well, I don’t think he could really offer me the job right away. He told me he’d get me all the paperwork in a week or so and I would start in another week, but I haven’t heard anything.”


  The server came up to the table.


  “Do you have any locally brewed beer here?” Emery asked.


  “Yes, we actually have Scattered Sun Belgium Wit by a brewery that opened recently right down the road. It’s really good too.”


  “I’ll take that and we want to share the deep fried moon pie,” Emery ordered.


  “Damn it, I’m going to have to run like 70 miles this week to get over this trip,” Rachel moaned.


  “It’s my birthday. Calories don’t count, right?” Emery glanced toward the street; she was really falling for this city—its parks, the cemeteries, the people. She hoped she didn’t have to leave. “How are things going at school? How are you and Derrick?”


  “Oh, Em, Derrick rocks my world. I can’t even tell you how…” She sighed. “How perfect he is for me.”


  “Perfect, huh?” Emery’s mind went directly to Noah.


  “I mean, he evens me out. He’s never flustered or uptight. If I get all anxious, all he has to do is touch me and I’m done with whatever it is that’s worrying me. He has a totally different perspective on life and he’s making me different.”


  “So you haven’t streaked through campus yet?”


  Rachel laughed. “He’d kill me if I did that. That’s the only thing, he’s super possessive.”


  Emery finished her beer and stared into the foam that ran down the sides of the glass. Do not wish for that. You can never have someone that is possessive of you.


  “I sort of like it, though, you know? Like he’s all caveman, she’s mine and shit. When we walk into a room, he never takes his hand off me if he can help it.”


  The server came back and put their dessert and Emery’s beer on the table.


  “Emery,” Rachel leaned in, “the sex is amazing. I mean, like not want to get out of bed for days amazing. I know I’m not that old and I haven’t had that many boyfriends, but he knows how to do everything to make me scream.”


  “I’m so happy for you. You knew what you wanted and you got it. The wait was worth it, right?”


  Rachel smiled. “Ugh, the years…”


  “Rachel, he makes you extremely happy. He’s a good guy even though he’s not in a good business.”


  “Yeah, he makes me happy.”


  “There’s a little bit of good and bad in everyone,” Emery commented.


  “Yes, I suppose there is, Em. People are so complex. There’s not a person out there who is just good or just bad, we all have layers and scars and graveyards.”


  “The difference is most people can cover their scars.” Emery sighed and leaned back in her chair with her beer. “I can’t. I’ll never be able to hide my scars, literally and figuratively.”


  Rachel ran her hand around the left sleeve of Emery’s sweater. “You know you can laser those off if you want.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t want to forget.”


  “I’m pretty sure you won’t forget,” Rachel whispered.


  “No, I don’t want to forget that I can’t ever not have scars and that they keep me from being normal. I forgot in Nashville. Noah made me forget for just a little while and now my scars are even deeper, my graveyard even more full than when I left Atlanta.”


  “Em…” Sadness crept into Rachel’s eyes.


  “No, Rachel, don’t do that. Don’t pity me. I don’t want your pity. I’m serious. I want these to remind me that you and Derrick are it for me. You’re my friends, my family, my only life line.”


  “I love you, Em.”


  Emery could tell she tried to not look at her with pity, but Rachel was completely unable to hide her emotions, ever. It was one of the things Emery loved about her.


  “I love you too, saver of my life.”


  “You’re the saver of your own life.”


  “I wish that were true, Rach, if it were up to me, I’d drive right back to Nashville right now and throw myself at the mercy of your cousin.”


  “Em!” Rachel gasped. “You can’t.”


  “I know.” Emery took a sip a beer. “And I won’t. It would only hurt him and you. I would never hurt you. You know that, don’t you?”


  Rachel nodded. “This conversation sucks for day drinking. Let’s talk about Britney Spears or something.”


  “What’re you, nine? Who listens to Britney Spears?”


  “What?!” Rachel asked with horror. “I love Britney! You better not talk shit about Britney.”


  “You cannot be saved.”
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  The rest of the afternoon flew by just like it always did when Rachel came to see her. The next morning they had brunch at Huey’s on the River before Rachel had to leave.


  “I’ll have the beignets and she’ll have the French toast and two Bloody Marys and coffee,” Rachel rattled off to the server.


  When the server left the table, Rachel put a box on the table. “You know, I love every single part of you, but this moping shit is just getting annoying. You need to find a friend or get a dog or something…”


  Emery smiled sadly at Rachel’s honest comments. “You didn’t have to get me anything.”


  “I know and it’s nothing big, but I want you to wear it every day until you don’t need it anymore.”


  Puzzled, Emery looked at Rachel curiously.


  Rachel grabbed Emery’s hand, which was on the box. “I’m serious, Emery, wear it every day. Promise?”


  “I promise, weirdo. I hope it’s not underwear,” Emery said, attempting to lighten the mood. Then she popped open the box and took out a brown leather cuff with an engraved gold plate. It read, “You are braver than you seem and stronger than you think.”


  She shook her head at the statement on her bracelet. Rachel reached over and secured it on Emery’s left wrist.


  My left arm.


  “Every day,” Rachel reiterated.
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  Rachel left right after brunch, since she was going to stop by Derrick’s on her way back to her own house. Emery pulled out a book that Rachel had told her she’d love and dove in, losing herself in the characters of a world where kids tested into factions.


  The shrill ring of her phone let her know it was an unknown number. Fear prickled in her psyche. No one but Rachel called her.


  Her stomach twisted. She didn’t recognize the number, but it was a 912 area code, which was Savannah.


  “Hello?”


  “Ms. Simpson, this is Steve from DFCS. We’re going to need you to come in tomorrow, if that’s okay. We’ve had an unexpected exit of one of our employees. You’ll be adopting her caseload and we’ve already designated others for you as well.”


  Emery was nodding, but not yet speaking.


  “Ms. Simpson?”


  “Oh, sorry. Sure. I’ll be in first thing in the morning.”


  “Thank you. We’ll meet at eight in the morning and I’ll get you everything you need. I believe you may have two appointments tomorrow already to either attend or attempt to reschedule.”


  “Okay.” Emery was baffled. She guessed there was no easing into the water, she’d just have to jump in with both feet and see if she could swim.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

  Iron Man


  Files covered her desk. After a little over three months at DFCS, she had over a hundred kids on her caseload that needed her help. Overwhelmed was a gross understatement for what she felt. Even if she worked 24 hours a day, she wouldn’t be able to do everything she wanted to do for these kids. It was daunting, but she felt this was the job she was meant to do. She wanted to do whatever she could to help kids. The phone on her desk buzzed.


  “Hey, Steve,” she answered.


  “We sort of have an emergency situation at one of the schools and you’re up.”


  She sighed. There was always an emergency and it was only the first week of school. “Okay, I’ll be right there.” She jogged to his office to get all the details, which were sorely lacking. She’d given up wearing heels and cute clothes after the first day. She’d had to carry boxes of documents to Court, where she had to address the Judge on cases that she had no idea about. Then she had to lug the box of documents back out to her car, then hurry to five different schools for different meetings for kids under DFCS care who were being served under IDEA, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. When she’d finally gotten home, her feet felt completely broken.


  At the meetings, she’d felt totally out of the loop. It was like educators had their own language. She kept interrupting to ask questions because she wanted to make sure she was doing what she needed to do for her kids. Since the first meeting, she’d spent every night researching IDEA and services that go under the law. It was so much to learn, she often felt lost. She wished she would’ve taken some sort of course on it in college.


  As she drove to the elementary school in one of the poorer areas of Savannah, her mind wandered to Ashley, hoping as she always did that everything was okay. She pulled out her phone and tapped on the Voxer app that allowed her to talk to Rachel like they had walkie-talkies.


  “Any information on Ashley?”


  “No, nothing since last week. I’ll swing by this week and check in. You good?”


  “Sure,” Emery answered noncommittally.


  “Em…” Rachel’s voice was full of concern.


  “It is what it is, Rach.”


  “Ashley did break up with that punk Hudson. I never liked that kid,” Rachel said, trying to lighten the mood. “I’ll come this weekend and we can talk it out.”


  “No, don’t. I’m all talked out.”


  “Well, who have you been talking to? Because it hasn’t been me.”


  “I talk to the monsters beneath my bed,” she replied snarkily, mocking the song they’d talked about months ago.


  “Well, when do you want me to come down?”


  “I don’t know. I have to go, I got a new kid and it’s an emergency. We’ll talk later.”


  “I love you, Em.”


  “You too,” Emery answered, then threw her phone in her bag and took a cleansing breath before she climbed out of her car and began walking into the school. Every time she did this walk for a new kid, a glimmer of anticipation niggled at the back of her brain. Maybe this was one she could help. Maybe this was the one that would let her touch their heart and their mind. Maybe this was the one she could help. She just wanted to help in a way she wished someone would’ve helped her.


  Emery walked directly into the front office and before she could tell the receptionist who she was, a female cop waved her over to a small conference room.


  “In here,” the cop barked.


  Emery looked in the small window and saw a young boy who was maybe nine with shaggy brown hair throwing everything he could get his hands on. He was wearing a superhero t-shirt that was two sizes too big and jeans about the same. “What’s going on?”


  “Well, the teacher noticed significant bruising on both of his arms and brought him up here to see the Assistant Principal. I was called in to document the bruising and DFCS was notified per protocol.”


  “Why is he tearing everything up, though?” Emery asked.


  “Well, I think he’s deaf,” she replied. “I don’t think he understands what’s going on.”


  “Oh, he’s deaf?” Emery commented. “I know sign language.”


  “Great. When we were talking to DFCS over the phone the kid just went nuts and started tearing the Assistant Principal’s office apart. They got their behavioral specialist here in a few minutes and put him in this conference room. She’s trying to de-escalate him now.”


  “I don’t think it’s working,” Emery deadpanned.


  “I’m pretty sure it’s not.”


  Emery opened the door and walked into the conference room, without a care for the fact this kid was throwing staplers and anything he could find. She signed, “Hi, I’m Emma.”


  The boy stopped mid-throw and stared at her.


  “Are you okay?” she asked with her hands.


  He stood stock still and turned his head and gazed out the window.


  “I’m here to help you,” she signed and spoke because he wasn’t looking at her.


  He shook his head.


  Okay…not deaf.


  “Lucas, can you sit down and just talk to me for a few minutes and let everyone else get back to their jobs?” she asked out loud without signing.


  He huffed, but moved to the chair, not saying a word.


  The woman that had been in the room nodded at her. “Lucas, I’ll just be outside. Would you like something to drink?”


  He nodded once.


  Emery smiled at him and sat down next to him. “What would you like to drink?”


  She laughed at his signed response. “I can’t get you a Sprite. How about water?”


  He shook his head.


  “Okay, so let’s talk,” she said, not signing since she knew he could hear and understand her. Maybe he couldn’t talk or wasn’t ready to talk yet. She could work with that.


  He signed and asked her how old she was.


  “Twenty-two.” The lie rolled off her tongue. “How about you?”


  He signed that he was ten.


  “I like your shirt,” Em said, pointing to his Flash t-shirt.


  His smile broadened.


  “Do you like superheroes?”


  He nodded.


  “Me too.”


  The conversation paused while she thought about what to say next. Then he started signing. He told her that the fact someone would save a perfect stranger for no reason at all made him happy. Then he looked away from her and out the window, as if he’d said too much.


  “So who’s your favorite?”


  He took a minute and then signed. His signs came so quickly she had a hard time keeping up. He said that most superheroes came from horrific—that’s the word he used—circumstances. Superman’s parents were dead, Batman’s parents were dead, Hawkeye was abandoned by his parents, Thor’s father banned him from the planet, and Spider-Man was raised by his aunt and uncle. And they all became great. He liked the stories behind the superheroes, all of them, because they came from things that could have broken them, but they made themselves indestructible.


  Her heart seized at his answer to her question. “I like Wonder Woman,” she replied. There aren’t that many female superheroes, though.”


  He signed enthusiastically. His real favorite was Ironman, because he had everything in the world and decided to help people.


  Holy fucking kid putting you in your place.


  His hands started flying around.


  “Slow down…” She laughed and then began nodding at his signs.


  Apparently there are plenty of woman superheroes—Storm, Black Widow, Black Canary…she lost count.


  “Okay, well, you’ll have to tell me all their stories so I can pick.”


  He agreed with a smile and a nod.


  When she left the school that day after talking to Lucas she felt she’d done something. She’d helped him, maybe made his life better, even it if was only for an hour. He’d acted like he was starved for someone to just communicate with him. Her heart hurt for him.


  CHAPTER THIRTY

  Solitary Confinement


  Emery was drinking wine and going through Lucas’s file when her phone rang. Tearing her eyes off the words lifting off the page and seeping into her heart, she saw her favorite face on her phone’s screen.


  “Hey, Rach,” she answered.


  “Emery…” Rachel covered the phone and Emery heard muffled words and pauses.


  “Rach? What’s going on?”


  “Okay, sorry about that. I was trying to make sure I was…” Rachel’s voice died on the line.


  Emery’s anxiety spiked. Ashley.


  “Shit,” Rachel murmured. “I spilled fucking Coke all over my shirt and had to take it off to wash it in the sink and people keep coming in the bathroom.”


  “Is Ashley okay?”


  “Yes, she’s fine. She won state in gymnastics last weekend. That’s what I was calling to tell you.”


  “She did?” Pride filled Emery’s heart and then the loss of not being able to be there and congratulate her consumed all good emotions.


  “From what I hear, she knocked it out of the park. Like she rocked the judge’s balls off.”


  Emery laughed in spite of herself.


  “Any way you could try to get a video somehow? I mean…”


  “I can try, Em. I’ll try.”


  Emery nodded. This was what she’d given up to save herself, to be able to make the marks on her paper now, the ones that showed she was okay. Supposed to be okay. It made her wonder if she was really okay at all, if all of this loss was worth it. She missed Ashley, but the pain that had been in every cell when she lived in Atlanta had waned, making walking through this life every day somewhat manageable.


  “Okay, please try. I miss her.”


  “I know. Fuck.”


  “What?”


  “Well, Em…Emma. I’m a little naked right now and need to go.” The phone clattered to the floor. “Shit, now I have shit on my fucking phone.”


  “Nasty.” Emery laughed, picturing a half-naked Rachel cursing and trying to figure out how to sanitize her iPhone.


  “By the way, I’m coming this weekend. What do you want to do?”


  “Hmm, I’m not sure. I’ll figure something out.”


  “Must go.”


  “Go.”


  Emery smiled at the phone as Rachel’s face disappeared from the screen. Taking another sip of her wine, she turned the page to the most current psychological evaluation of Lucas. His childhood was scattered around south Georgia. His mother had custody of him. His father wasn’t even mentioned. He wasn’t diagnosed with autism until two years ago, when he was in second grade. Prior to that, schools had attempted to get his mother’s consent to evaluate him for special education services and the mother had always refused.


  Lucas had developmental delays across the board, but his test scores were contradictory. On some assessments, he didn’t even meet the threshold of intelligence, but his scores were through the roof on others. He’d passed a hearing screening, though Lucas had always been non-verbal. There was a note in the file that he’d taught himself sign language and would attempt to communicate that way.


  “Why the fuck did the school think this kid was deaf then?” Emery shook her head. She’d learned quickly that kids fall through the cracks, sometimes at the fault of no one. There just wasn’t an advocate for the kid to make sure he was getting what he needed.


  “This kid’s mother seems to be an asshole,” she said to no one in particular.


  She made notes through the entire file in order to be prepared for the fight to get this kid what he was entitled to and what he needed to be able to learn.
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  On a Friday night a few weeks later, Emery was bored and burned out on work, so she decided to walk over to Mansion and eat dinner. This was a big deal for her; she hadn’t been out without Rachel since she’d moved to Savannah. Standing in her closet, she scanned through the clothes she’d brought with her and the few she’d purchased. Emery pulled a black and white polka dot dress off the rack. She paired it with her leather jacket and black boots, straightened her now dirty blond hair that fell down her back in sheets, and put makeup on. She was Emma Simpson. Gorgeous and ready to go out on the town.


  Emery walked the few blocks to Mansion. When she walked in the restaurant, it was full and the bar area was packed as well, but she sidled up to the bar and ordered a vodka tonic. Then she leaned in so the bartender could hear her. “Can I eat at the bar?”


  “Sure, honey,” the bartender said with a pronounced drawl that she thought must be for the tourists.


  She smiled as he placed her glass, silverware, and a menu over a white cloth napkin at the end of the bar. Carefully, she managed to maneuver around all the bodies that blocked her way and perched on the edge of the high chair. She was in awe as she took in her surroundings. It was a beautiful historic brick building built in the 1800s. It sat overlooking Forsyth Park and made her wonder if the building had been someone’s home prior to becoming a hotel.


  “You meeting someone here, chickadee?” The bartender had made his way back over to where she sipped her drink. He had coiffed blond hair, like from the fifties, and turquoise glasses.


  “Nope, just wanted a nice meal and was tired of being home,” she answered honestly.


  “You sure you ain’t meeting a man? You’re quite attractive.” He pronounced it with the emphasis on the last syllable, holding it for three beats.


  She grinned. “You are too.”


  “Where you from, my chickadee?”


  “Atlanta,” she answered. What was with her and honesty all of a sudden? She guessed that she felt safe, being anonymous, the bartender not knowing her. She’d probably never come in here again.


  “Me too,” the bartender said, his face filling with joy. “What part?”


  “Dunwoody, you?”


  “Grant Park,” he answered and put his forearms on the bar facing her. “What can I get for you?”


  “I think I want the blue cheese filet. Medium, please.”


  “Anything else?” He eyed her curiously. “The onion rings are to die for.”


  “Okay, I’ll have those.” She closed the menu and reached across the bar, handing it to him. “Oh, and A Long Goodnight, please.”


  “Ooooooo, honey, that’s my favorite drink. I had to talk the manager into putting it on the menu.” He sashayed a bit as he walked to the computer and looked back at her. “I’m Daphne, by the way.”


  “Emma,” she replied and sipped the remainder of her drink.


  A few minutes later Daphne brought over her drink. “I wish you a long goodnight, girl.” He nodded toward the drink as he set it front of her.


  “Oh, that’s not happening,” she muttered.


  “And why not? A fine young thing like yourself…”


  Silence.


  “Well, don’t you worry, sugar, you’ll find the right man. You’re as cute as a button.”


  Daphne walked back down the bar toward some other customers and Emery sipped her new drink. It was amazing. The combination of strawberry liquor, rum, and lemon soda made it refreshing and not overbearing. She could totally get drunk off these. That’s what she planned on doing, so she signaled to Daphne for another.


  An older man sat down next to her and nodded to Daphne. After he ordered, he smiled at Emery. Her insides incinerated in fear.


  “How are you?” he asked, and began making small talk. He was being polite, but all she saw was Phil.


  Emery blinked at him, turning to focus on Daphne coming back with her third drink in less than thirty minutes.


  “Here you go, miss. Sir.” Daphne winked at Emery and then returned to making drinks.


  “I’m here on business, you?” the man asked her.


  Chills ran down her spine and she gulped her drink, threw sixty dollars on the bar, and ran out. She was making her way down the steps when Daphne called out “Emma!” with the emphasis on the last syllable.


  Emery turned around, watching as he rushed down the stairs and handed her a carryout bag.


  “I know you didn’t forget your food, chickadee,” he said, his eyes full of concern.


  “Thanks,” she muttered. “Did I leave you enough?”


  “You did, with a nice tip.”


  “Sorry.”


  “Nothing to be sorry about, little one, I saw how he looked at you. That’s nasty.” Daphne bent his frame to where he was eye to eye with Emery. “Sometimes you just have to leave.”


  Didn’t she know that… She gave him a weak smile and a wave and walked the four blocks back to her place. That’d been a fucking disaster, but at least she’d had drinks with other people in the room. She was starting to feel like an alcoholic, with all the solitary drinking. The smell from the steak and onion rings made her mouth water. Emery sighed in resignation as she picked up her step to go home and eat alone again. Always alone.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

  Cracks


  She and Lucas were on their way to one of the occupational therapist appointments she’d scheduled. As they got out of the car and walked toward the office building, she took his hand. He stiffened at the contact and she dropped his hand, not wanting to make him uncomfortable.


  “Okay, so I’ve been thinking,” she said casually. “I’ve changed my mind about my female superhero.”


  He looked at her with what looked like awe, his big brown eyes widening at her words. “Who?” He signed. Then he grabbed her hand again and she had to stop herself from crying.


  She stopped on the sidewalk and looked at his innocent face. “Before I tell you, is there any way you could try to explain to me why you don’t talk?”


  He shook his head and walked past her. Emery knew this was a gamble. All the research she’d done about kids said to embrace whatever form of communication you could get.


  “She-Hulk,” she called to his back.


  His shoulders bounced a little with laughter and shook his head. He turned to her with a scowl. “She’s ugly,” he signed. “Why would you change from Wonder Woman to her?”


  “Well, she’s a District Attorney, so she fights criminals in her real life, and then she turns into She-Hulk and actually kicks people’s butts…I like that.”


  Emery reached Lucas and opened the door for them, then ushered Lucas in first. She was happy to be with him, almost falling into the seat next to Lucas after she signed him in. Some of the kids on her caseload were difficult to be around, either based on their circumstances or their behavior. Lucas was a borderline pleasure.


  She bumped her shoulder into his. “So, how was school?”


  A cloud passed over Lucas’s too skinny face. He shrugged.


  Emery grabbed a Z-bar she’d started keeping in her purse for her kids. “Here, I’m sure you’re hungry.”


  Lucas took it from her hand with a grin; she’d brought his favorite kind.


  A guy stepped through the door and his eyes locked on Emery’s. It was an intense examination and it made her blush. “Lucas,” he called.


  “I’ll wait here, okay?” Emery asked.


  Lucas nodded, shoving the entire bar into his mouth before he walked back with what she assumed to be the therapist. She pulled out a book and waited for the session to be over.


  “Ms. Simpson?” a man’s voice called after about an hour.


  Emery looked up from her book to find the same pair of brown eyes piercing her again. “Yes?”


  “Could you come back here for a few minutes before you take Lucas home?”


  “Of course.” Emery followed the guy through the door into what look like a home gym. She waved at Lucas, who was playing with something at the far end of the room.


  The guy guided her toward a small office and ushered her into the room, closing the door behind him. “Where’s Jane?”


  Startled by the abruptness of the question, Emery took a step back.


  He shook his head. “Sorry, I…I don’t want Lucas to come in here.” He extended his hand. “I’m Chris.”


  “Emma,” she recited, shaking his hand. He had a firm grip and his fingers slid away from her hands slowly. “Jane left and I took over some of the kids on her caseload.”


  “Listen, I think Lucas may be getting abused at home.”


  Emery’s head cocked to the side in question. “The school hasn’t said anything. Why do you think that?”


  “Well, any time I tried to physically guide him through anything today he withdrew, mentally and physically.”


  Emery thought for a minute. “Did you see any bruising? Any marks?”


  He shook his head, and then ran a hand through his blond curls. “No, but I just see this so often it feels like there’s something.”


  Emery nodded. “Look, Chris, thanks for giving me a heads up, but I can’t really do anything with a feeling. I know what you mean, though, and I’ll keep an eye out. I can do more random house visits as well.”


  Emery grabbed the doorknob to leave, but Chris’ grip on her bicep stopped her in her tracks.


  “Do I know you from somewhere?”


  Emery shook her arm out of his grasp and looked at him, really looked. He seemed vaguely familiar. “No, I don’t think so.” She quickly opened the door and motioned for Lucas to come with her.
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  Her calendar alerted her that she was going to have her first home visit with Lucas’ mother today. It wasn’t the agency’s first interaction with her, but Emery had never met the woman. She willed herself up out of the chair and into the shower. She’d decided she could simply live in her bathroom. It was created by someone that knew exactly what people needed to relax. Shedding her clothes, she locked her bathroom door out of habit and walked into the portion of the room separated by glass and turned on ten jets and the rain shower. Steam filled the room and her lungs. She let the water beat back the fear she had for the day.


  Days had flown by her as she struggled with her massive caseload through the fall. Her work overwhelmed her and saved her. It broke her and then filled her with an optimism she wasn’t used to having in her brain. She dove headfirst into the world of these kids and at times it threatened to swallow her whole. She blinked and Christmas had already passed.


  As she massaged shampoo into her hair, she contemplated the work she was doing. The good she intended sometimes didn’t come to fruition, but she lived for those glimpses of goodness. The peek into the possibility she was making a difference was just the positive she needed, whether it was a smile on Lucas’s face or the utter regret over what they’d done showing on a parent’s face. She lived for those moments.


  She dressed and poured coffee into her travel mug and took the drive to a house that she’d been dreading entering. Emery had a feeling, a bad feeling that began in her toes and curled around both of her legs and wrapped her arms, pinning them to her body and making her paralyzed.


  Emery shook off the premonition as she walked up the front steps to what looked like what were called old factory homes. They’re really shotgun homes that were built near the factories near the Savannah River. A woman opened the door with a scowl on her face before Emery even knocked.


  “Hi, I’m Emma Simpson from—”


  “I know who the hell you are, lady,” Lucas’s mother interrupted. She turned and walked to the couch and slumped into it. “I know how all this works. You’re trying to take my kid from me…trying to make me seem unfit.”


  That doesn’t seem like it’ll be too hard to do. “No, ma’am. I’m trying to get you services so that Lucas has what he needs from school and home.” Emery took in the dirty surroundings. There were empty fast food bags, cups, and containers scattered around the room. The smell of cigarette smoke permeated the house. Emery coughed into her sleeve.


  “That’s bullshit.”


  “Trina,” Emery started, recalling her name from Lucas’s file. The black roots showing through her bleach job were quite distracting. “Can I call you that?”


  “It’s my name.” Trina lit a cigarette and pulled an empty Mountain Dew bottle out from in between the couch cushions.


  “Listen, Trina. I promise I’m not the enemy.” She was still standing in the entrance of the room, too nervous to move farther into the house. “If things are fine here Lucas will be here. You deserve to be together as a family. We just have to check some things out and then get you guys what you need.”


  Trina looked up from her cigarette. “You for real, little girl?”


  Emery straightened up. “I am for real. I really like your son. He’s a good kid. I want to help. Let’s work together.”


  “I’ve been through this shit before. I don’t know who you are, but I know you aren’t trying to work with me. You work with them. Now tell me what I have to do and get out of my house.”


  Emery was taken aback. She’d dealt with many different scenarios at parents’ houses over the last few months, but she was hoping to get through this one on a good note. “Fine.” She threw the packet of paperwork on the table. “Fill this out and let me know you’re done. I’ll come back and ask the questions I need to ask.”


  “Don’t let me stop you from leaving,” Trina responded sarcastically.


  Emery shook her head as she opened the door and moved toward her car. She did understand the push back to her position, but she really didn’t want to have to take any kids away from their parents. Though she knew from personal experience that sometimes that’s the best thing for the kid.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

  Hell is Not a ProperSynonym


  Emery opened her eyes to the bright light of the sun shining through her blinds. It was supposed to be hot today. It was a Saturday and she was going to spend her birthday alone. The first one she’d ever spent alone. Rachel offered to come, but she had finals all week and needed to study.


  Christmas, her birthday—they would all be spent alone, living like this. Solitary, without anyone except for Rachel, who was beginning to have her own life, and rightfully so. Emery didn’t know if she could remain untethered to anything. She felt as though she was floating—no friends, no one to just sit with and enjoy the quiet.


  She pulled up her phone and saw she had a message for Romona Hicks.


  To: Romona Hicks

  From: Rachel Helms


  You’ve come a long way since we first met. You are strong and brave and I am so glad we were arrested together. I hope you can do something special for yourself today. Sorry I couldn’t make it.


  To: Rachel Helms

  From: Romona Hicks


  You aren’t allowed to ever be sorry for not being able to come hang with me. You’ve done so much for me. I’m not brave or strong, but whatever I am is because of you. I love you. Study hard.


  She typed the message out on her phone and then closed her eyes, thinking of something “special” she could do today. Emery put her phone down and grabbed her brand new journal from the bedside table. She’d run out of the pages in the last one and had placed it with her others in the top of her walk-in closet. Taking the pen out from in between the pages, she started writing.


  I

  Noah,


  It’s been almost four years since I was raped for the last time. That’s 1423 hash marks. I’ve made 1423 marks saying I wasn’t touched that day. In a way, I have healed. You helped me heal and see that there were people out there that I could trust, who could love me. I’m helping kids, which I always wanted to do, but I can’t help the one that I’ve wanted to all these years because I’m scared. I haven’t healed in many ways. I have a constant reminder of what he did to me. I see it every morning and it reminds me who I am. My name could be Emily, Emma, Erin, Elizabeth, but deep down I will always be Emery. I will always be the girl who was raped for three years and ran from it all, leaving my baby sister behind. I will never heal the fact that I don’t like people to touch me. I’ll never change the fact that I have to sit here by myself so I don’t get too involved with someone and then have to move. I haven’t


  She turned her leather cuff around and stared at the words, wishing she was strong and brave. A loud crash made her put her pen down and run out of her apartment. The noise sounded like it had come from Ms. Carter’s apartment. She ran down the stairs and started knocking frantically on the door.


  “Ms. Carter!”


  Emery was still in a tank top and tiny boy shorts, but she burst through the door to run to the window in the front. Before she reached the bottom step, she realized she didn’t have a way to get back in and grabbed the door, shoving a rock under it to hold it open. Shielding her eyes, she peered through the window, but she couldn’t see anyone. Then she saw Dixie, Ms. Carter’s dog, run through the den and start barking, so she knew Ms. Carter was there; she didn’t go anywhere without that dog.


  “Shit,” she cursed under her breath. She knocked on the window, which only led to Dixie jumping and barking at her.


  Emery jogged back into the house and then up the stairs, looking for her phone. Emery didn’t want to be anywhere near cops, but what if that sweet old lady was hurt? She called 911.


  “Um, yes. I’m concerned my downstairs neighbor is hurt or unconscious.” Emery took the phone with her and gave her address as she ran back down the stairs. “No, I heard a really loud crash and I’ve been knocking on her door. I can’t see her, but I know she’s there. She doesn’t go anywhere without her dog.”


  The operator made her give a description of the house and Ms. Carter and then said they would send EMS.


  Emery sighed in relief when she saw an ambulance screech down the street a few minutes later. It was only when two men exited the vehicle that she realized she didn’t have on real clothes or a bra. Embarrassed, she covered herself the best she could and answered their questions.


  One of the EMS workers called someone about the need to get into the house. “Police are on their way.” He smiled at Emery as he informed his partner.


  “Okay, well…can I go now?”


  “Oh, sure. We’ll take it from here. We have your phone number in case we need something,” the other man looked down at his notepad, “Emma.”


  “Thanks.” She put her head down and walked upstairs. She couldn’t stay to see what happened. She hoped Ms. Carter was okay, but she needed to stay clear of any law enforcement. As she reached the door, Emery made a quick decision about what she would do for her birthday.
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  Emery raised her head from where she lay on her towel close to the shoreline on Hilton Head Island. It only took a little over an hour to get to the beaches on the island from Savannah. She’d never been, but had overheard people at work talking about how nice it was “on the island,” so she’d hurriedly packed lunch and a towel and googled the route on her phone. Her skin was already a little pink from the sun. Sighing, she pushed herself up to a sitting position and pulled her phone out of her bag. She’d been there for over three hours already.


  She opened the cooler and spread her birthday lunch out on her towel. She had pimento cheese and crackers, Purple Haze beer, and a piece of red velvet cake. Mindlessly, she scooped out the pimento cheese with her cracker and ate while she watched the other people on the beach. It was a perfect beach day, around eighty degrees, and the beach was packed with families, friends, and couples. She was the only one alone.


  Emery would always be alone.


  A few months ago, she’d been searching the internet when she’d come across a quote from Stephen King that she believed ruled her life. He’d indicated the word “alone,” was the worst word in the English language. He’d said murder didn’t “hold a candle to it and hell was a poor synonym.” His statement was the deepest truth she’d ever read. Emery couldn’t imagine a life worse than the one she lived, other than living with Phil.


  She’d never get to just go to the beach with friends. She’d never have a family. It made everything seem worthless and unnecessary, like maybe her life would be better back in Atlanta. As soon as she had those thoughts, she realized what being alone did. It made her perspective and memory skewed.


  She turned up her beer, yearning for numbness.
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  Later that evening, Emery pulled her car into a spot down the street and walked slowly to her house, not knowing what she would see when she got there. Ms. Carter’s lights were on, so she knocked. After a few minutes, the old woman opened the door and Dixie ran around her feet.


  “Hi, dear,” Ms. Carter said with a smile. “Come in and let me get you some tea and cookies.”


  Emery smiled at the woman who just assumed everyone would want tea and cookies. “How are you?”


  “Oh, thank you so much for calling for me today and getting help. I fainted. I haven’t done that in years.”


  “But you’re okay?” Emery just stood there, uncomfortable and not knowing what to do.


  “Sure, honey.” Ms. Carter walked over to the couch and motioned for Emery to sit. “I’m glad we’re finally getting a chance to talk. You’ve been busy since you’ve been here.”


  Emery suddenly felt very bad she hadn’t taken the time to speak with Ms. Carter more than a cursory greeting. “I work a lot.”


  “I know dear. You work for DFCS, right?”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Emery took a sip of her tea and tried not to grimace at its syrupy sweetness.


  “What else?” Ms. Carter eyed her over her peanut butter cookie.


  “Excuse me?”


  “What else do you do, dear? From what I see, it’s not much.” She put the cookie down on a plate colored with exotic flowers.


  Emery was silent at the rudeness of this woman.


  “Dear, you have to excuse me,” Ms. Carter said sweetly. “I’m old and don’t have the constitution or inclination to hold my tongue. I wasn’t always this way. I just meant, you’re a precious young thing and you never have any friends over except that black-headed hellion. Are you one of those lesbians?”


  Emery looked down at her hands so she wouldn’t burst out laughing at the audacity of this woman. She stood up. “Listen, I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” Emery walked over to the door and turned the knob.


  “Emma, I just don’t want you to end up like me, dear. Take today, for example. When something happens to me, no one knows or cares. It takes the kindness of a stranger to make sure I’m okay.” She looked up at Emery. “You don’t want that.”


  Emery nodded and closed the door behind her. She wondered why Ms. Carter was by herself. Was she always a solitary person or did something force her to build barriers around herself?


  Happy twentieth slash twenty-third birthday.


  Alone. Hell.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

  Ice Cream Can MakeAnything Better


  She had been doing her job for a while now and was getting more comfortable with it. Emery’s goal hadn’t changed—she wanted to help one kid every single day. Most days she felt like she did that.


  Twelve people sat around the table and she was the youngest of them all, even at her pretend age. Lucas’s mom didn’t even bother to show up. Emery was sitting next to the lead special education teacher at Lucas’s elementary school. On the other side of her was one of the administrators who thought Lucas was deaf. It really pissed her off, because that just showed they didn’t care about him. She’d already had several aggressive discussions with the administrators about this and they had no good explanation as to why the school didn’t realize he wasn’t deaf the first time she’d been called to the school, especially since there was proof in his file that he’d passed a hearing test. And even if he was deaf, they hadn’t provided any amount of resources to ensure he was accessing the curriculum. There was no interpreter, nothing. She’d thought about contacting a public defender to sue the school.


  Because school was ending, they were developing his individual education plan for the next school year. The IEP explains what services the school must provide in order for Lucas to make progress toward the goals decided by the team. Due to his deficits, they had to go over his current performance in school, his behavior, and any changes they need to make to the plan in order to make sure Lucas gets what he needs educationally.


  It’d been two hours of discussing grades, his evaluation, and the lack of ideas about what set Lucas off behaviorally at school. She was exhausted and her head was spinning from information overload.


  “We need to figure out why he goes off, though, right? I mean, when he snaps, he just goes crazy,” his teacher said, exasperated. “It’s not safe for the other kids.”


  “Well, isn’t that your job?” Emery snapped.


  The teacher’s eyes cut to Emery. “What?”


  “Isn’t it your job? I don’t mean you as the teacher, but as a district, aren’t you supposed to be able to tell us why he reacts to certain things?”


  “We probably do need a FBA,” the special education coordinator said, nodding to Emery.


  “What’s that?” Emery asked. That was a new acronym.


  “It’s a functional behavioral assessment. We conduct these so we can see what behavior we need to address and take data on the antecedent behavior so we can better teach coping skills and use intervening strategies so that the destructive behavior doesn’t happen.”


  Emery sighed in relief. “Yes, let’s do that please.”


  That set off a discussion about his behavior and the need to put him in a room by himself so that he couldn’t harm himself or others when he was having a quote-unquote “episode.”


  “Listen, I’m aware that I know the least at this table,” Emery started, “but is there any way we can let him just have a minute before he gets to that point? I mean, I’ve never seen him destroy things with me and I’ve been trying to observe him in different places to see if there’s something that’s a trigger for this sort of aggression.”


  “Well, we know that there are things going on in the home that don’t help his situation,” another nameless person around the table said.


  “I have to tell you, I think he’s fantastic,” Emery said, and meant it. “He’s smart and inquisitive and really sweet, despite his circumstances. How does he communicate with you at school?”


  “He writes,” his teacher answered.


  “Don’t you have some sort of assistive technology to help with that? Maybe he could type in what he wants to say and it would say it out loud?” Emery asked.


  The room was quiet.


  “What?” Emery looked around. “He needs to be able to communicate.”


  “We don’t know that he’ll be able to utilize something like that, but we can look into it.”


  “Well, figure it out,” she stated as plainly as possible, an edge in her voice.


  She was baffled. If they had something that would allow him to communicate, then why wouldn’t they allow him to have it?


  “If you’re not going to get it for him, I will,” Emery said before she knew what she was saying. “If I get it for him, will you allow him to use it?”


  “Are you sure you want that device in the house?” one of Lucas’s teachers asked.


  “Well, I haven’t really thought it out. Is there a way you could keep it here at the school?”


  “Sure, Emma. We could do that,” the administrator answered with a sad smile on her face.


  Emery looked around the table again. All these people were here for Lucas except the one that should be, his mother. She was going to have a chat with Trina.
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  A week later, when she was leaving a meeting at Lucas’s school for a different kid, she saw him walking toward a bus.


  “Lucas!” she called.


  He turned with a genuine smile on his face and signed, asking her what she was doing there.


  “Coming to see you, of course.”


  He signed he was about to miss the bus.


  “I’ll take you home. I was hoping to talk to your mom anyway,” she said and guided him to her car. “Also, I have a present for you.”


  She laughed when he asked her what it was.


  “It’s a surprise.”


  She drove them to an ice cream shop on the way to his house. His eyes lit up as they got out of the car.


  “What do you want?” she asked, checking her watch and not bothering to sign. She only had one other appointment today, so she was making time for Lucas.


  He signed he wanted the kid’s sundae with a scoop of cookies and cream. Then he quickly added please.


  While they waited for their ice cream, Emery pulled out an iPad Mini she’d bought that weekend. Based on her research, she’d uploaded the best software that would speak what was typed.


  Lucas’s eyes grew to the size of saucers as she pulled out the device wrapped in an Avengers Otterbox cover.


  “This is yours. I bought it for you.”


  All of a sudden, Lucas wrapped his little arms around her. It was possibly the best feeling she’d ever had in her life.


  She brought their ice cream over to the table he’d found for them. He was sitting quietly, looking through the iPad. “Let me show you what I got for you,” she said, sitting next to him and hitting the icon for the app.


  “There’s more?” he signed.


  She typed.


  “Yes, there’s more,” a computerized voice rang out.


  Lucas looked stunned.


  “So now you can type in whatever you want to say and teachers will know what you need or that you know the answers to all the questions.” Emery slid the device toward him.


  He looked at it and then up at Emery. She took a bite of her ice cream and smiled, not wanting to push him.


  “Thank you,” the computerized voice said.


  She clapped and smiled. “Awesome, dude!”


  He signed, asking her if they could still use sign language.


  “Of course,” she answered and ruffled his hair.
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  Thirty minutes later she was pulling onto Lucas’s street.


  “You know, dude, I’m going to take the iPad back up to the school so that it will stay there, okay?”


  He nodded and started fiddling with the hem of his Wolverine t-shirt.


  “What’s wrong?”


  He just shook his head. Emery parked and got out of the car. Lucas ran ahead of her and opened the door. A man burst through the door, almost knocking Lucas down in the process.


  “Move your fucking car so I can get out!” he yelled as he passed her. The man reeked of alcohol. He was sporting a mullet, tight Wranglers, and an old Georgia Bulldog t-shirt on his too skinny frame.


  “Oh, sorry.” Emery was taken aback at the language he used in front of Lucas.


  She moved her car and the truck barreled off.


  Lucas was still standing in the doorway when she walked up the front steps. One of the steps was missing, so it was a stretch to get to the porch.


  “Where you been?” Emery heard a voice call from the house.


  Lucas stepped back and Emery stuck her head in. “Hi, Trina, I brought him home from school today.”


  “Aw, shit,” the woman responded. She was sprawled out on the couch, an empty bottle of cheap vodka next to her.


  Emery stepped inside. “Have you been drinking?”


  Lucas grabbed her hand and started shaking his head.


  Trina lifted herself from the couch slowly. “What? Now I can’t even have a fucking drink in my own fucking house without you people coming in and trying to take my kid?” She motioned wildly at Emery.


  “I don’t care what you do, ma’am, except when it impacts Lucas.”


  “Oh, you don’t care, huh?”


  Emery kept her voice calm. “I care about your son and that he’s getting everything he needs.”


  “Lucas, why don’t you go in your room and let me talk to this lady.” Trina’s dirty blond hair was in desperate need of a dye job. Her eyes were crusted over with last night’s mascara.


  Lucas squeezed Emery’s hand tighter and shook his head.


  “Do what the fuck I tell you to do. Now.” Trina reached out and pushed him toward the back of the house.


  “It’s okay, Lucas. I’ll see you later, okay?”


  He nodded and ran down the hall.


  “Ma’am, I’m not saying you can’t drink, but I’ll have to put in a report regarding your intoxication at 3:30 in the afternoon, when your son returned from school.”


  “You just want to get my kid taken from me, don’t you? Isn’t that what all you bitches want?” Trina was now inches from Emery. “You think he’ll have it better in a foster home? You don’t know shit. He has a house and goes to school. What the fuck else does he need?”


  “I just want what’s best for Lucas. I can understand it’s overwhelming for a parent of a kid with special needs.” Emery was using her training to keep calm when she really wanted to take Lucas and run.


  Trina let out a disgusted laugh. “Overwhelming doesn’t even begin to describe it, honey.”


  “Ma’am,” Emery tried again.


  “Get the fuck out of my house unless you’ve set up an observation.”


  Emery was torn. She didn’t want to leave Lucas here, with this…but there wasn’t anything she could do now, at least legally. She turned and walked slowly to her car.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

  Tattoo


  On that Saturday night, Emery was driving like a bat out of hell to get to the hospital. It was 2:12 am when she received the call and she’d left her house immediately pulling on boots and a sweater she found on the floor of her closet over her pajamas. She was hoping to make it to Savannah General within twenty minutes. The cops had called her because she was Lucas’s DFCS case worker and he’d “been in an accident.”


  “Hi. I’m here for Lucas Lord,” she spat out as she ran into the ER, breathing hard. “Lucas Lord.” Emery showed her DFCS ID. “I’m his caseworker.”


  A male police officer approached her and nodded at her. “I’ll take you back,” the officer said, and his voice made the hairs of her arms stand on end. She dismissed it and followed him quickly through the lobby back through the doors and into the ER.


  She didn’t like hospitals, but wanted to make sure Lucas was okay. Emery’s eyes went from room to room, searching for Lucas.


  She saw the little boy lying on a bed to the right and ran past the officer to get to him. He looked younger than eleven and she wanted to hold him. Throwing down her bag and files on the floor, she hugged the frail little boy.


  “Lucas, are you okay? You had me driving around like the Flash,” she said, exasperated. Her breath caught in her throat when she saw his jaw and ear.


  His hands started moving around wildly, signing. He told her he was okay, but that Jerry had pushed him into a bookshelf and he’d fallen.


  “That doesn’t look like a fall face,” she said. “That looks like a punch face.”


  He hesitated and his eyes left hers, looking at something behind her. She turned and saw him looking at the cop.


  “Look.” She pointed at her face. “You’re okay. Tell me what happened.”


  His eyes closed and signed that Jerry and his mother were drunk and Lucas kept telling them he needed to eat. It was ten at night and he hadn’t eaten since lunch at school the day before. So Jerry punched him in the face just a couple times. It broke her heart that Lucas phrased it as “just a couple times.”


  Emery stepped to the side and looked away so that Lucas wouldn’t see the anguish on her face. She wouldn’t cry in front of this kid who was so strong. She examined the officer’s black uniform shoes. They were shiny, standard issue. Taking a breath, she leaned over Lucas. “I’m going to hug you now,” she declared.


  Lucas smiled and nodded at her. She hugged him. He signed for her to sit next to him on the bed.


  “You got it.” She leaned down and pulled off her UGG boots, leaving her Wonder Woman socks on, and crawled in the bed.


  Lucas’s face threatened to break in two with the size of his grin when he saw her socks. He pointed at them enthusiastically. She smoothed his hair.


  “Ma’am? Can you tell me what he just told you? We’ve been having a difficult time getting him to talk to us.”


  Emery barely acknowledged the officer. “You would because he doesn’t talk.”


  “He can hear, though, right?” The voice kept penetrating her brain, sending chills down her arms.


  “He hears perfectly.” She inched down the bed so she and Lucas were on the same level and she could look him in his caramel eyes. “What do you say, bud? I need to tell this nice police officer why you were hurt. That okay?”


  He fervently shook his head no. He started humming.


  She put her arm on his. “Okay.”


  A nurse came in a moment later and cheerfully announced that they needed to give him a shot. Lucas’s entire body started shaking.


  “Hey, man, you can handle a little shot,” Emery comforted.


  He started humming and hitting himself in the head.


  “No, Lucas. No,” Emery said, putting her hands on his to stop him from hitting himself. “How about if I get a shot too? Will that work?”


  Lucas stopped hitting his head and looked at her. Signing, he asked if she would really do that.


  “Of course.” She grinned. “You know what? I bet that strong police officer will get one too.” She pointed at the officer standing off to the side of the bed.


  The officer nodded once and smiled, showing a dimple just to the left of his mouth. He looked familiar to Emery; she’d probably seen him around.


  “We can take blood, will that work?” the nurse asked.


  “Sure. Right, bud?”


  Lucas nodded hesitantly.


  “I’m sure Officer...”


  “Flemming,” the officer filled in, smiling at Lucas.


  “I’m sure Officer Flemming wouldn’t mind going first. I’m kinda scared myself,” Emery admitted, focusing her attention on Lucas.


  “Sure.” The officer moved farther into the room and quickly unbuttoned his shirt and took off the Kevlar vest he was wearing. He stood in a t-shirt that read Southland Brewery. It was sort of tight and hugged his biceps.


  “I’ve been there. Great beer,” she commented. She finally really looked at him and used every ounce of willpower for her face to not react to his.


  “A buddy of mine from college works there, so I hang out there a bunch,” the officer said, smiling at her. He walked toward the bed and sat in the chair so that the nurse could take blood. She’d gone to get what she needed, so they just sort of sat there awkwardly.


  He held out his hand. “I’m Tim.”


  “Emma Simpson,” she said, taking his hand in hers. It was strong and he had a firm grip. We made out a year ago at a dance club and then I ran from you like a crazy person. She assumed he didn’t recognize her. Emery was glad; she was mortified by her behavior. She went back to holding Lucas.


  Lucas signed that the policeman was staring at her and she laughed. Then he signed that he loved her. A tear rolled down her cheek; her heartbreak was on repeat for this kid. He was so sweet despite his circumstances. She squeezed him and whispered in his ear, “me too.”


  The nurse came back in the room and went over to Tim, looked at his veins, then wrapped a rubber strap around his muscular bicep and stuck a needle in his arm. He didn’t flinch at all.


  “See Lucas, nothing to it,” Emery said while stroking his shaggy brown hair.


  “Okay ma’am, you’re going to have to take your sweater off.” The nurse moved to her left side. Emery froze, then looked at Lucas and sighed.


  “Can we do my right arm?”


  Lucas held her right arm tightly and shook his head.


  The nurse looked at her expectantly.


  “Okay, okay. Lucas I’ve got to take my sweater off, all right?” Dread crept up her entire body like fire ants stinging her skin and spreading within seconds. She pulled her right arm from Lucas’s grip and tried to focus on the fact she was doing this for him; she wouldn’t do this for anyone else. She took off her thin green sweater, happy she’d pulled it on over her pajama top, which was a pink tank top that said brilliant across her boobs.


  She closed her eyes as the nurse wrapped the rubber strap around her left bicep and then remembered Lucas was there. She smiled and opened her eyes. Emery was used to the crescent scars that were scattered up and down her left arm; they’d actually faded over time and were just raised, puckered white skin now. She kept her eyes on the needle going into her arm and didn’t look at anyone’s face.


  Lucas signed, asking her where her scars came from. She shook her head. He asked again.


  “Pretty cool tattoos, right?” she lied and it tasted bitter in her mouth. She snuck a glance at the cop to see if he’d noticed the scars in the shape of her bite. She didn’t miss his eyes on them and then the floor.


  Lucas narrowed his eyes at Emery’s explanation and shook his head no. Emery wasn’t about to tell him those were her bite marks. There were over fifty marks where she’d bitten into the flesh of her arm to stop herself from screaming. The marks ran up and down her forearm and served as a constant reminder of him and what he did. But nobody needed to know that.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

  A Little Somethin’Somethin’


  Lucas’s hair fell over his eyes as he fell asleep, his face turned peaceful, and she crept out of the room. She’d stayed with Lucas as long as she could before she needed to get home to change for work and get a temporary order from the court to remove him from his home. He couldn’t continue to stay there if there was abuse.


  As she was trying to shut the door quietly she heard a conversation to her right that was hushed yells, if that was even possible. Their voices were so strained she was sure they would break. She glanced over and saw it was Officer Tim and a nurse. The nurse had her hand on Tim’s forearm. Emery quickly turned and started down the hall to the exit before they noticed her. She had her hands full and was trying to maneuver the files and her bag so that she could open the door. This was her first time with a kid in the hospital and she hadn’t known if she needed to bring her file or not, so she brought everything.


  “I’ll get it,” she heard from behind her.


  “Thanks.” Relief filled her and she turned to smile at her helper.


  Tim hadn’t put his uniform shirt back on and was standing in his t-shirt and black pants holding the door open for her.


  She walked outside and made her way to her car.


  “Emma,” he called from behind her.


  She kept walking like she hadn’t heard him. His steps echoed in the empty parking garage behind her and her anxiety spiked to a level she hadn’t felt in a very long time. Black spots filled her vision and she knew what would come next.


  “I’m sorry, I’m in a hurry,” she said curtly. “I need to shower and get to court to get the proper paperwork filled out for this.”


  He put a hand on her arm to slow her. “You were really amazing with him.”


  “Oh.” She was automatically calmer. It was an eerie and unsettling serene feeling that made her uncomfortable. “Thanks. I just know he must’ve been so scared.”


  “No, Emma. You were amazing. I’ve never seen a caseworker so…”


  “Amazing?” She laughed.


  “Yeah.” Tim ran a hand through his mussed hair. “Sorry, I’ve been on for fourteen hours so I’m a little out of it.”


  “And I made you give blood. Sorry about that.” Emery continued to walk to her car, hoping he’d turn around and go back inside.


  She stopped at her car and attempted to dig for her keys. Tim stepped close to her, so close she could almost feel him. What was wrong with her? She wanted to feel him.


  “Let me help,” he said.


  “Ugh, thanks.”


  He brushed her arm as he reached into her bag and dug around for keys. Finding them, he opened the car and then grabbed the files from her hands, setting them carefully on the passenger seat. She just stood there watching him. Startling, he turned around and faced her.


  “I thought I’d imagined you,” he said with a slow Southern drawl.


  Her lips turned up slightly. She could listen to him talk all night. Instead of answering him, she took in the chill bumps on his arms and his hard nipples and felt herself crumble. He was what she wanted and could never have.


  “Nope, you didn’t.” Emery stepped back and hurried over to her side of the car, opening the door to get in. Shutting the door, she started to shove her key in the ignition and realized she didn’t have it.


  The passenger door opened and Tim eased his tall frame into her car, moving the files to his lap. He smelled like soap and clean sweat; she imagined a cop would have to be sweaty if they arrested people beating on other people.


  “Did you make any arrests at the house?”


  “Yes, the boyfriend.” Tim reached over and put his left hand over her right, which was casually on the console. Her eyes snapped to his. This gesture was too familiar.


  “Emma, can I have your phone number?”


  She pulled her hand from under his. “What?”


  “Your phone number. I’d like to call you and ask you out on a date, when you’re not dressed in pajamas, have just given blood, and been traumatized by the circumstances that lead us to meet again.”


  No.


  Bad idea.


  “I don’t think…”


  “It’s just a number, Emma. You don’t have to answer if I call. Your cell has caller ID, right?”


  “But I just don’t want you to get the wrong idea.”


  “I’m pretty sure I got the right idea when you left me at that dance club after kissing me like your life depended on it. I’ve never been kissed like that before and I’m pretty sure I only want to kiss you from now on.”


  Emery’s eyes widened. “We’re not…we won’t be kissing.”


  “Why not?” His eyes sparked. “Tell me you don’t want to…”


  He was a cocky thing.


  She shook her head.


  “You keep staring at my lips, Emma. Your eyes give you away.”


  Tim was right, her eyes kept falling to his lips as she kept remembering how she’d lost herself in them for hours.


  “Well, I keep looking there because you have a little somethin’ somethin’ right there.” She pointed at his perfect lower lip.


  His lips curled slightly and he pulled the mirror from the car visor. “Nope, but good try. I’m pretty sure you just keep imagining where I would put these, if you let me.”


  Emery plucked the keys from his hands. “Good to see you again, Tim. I’ve got to get going.”


  “We’re not finished here, Ms. Simpson. Now I know where you work and your full name.”


  Shit.


  “Now I know your full name and where you work,” she countered. She didn’t even know why she’d said that.


  “That you do.” He got out of the car and shut the door, watching her car as she pulled out of the parking lot.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

  You Can’t Save Them All


  Emery hurriedly showered and put her suit on so she could go to court if necessary. She sped the entire way to her office. Steve would know what she needed to do. She knew she needed to talk to legal and get them to file whatever they needed to file in juvenile court now, while Lucas was still in the hospital. Steve had answered his phone at six am and was waiting for her when she got to the office.


  “What do I do?” She didn’t even offer a polite greeting.


  “We’ll file for a temporary order removing him from the home—the judge will grant that—and we’ll have to place Lucas in a foster home while we sort everything out.”


  “We have to get him out of there permanently, Steve. These people…” Her voice broke.


  Steve patted her shoulder awkwardly. “I understand. Let’s get the ball rolling.”


  Emery fluttered around the office all day doing everything Steve told her to do. She understood that a temporary order had been granted, but the mother had put up a hell of a fight this morning and Steve told Emery it was only a matter of time before the kid was back with the mother.


  “I’m going to the hospital to tell Lucas. I’ll be back,” Emery said, gathering her things.


  “Emma, you have an afternoon of appointments.” Steve ran a hand through his hair. He sat at the lone plastic chair next to her desk. “Listen, I know this must be hard for you. It’s your first time. It gets easier. This is the job. You can’t just look at one kid. You have a hundred kids to protect.”


  “One hundred and four.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “One hundred and four kids,” Emery said. “I have one hundred and four kids to protect.”


  “Yeah, well.” Steve got up and stood over her desk. He looked at her for a few seconds before heading into his office.


  Emery sighed. Yes, she wanted to save all of her kids, but she was driven to save this one kid who’d stolen her heart with his superheroes, humility, and sly wit. She sighed when she looked at her calendar. She was expected to conduct a home visit with a family that had just gotten their child back from foster care. The goal of the agency was to provide services so that parents could get their children back, but Emery cringed at the memory of Lucas’s face. Some parents didn’t deserve to have their children.
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  It felt like she blinked her eyes and the day was over. She was overcome with exhaustion as she drove to the hospital. The stress of the day and the lack of any sleep the night before finally got to her and made her lids heavy in anticipation of her bed. Just one more stop and then she could collapse.


  Her heels clicked on the linoleum as she walked the route to Lucas’s room. When she opened the door, it was empty. Anxiety in the form of pins and needles all over her skin told her she’d lost him. None of his things were in the room. It looked abandoned. Her body involuntarily sagged against the wall, the last two days’ events taking their toll.


  A pretty nurse approached her. “Can I help you?”


  “I’m looking for Lucas Lord,” Emery answered.


  “He’s not here.”


  Emery gestured toward the bed. “I see that.”


  The nurse eyed her suspiciously.


  “Listen, I’m his DFCS caseworker,” she said, fatigue seeping into each word. “I was coming to tell him about what happened today. Do you know who he left with?”


  “Ma’am, you know I can’t divulge patient information,” the nurse responded brusquely.


  “Fine.” Emery felt tears well up in her eyes, but she fought it. She wandered down the hall but turned back when she thought of something, quickly closing the distance between her and the nurse.


  “You know the cop that brought him in, right?”


  The nurse looked up from her paperwork. “Excuse me?”


  “The cop that brought Lucas in last night and hung around the room until I could get here. You know him.” Emery remembered seeing the nurse in a heated discussion with Tim when she left.


  “Yes, I know him.”


  “Can you give me his phone number so I can call and determine where Lucas is and who he left with?”


  The nurse squared her shoulders. “Do you have guardianship papers?”


  Emery didn’t have guardianship papers with her. “No, all I need is his number.”


  “I’m not giving his number to you,” she snapped.


  “Well, could you at least call or text him and let him know that I’m asking. He was very helpful with Lucas last night and I know he’ll care.”


  “He’s off,” the nurse responded. “He worked two twelves in a row. He’s sleeping.”


  “Please, just do it.” Emery refused to budge.


  The nurse begrudgingly texted, then stared at Emery for the minute they waited for his response.


  “He said to get your number and he’ll call you and give you all the information,” the nurse grumbled.


  Emery wrote the number down for the nurse and thanked her. As she walked toward her car, her cell phone rang.


  “Hello.”


  “Emma, this is Tim. Lucas’s mother picked him up from the hospital today.”


  Emery was completely stunned. “Well, can we arrest her?”


  “I’ve sent officers over to find out what’s going on, but there was no one home.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “She was able to discharge him from the hospital before the order was issued and now she’s not home with him,” Tim explained. “It doesn’t mean she’s hiding, it just means they aren’t home.”


  “Tim…” Horrible scenarios flashed through her mind.


  “I’m just telling you what I was told, Emma,” he said, his voice gentle.


  “This is bullshit!” she erupted.


  “Yeah, it is.”


  “Okay, well, thanks for letting me know. I really appreciate it.”


  “Emma, we’ll find him.”


  Emery hoped they would find him, but she didn’t think the mom was the real problem. It was the boyfriend who was the physical threat.


  “Emma? Have you eaten?”


  “Dinner?” The question took her off guard. She looked at her watch and realized it was 8:30.


  “At all?”


  She shook her head without answering him.


  “Can I take you to dinner?”


  Emma smiled weakly at his attempt. “Tim, I’m exhausted, Lucas isn’t here, and all I want to do is crawl in bed.”


  “Well, you have to eat. My grandmother made me dinner and I have fantastic leftovers.”


  Emery didn’t want to eat, she wanted to sleep. “No thank you, Tim.”


  “Please? I’ll just drop the food off and you can eat it by yourself.”


  “Tim…”


  “I’m a cop, you’re safe with me.”


  “Do you use that line with all women?” Emery opened the car door and slid into her seat, unable to keep the smile off her lips.


  “What?” He feigned horror. “No way.”


  Silence.


  “It’s fried catfish, collards, and cornbread,” he tempted her.


  “Shit, I can’t say no to that.” Her stomach growled just thinking about it.


  “So…”


  “So I’m at 315 Lorch, just text me when you get there.” She exited the parking lot and headed home.


  “Wow, I got your number and your address in the span of ten minutes, you must really want me.”


  “Never mind, then.” Emery laughed.


  “I’m kidding. One to go plate on the way. I’m only a few blocks from you anyway.”


  There was a comfortable silence as she took in the fact this guy was about to come to her apartment. No one had been there except Rachel and Derrick and she couldn’t help feeling like this was a really bad decision.


  “Okay, Emma. I’m headed your way. I’ll text you.”


  “Tim…”


  “Yes.”


  “Thank you,” Emery said into the phone and she meant it. She knew he was off and he didn’t have to get that information about Lucas for her. He didn’t have to bring her dinner.


  “You’re welcome, Emma Simpson.”


  Emma Simpson.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

  Strategery


  Emery had just taken off her suit jacket and kicked off her heels when her phone dinged with a text message. Her throbbing feet were a reminder why she never wore them to work.


  I’m downstairs.


  She blew out a breath. That was fast. Emery walked gingerly down the stairs barefoot, her feet pulsing painfully with every step. As she stood in front of the door to let Tim in, she wiggled her toes and took in his gray cable knit sweater and a matching wool cap pulled down over his brown hair and ears. The September air carried the hint of the fall. He was looking toward the street and she drank him in without him noticing. His features were too perfect; she needed something to be really wrong with this guy. When he glanced toward the door and saw she was standing there staring at him, he smirked.


  Emery opened the door and stepped back, letting him in. He entered quickly, his entire body moving like he was shaking off the cold.


  “I know, it’s so cold for September! I was wearing shorts last week,” Emery said, making small talk. She was really bad at small talk.


  Tim opened his mouth to respond, but then his eyes changed, darkening as he obviously took in the camisole she’d been wearing under her suit and her bare feet.


  The few seconds he looked her over seemed to last hours and they twisted and turned in her mind. His eyes scorched her skin with something she couldn’t determine and it made her take a step back from him. Then he looked down at her left arm and the moment broke in two and clattered on the floor.


  “Emma, I—”


  “Thank you so much for bringing over this food. You definitely didn’t have to do this,” she cut him off. “I really just want to get in bed, so it’s awesome that I don’t even have to pour cereal, which is probably what I would’ve done.”


  “You’re welcome.” He took a step toward her and closed the gap she’d created.


  “Tim, I know you didn’t have to help me today. Thank you.” She moved to open the door again so that she let him out, but he put his hand on her left forearm. The touch was exactly what she needed after the last 24 hours. She wanted to touch someone—anyone. She was so lonely. Emery was desperate for this sort of connection, but she knew she couldn’t have it. She pulled her arm back from him.


  He moved with her, not letting her separate them. “Emma, let me talk to you while you eat.”


  He was still touching her and she wanted him to continue to touch her. Emery closed her eyes and shook her head. “This is a stupid, stupid idea.”


  Tim’s mouth turned up and he leaned into her ear. “I think this is one of the best ideas I’ve ever had.”


  “Tim.” Her breath caught in her throat as he ran his fingertips over her scars. There was something so intimate about that one touch that it stole her breath. She couldn’t help it when her nipples made what she was feeling apparent to anyone in the room.


  She moved the plate he’d brought to her so she could cover herself.


  “We’ll just talk, Emma.”


  There was something about him that made her calm and comfortable, which scared her because she didn’t know him. There was something else that made her so turned on she knew she needed to stay away from him. Without a word, she turned and walked up the stairs.


  [image: divider]


  She voxed Rachel as she was driving to a school for an observation.


  “What do you mean he just came up and talked to you while you ate?” Rachel asked, incredulous.


  “I mean exactly that.” Emery blinked back the tears that threatened for no reason.


  “You mean he was a perfect gentleman?”


  “Perfect,” she confirmed.


  “Then he left? He didn’t try to kiss you?”


  “Nope.” Emery had been both relieved and disappointed that Tim really did just talk to her, but she knew it was for the best.


  He’d filled her in on his family. They were from around the surrounding area. His parents died when he was twelve. He hadn’t told her how or why, but Emery felt like there was a story there, one that drove him to be a police officer. She knew about secrets, about things that she’d never tell anyone else. He hadn’t pushed her for any information other than work stuff, and it was all light conversation on her end. She didn’t have to lie at all last night. It made her feel whole in a way she hadn’t felt since Nashville.


  It left her shaken.


  “Did you want him to be perfect?”


  “I wanted him to take my clothes off and touch me everywhere,” she admitted. “I’m glad he was perfect.”


  “Well, will you see him again?”


  “I have to see him often because of work, so it’s probably best to stay perfectly friends.”


  “Oh.” Disappointment filled Rachel’s voice.


  “Also, he left the plate for the food so I’ll have to get it back to him.”


  “My man!” Derrick’s voice came over the phone, laughing.


  “What?” Emery asked, mortified he’d just heard her say she wanted a guy to strip her clothes off.


  “You think he doesn’t have paper plates?”


  “What does that have—oh!” It dawned on Emery that he’d have to come back for the plate.


  “Yep, now you’ll have to bring it to him or he could always swing by and get it from you.” She could hear the smile in Derrick’s voice.


  “Strategery…” Rachel piped up mockingly.
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  I need my plate.


  It’d been two weeks since Tim had so graciously brought her one of the best meals she’d ever eaten. It was a Saturday morning and Emery was sitting at her table looking out at the backyard, her journal open to her current entry. Coffee was necessary this morning. Her days ran together lately and she’d been working at night as well. Her phone dinged again.


  Really, I need it.


  She laughed in spite of herself. Picking up her phone, she glanced down at the letter she’d written.


  I

  Noah,


  Today is a good day. I returned a kid to his family yesterday; it was a wondrous occasion. There was a party and the family was so happy to have him back and they got him back because of me. I helped someone. I have some value. I know this may seem simple to you, but ever since I can remember, I haven’t felt like I have any value. Rationally, I know that I have value. You valued me. I ruined that. Rachel values me, but I’ve never felt like I had a value.


  I miss you. I miss everything about you. I miss the way you fill up a room without even meaning to. I miss the way I felt cherished with just a look. Most of all I miss the way I felt about myself when I was with you.


  You are the best person I’ve ever met. I hate


  She didn’t finish the letter, but responded to the text instead.


  Oh really? Why do you need it?


  She got up and walked to her kitchen, skirting around the five new files she had spread all over the floor of her den. Emery learned the kids the best way she knew how, by reading through the files over and over so that she knew everything about them. There were so many people at the office that needed to refer to their files just to know kids’ names. It made her heart hurt.


  I’m thinking of cooking dinner for a friend and I only have two plates. That’s one of them.


  Oh, she felt bad now.


  Of course, do you want me to bring it over now?


  Emery took a sip of her new cup of coffee. It was glazed donut coffee and filled her morning with the only joy she got until she saw a few of her kids. Not all of her kids were happy to see her, but she really felt a connection with a few and that made all the difference.


  Not now, I’m busy. Swing by tonight. 7:30.


  She looked curiously at the message.


  1005 Habersham


  A tingling sensation flooded her body. Emery didn’t like it; the feeling was very close to happiness. She remembered that feeling from Nashville and she didn’t want it here. She just wanted to do her job and stay hidden.
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  Tim was right. His place wasn’t far, maybe only a half dozen blocks from hers on the other side of Forsyth Park. The park bordered the historic downtown area of Savannah and was comprised of thirty acres. It was originally developed in 1840 and then later expanded and named after the Governor of Georgia. It was a majestic place. The live oak trees lightly decorated with Spanish moss gave the area a romantic feel that she loved. She pulled her car up to the gate. He lived in a gated house? She looked at the box and pressed the intercom for Flemming.


  “Yes?” a voice asked through speaker.


  “Tim?”


  “Emma?”


  “Yes.”


  The gate opened. She pulled straight in and looked to the left and right. There were maybe six townhomes with garages in front of her. Her phone dinged.


  Unit 5


  She took a right and pulled into the space in front of Tim’s unit.


  The garage door opened revealing a black BMW sedan and a red Toyota Tundra pickup. Tim walked between the two vehicles in jeans and a tight long-sleeved Henley. Emery took a deep breath and grabbed the plate. She left her purse in the car as she got out. Her door was still open and she took a few steps up the driveway and handed him the plate.


  “Thanks,” he said, his hand grazing hers.


  That damn dimple on his left cheek. Emery inhaled deeply. He smelled amazing.


  “Hi,” she said weakly.


  “Hi,” he returned.


  They stood a few inches from each other, not saying anything.


  “So,” she stepped back, “thanks again for the other night. I really appreciate it.” Emery turned to walk back to her car.


  “Emma, are you going to eat with me?”


  “What?”


  “Well, I cooked dinner for us…I was hoping you’d stay to eat. You can even use this plate if you’re attached to it.”


  “You…” Thoughts ran through her mind. Arrogant. Asshole.


  “What? Wanted to cook for a new friend?”


  “You tricked me into dinner?”


  “Me?” He feigned horror.


  “Tim,” she laughed, “you’re crazy.”


  “I just wanted to see you. And I really did cook dinner.”


  Emery looked at the open door of her car and then back at Tim holding the empty plate, giving her puppy dog eyes. She slid into her car and leaned over, grabbing her purse. “Fine,” she conceded, standing back up and shutting her door.


  Tim’s face broke out into a grin that reminded her of a kid that just found out he was getting the toy he wanted. Even his ears were smiling. It made whatever was to come of the evening worth it. Just for that face.


  “So what did you make?” she asked as she followed him into the door from the garage, her hand in his.


  He lowered the garage door and she took in the cherry wood floors and vaulted ceilings. The place was gorgeous.


  “I grilled steaks, cabbage, and potatoes.” He dropped her hand as he walked into the kitchen and put her plate next to his.


  There was a table, not where you would think it would be, but at the back of the den overlooking what looked like a wooden box. The table had wine glasses and two candles glowing against the dark night of the windows. Out the windows, white lights draped around a square area that was directly behind his town home, seemingly marking his space.


  “Sounds good.” Her stomach twisted nervously. Emery didn’t know why she was nervous. This wasn’t a date, even though it was starting to look like one.


  “You want something to drink?”


  She nodded, thinking she might need thirty drinks to make it through tonight. Emery stared at the lights in the backyard until they blurred together. Could she be friends with this guy? Would he break her open like Noah did? Would she be able to hide everything from his watchful eye?


  “Emma?”


  She turned quickly and he was right there, inches from her. Taking a step back, she looked into his eyes. She saw raw desire and she liked it.


  “Breathe, Emma,” Tim soothed.


  So she did.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

  Who Needs Willpower?


  After they’d gotten drinks and sat down at the table, she felt a little better. Nothing like a little bit of liquid courage. If she drank enough to get through dinner, though, she may have to walk home.


  “So, Emma, you were saying that you and Lucas sort of just hit it off?”


  Emery smiled at the memory of their first conversation. “I actually think he was just so happy someone could understand him. I mean, the school thought he was deaf, for fuck’s sake. You know?” She cringed, realizing she’d just used that language in front of him, but he didn’t seem bothered. “It’s like, how do you not know this kid isn’t deaf? Do you just not care?”


  He ran a hand through his hair, then leaned in and picked a roasted potato off her plate and popped it in his mouth. “I hate it, but sometimes kids fall through the cracks. I don’t know how you miss that. “


  She decided to change the subject to more superficial conversation. “So, where did you learn how to cook?”


  “Meme,” he answered. “You want to move to the couch? I’ll put up the dishes later.”


  “Oh no, I’ll help put everything up.” She got up and stacked the plates like the professional server she was and took them all to the kitchen in one trip. She turned to see him examining her from the den. “What? I waited tables in my former life.” She shrugged as she set the dishes down in the sink.


  He was watching her, and something about how casual he was sans shoes made her feel raw, like it was too intimate. Her mind was waging a war in her mind; one part felt everything and knew better and the other was utterly sucked in by him. It was a weird thing, but he put her at ease. There was something about how comfortable he was in his own skin. He had a confidence in himself that was so sexy, it made her long for the ease of just touching him. She wished she could just be with him and turn everything off. She wished that her mind would just evaporate.


  Emery turned the water on and started rinsing off dishes and loading them in the dishwasher. Tim switched on music and joined her at the sink.


  She felt him behind her and exhaled, steeling herself for the memories and fear that would change this night. He leaned against her, pressing her hips into the counter in front of her. Surprisingly, instead of cringing at the touch, her head fell back involuntarily. Shock and confusion, followed by need, coursed through her body. It’d been so long since anyone had touched her, and she was so lonesome. She felt his lips sear down her neck, eating away at her resolve to stay away from him.


  Emery was lost. She wanted what she couldn’t have. She hadn’t turned to him or reciprocated anything, but she could feel heat spreading through her body. Maybe if she could just fill this ache or loss or desperation for this one night, it would last another year.


  He peeled off her striped cardigan and moved the straps of her tank top to the side to kiss her collarbone, her shoulder, and her back. “Em…” he started.


  Emery turned furiously and crashed her lips into his, interrupting him. There was nothing tender or slow about her kiss and he met her every stroke and movement. He lifted her up on the edge of the counter so their faces were even. She put her hands on his jaw and felt the stubble on his face to slow herself down. He kissed her throat, dipped his tongue into the crevice at its base, and then traveled south, licking her chest. He was panting.


  “I really want to take your shirt off. It’s in my way.” He smirked as he spoke and she could tell he knew she would acquiesce. She was as far gone as he was, panting and desperate. She barely nodded and her shirt was ripped from her body without ceremony. He pulled her right breast out of her nude bra and palmed it lovingly before circling her nipple with his tongue.


  “Oh, this is bad,” she moaned into his ear.


  He lifted her up and threw her over his shoulder, making his way to the stairs to the right off the main room. It took her a minute to realize what he was doing.


  Silence.


  “Is that okay?” Tim hesitated at the top of the stairs. “I just want to be able to lay you out and kiss you. You tell me no and that’ll be it.”


  “I don’t think I have that much willpower,” she answered softly.


  “Good,” he slapped her ass as they entered his room and he laid her gently on a very large bed with a fluffy duvet, “because I’m pretty sure I left my willpower on the dance floor.”


  She’d never affected anyone like this, unless all this was bullshit. She remembered losing herself while kissing him on the dance floor, but he didn’t know anything about her. She could be Emma Simpson, a girl who likes to touch and kiss. One that has sex with boys and walks away feeling fine. She could be anyone she wanted to be.


  “So are you going to take your shirt off too or just going to leave me here alone?” Emery asked as she scooted back on the bed and used the toes of each shoe to kick off her Vans.


  He pulled his shirt off in one swift move and tackled her on the bed. She laughed at his antics.


  “Emma?”


  “Yes,” she answered, still laughing.


  “I’m going to kiss you right now.” Tim licked from the bottom of her breast to her collarbone and then lightly blew over where traces of wetness remained. She wanted to scream in ecstasy. “A lot.”


  She arched into him and lifted her hips, rubbing herself on him. He separated himself from her, holding his weight off her with his forearms. He licked his lips and she squirmed under him, needing him to touch her. “You need to stop doing that, Emma.”


  “Doing what?” She could hardly talk, she was so consumed with him.


  “You know what.”


  They stared at each other.


  “I don’t do this,” she whispered.


  “I don’t either.”


  Emery knew what she meant, but she was pretty sure Tim didn’t mean the same thing.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

  Watch Out for That Dog


  Her body hurt in a way it hadn’t in a long time. She stretched her legs out and felt the heavy weight of unfamiliar covers on top of her. She blinked awake, a little disoriented. As her vision cleared, she took in the messy hair and chiseled face just inches from hers. All of a sudden she was hot and cold. She’d fallen asleep easily in his arms after their fourth round—fourth! It was like they couldn’t satisfy themselves. Emery sighed. She never fell asleep easily, fearful of the terror that rocked her thoughts. She hadn’t slept so well in years.


  Emery lifted herself up and looked around for clock, but there wasn’t one. She heard whining coming from behind one of the closed doors. Looking back at Tim, she crept out of bed and opened the door. A black mass sped past her and down the stairs. Her eyes widened and she willed herself not to scream. Tim was still asleep.


  She pulled his shirt from the floor and over her head as she followed the path the unidentified thing went. Her legs were chilled as she walked through the main floor to the back door to let what turned out to be a black lab outside. If a dog could cross his legs, this dog’s would be crossed. Currently he was jumping up and down at the back door. She let him out, wondering why Tim had kept the dog locked up while she was there. She watched the dog do his business and walk directly back to the glass to be let in. She obliged. Immediately, the dog jumped on her, putting its powerful front paws on her chest and knocking her back on the hard floor.


  She found herself flat on her back after the unexpected push, the wind knocked out of her chest and the dog standing over her, pinning her down. This was not going as she thought it would. When she twisted to move out from under the dog, he flopped down on her chest and began licking her entire face. Emery moved her face from side to side to try to get relief from the licking, but that just made him lick more. Now he was licking her hair, his entire furry body on top of her. She was pinned down and could hardly breathe.


  “Rex!”


  The dog immediately stood up and ran to where Tim stood, naked, at the bottom of the stairs. The moonlight did wonderful things to the curves and ridges of his body.


  Emery tried to smooth her hair back and wiped dog slobber off her face with the sleeve of his shirt.


  “See why I had him in the bathroom? I’m still training him, but I knew he wouldn’t be able to resist you.” Tim scratched Rex’s head, clearly still half asleep.


  Emery rolled up to sit and Tim extended his hand to help her stand. When he did, Rex growled and stood between them.


  “Oh, and also he doesn’t really like anyone touching me.” Tim dropped her hand and patted Rex on the head. “Let me go put him back in the bathroom, and then you can come back up.”


  Emery admired his ass as he pulled Rex up the stairs. She sighed. At least when she’d let her mind evaporate, she’d had sex four times. From a straight up girl perspective, four incredible times. That should last for a while. She’d already reconciled the fact this was an exception to her solitary life, to allow him in for a night and let go of her fear of getting close to anyone. If he wanted to sleep with her after only one sort of date, he just wanted sex anyway. Based on that fact, she’d let herself be swept away with him.


  Looking around, she tried to remember where her phone was and saw it on counter. She hit the button to see what time it was. The phone read 4:34 am, but it wasn’t her phone because she saw about five messages from Stephanie, each one making it clear that she was worried because she hadn’t heard from him. Emery pressed the button and memorized the messages so it would fuel her tearing herself away from this person she didn’t know.


  Where are you


  I’m sorry


  You know I love you


  Please call me


  Now you’re pissing me off


  You’re going to throw us away


  Emery didn’t know who Stephanie was, but she guessed it was his girlfriend and she felt dirty. She wanted to shower, to get his scent off her. If she was wearing pants she would have fled. Shit, even if she just had on underwear she would’ve left at this point. She put down the phone and walked slowly upstairs.


  When she breached the doorway to Tim’s room, he looked up from where he was waiting for her, sitting on the bed. She ripped off his shirt and went about picking her pants, bra, and underwear off the floor.


  “Emma?” Tim rose to his feet and put his hands on her biceps. She didn’t know why, but that move alone eased some of the tension in her body. “Please stay. I want to have breakfast with you, in you.” He smirked.


  Emery looked at him, disgusted. “I’m leaving. Why don’t you call Stephanie and meet her for breakfast,” she spat at him and rushed from the room with her clothes in her hands. When she reached the kitchen, she grabbed her tank top and pulled it on at the same time she tried to shove her feet into the legs of her jeans. The underwear would have to wait.


  “Emma!” Tim was right behind her and wrapped his arms around her. “Please listen to me,” he pleaded, his voice calm and low.


  “No. I don’t sleep with men…ever…and now this. I don’t…” She pushed away from him and tucked her hair behind her ear furiously. “Well, at least you made this easy enough to walk away from,” she muttered and stomped into the kitchen to grab her sweater. “Where is my fucking bag?!” she yelled, throwing her hands in the air in frustration.


  Tim brought her purse over to her and held it out to her. “Stephanie is my ex-girlfriend who hasn’t been able to let go yet.” He smiled sadly. “I’m working on it.”


  Emery stopped and cocked her head to the side in contemplation, trying to decide whether she believed him. “The nurse.” She remembered the heated discussion in the hall and remembered thinking it was something personal.


  Tim nodded. “We haven’t been together in months, Emma. I don’t want you to leave here thinking I cheat on my girlfriend, because I don’t.”


  “Okay,” she acquiesced.


  “Okay?” His brows rose at how easy she’d conceded.


  “But what about the dance club?”


  “We weren’t together. We got back together a few weeks after that and then broke up again a few months later.”


  She put her bag down and let out a sigh.


  “Do you think I can help you take off your clothes so that we can go back to sleep?”


  She looked at him and realized he was still naked and now standing at attention. “Why?” she almost whispered, staring at his erection.


  Tim chuckled. “Well, I’ve been told it’s a biological reaction to things.”


  She slapped his arm and looked at his face, but didn’t get past his lips. He was licking them mercilessly.


  “Would you like something to drink, Emma? I’m thirsty.” He walked around her and poured two cups of water.


  They drank in silence as they consumed each other with their eyes.


  “So you thought I would be the kind of guy that would do that? Fuck you five times and then just go back to my girlfriend?”


  “Four,” she whispered.


  “What?” He looked at her with such intensity, Emery had to look away.


  “Four times,” she repeated.


  “Oh, I know that’s how many times we’ve already done it. I’m including the next one. I think it might be the best one.”


  And it was.


  CHAPTER FORTY

  Beautiful Ruin


  Emery’s eyes opened as she felt the light tingles up and down her left forearm. Again, she was initially confused at the room in which she woke up, but then felt wet heat on her arm again and found Tim kissing every single scar on her arm. Tears sprang to her eyes and pieces of her exploded, scattering all over his room. Looking away from him, she tried to cry silently, but he must have noticed she was awake because he pulled her into him and held her.


  “Something hurt you,” he whispered.


  She was silent.


  He held her so tight; she hoped he could make all of the shards of her stick together.


  They stayed that way for several minutes, silent, before he kissed her.


  “I…”


  Tim kissed her swollen lips, stopping her from telling him what happened to her. He kissed away her tears, licked her cheeks, nipped at her ear and neck and sucked on her nipple until it pebbled beneath his tongue. He was insatiable and she was sore, but then he touched her and all of the pain she felt when she was awake fell away. The pain that tore at her heart and her brain dissipated at his touch too; the ache from their activities was worth it.
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  Later that day, she stood in her backyard and rubbed her hands over her face. The cold stung her hands in a good way. Her phone rang and she knew exactly who it was without looking.


  “Hey,” she answered, walking the edge of the yard.


  “Hey, bitch,” Rachel’s voice was high and enthusiastic.


  “Hey,” Emery repeated.


  “So what’s happenin’, hot stuff?”


  Emery smiled at the ‘80s movie reference. “So I ended up getting tricked into a date last night.”


  “Oh, you did?” Rachel’s voice took on a sing-song tone.


  “I did.”


  “With whom?”


  “The guy from the dance club, the cop.”


  “Oh shit,” Rachel whispered.


  “Pretty much.”


  “And…”


  “I’ve just been so lonely,” she commented.


  “Oh, Em, I’m so sorry.”


  “No, Rachel I let myself go last night with him. It was pure perfection…six times.”


  “SIX??!!”


  “Yes, I can’t even tell you how I’m standing right now. We only got about an hour of sleep, but it was so worth it. Then he took me to Goose feathers this morning for breakfast and coffee.”


  Silence.


  “I know this is bad,” Emery said as she made her way to the front of her duplex and walked up the stairs. She realized that she felt something with him she hadn’t felt with anyone, not even Noah or Rachel. It was a sense of peace without her even having to try, a familiar feeling of safety with him for no reason. She didn’t even know him but felt a warm, tingling sensation whenever she thought of him.


  “No,” Rachel said quickly, “it’s fine, you needed it. I’m sorry you’re so lonely, Em. If I could, I’d be there every weekend…”


  “He kissed my scars,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.


  “What?”


  “He kissed my scars, Rach. On my arm. Every single one of them. He never asked me a word about it, just kissed each one. Then he wiped away my tears and held all my pieces together.”


  They were both quiet as they contemplated what she’d just said.


  “Em. Are you okay?”


  “I think so…”


  “Is he going to hurt you?”


  “Probably.”


  “Are you going to see him again?”


  “I don’t know how I can.”


  “Of course you can,” Rachel huffed.


  “How? How can I see him again when I feel like he could be my future, but I know I don’t have one?”


  “But you do have a future…”


  “Cut the shit, Rachel, you know what I mean. I can’t…I don’t have a future. You’re my family, you and Derrick. I can’t really do this again. I shattered after leaving Ashley, then again when I left Noah, and this guy…” Emery closed her eyes and ran her hand through her hair. “I think he’ll ruin me.”


  CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

  Bewitched


  Although she was exhausted after her night with Tim, Emery was restless and couldn’t sleep, so she kept herself busy. She had walked down to River Street earlier, her favorite place to people watch. Sundays were the perfect day to do it. There were lots of people who were hungover, plus the after church crowd, and then tourists going from store to store looking for that perfect souvenir.


  The street was cobblestone and full of bars, shops, and restaurants. She grabbed a coffee and bought a bag of pralines. As soon as she sat down on the bench that overlooked the street, an involuntary moan slipped through her lips. Emery liked to watch them make, then cook, the sweet treats in the store—the smell alone could quench her sweet tooth—but she rarely bought any. She popped another piece of the praline in her mouth, the sugary goodness melting around the pecan.


  When she didn’t want to think about her life, she would watch people and pick out certain individuals, the ones that looked happy, and make up her own stories for them. She would create an entire story about each person’s expression. It could be that they’d just heard news about a new job, they’d just had the best sex of their lives, or they’d just gotten engaged.


  Her phone dinged just as she picked the perfect person for her game. The man’s face was frozen in a lopsided grin, and Emery was pretty sure it was due to the woman slightly trailing him with her hand supporting her lower back. The woman was his wife, of course, and she was pregnant with their first child. The man spent every night rubbing her feet and talking to her belly bump. It sounded perfect, something that would never happen for her. She sighed and looked at the text.


  You have bewitched me, Emma. I’m having a hard time (get it? HARD) focusing on work when I just want to be inside you again.


  His words were so brazen. So bold.


  She shook her head. Emery knew she’d made a mistake last night; she should’ve left after she gave Tim his plate. She was right to run from him at the dance club. When she was around him, she wasn’t quite herself and she couldn’t put her finger on why. He felt like a drug she couldn’t get enough of, like she wanted to smother herself in him, which was dangerous. It was a precarious situation, because she couldn’t have what she wanted so desperately. Last night she felt everything; a tingle traveled up her entire body every time he touched her and even now at the memory. The burning feeling of pure desire was so intense it actually hurt. His touch alone seemed to quiet her soul. His presence seemed like a balm to her constant ache for someone to touch her, for someone to accept her and be with her. Noah didn’t even set off that reaction in her. This guy was different. He’d forced his way into her life and now she needed to figure out how to walk away.


  Walk away from possible happiness. Leave behind his touch, which was so different than his cocky demeanor.


  Stop feeling.


  She needed to stop now, because if he touched her again, she’d be too far gone. Emery ignored his text, as hard as it was, because she could feel him inside her now.


  Ugh. Stop, stop, stop! She had to stop.


  Placing another piece of praline in her mouth, she saw a girl, around her age, holding a guy’s hand. They were talking and walking; she was animated and he was staring at her with heat in his eyes. The girl was causal, but moved with sensual ease. She was obviously comfortable with being sexual. Emery thought maybe Emma could be like that. Maybe in order to forget what she thought to be the start of something that could ruin her, she should date other men. Emery didn’t do that, she tried to stay away from everyone, but it was like not drinking water. When you’re parched and you finally get water, you guzzle an entire gallon and then you get sick. She was so lonely that when someone finally touched her she thought he was going to change her entire world. She thought that he would make her feel whole, like a fucking romance novel. That was impossible. Her life was definitely not a romance novel.
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  A buzzing noise startled her. She looked up from her Kindle and walked over to the intercom.


  “Yes?”


  “Emma, thank God you’re okay.” His voice cracked through the speaker.


  Emery stepped back from the intercom, not really believing the voice she heard. After a few seconds, the buzzer sounded again.


  “Emma, let me in.”


  Shit.


  Emery opened the door and walked slowly down the stairs to find Tim standing at the door with his uniform on. Her stomach flipped in anticipation and she looked down to collect her thoughts. She began opening the door slowly, but Tim thrust it open hurriedly and pushed her back against the wall in the entrance hall. Her body sparked to life and she raised her eyes to his. He didn’t wait to devour her lips, then her neck. His nose was chilly from the night air and left a trail of cold on her face where it touched.


  “Emma, I—” he cut himself off by kissing her again. “We may need to go upstairs.”


  She laughed when she noticed the tent in the front of his black uniform pants. “Is everything okay? Did we have a date that I’m not aware of?” she asked sarcastically.


  “We have a date every night,” he answered, walking up the stairs and leaving her staring at him, her mouth agape.


  “I—” she began.


  “Come on, Emma, don’t make me start without you.”
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  She’d had a rough few weeks. The police still hadn’t found Lucas or his mother and had pretty much given up looking for them. Tim had promised her he was still looking, and that he’d continue to look. Fortunately, there were another one hundred and three kids on her caseload that needed her help, so she filled her time by staying busy, all the while wondering where Lucas was and if he was okay. She called his school every day to see if he was there.


  Although they had been spending as much time together as they could, Tim’s schedule was the opposite of hers. The first night he had off, Tim talked her into a night out. She never went out and a distraction sounded like a great idea, so she’d agreed to go to a concert.


  Tim’s hand grasped hers gently as he led her through a precarious opening amongst the bodies all moving in time with the beat. She hadn’t been to a concert since the one she went to with Noah. This was totally different—outdoors and country music as opposed to rock at the historically epic Ryman. Suddenly he veered left and she was pulled into what seemed like a maze of people standing, sitting, and lounging on grass. They approached a wide space mapped by a large quilt made of what looked like t-shirts.


  Tim dropped her hand and left her standing on the outside of the blanket. He embraced another man who looked vaguely familiar and Emery watched as they hugged and back slapped with huge grins. She couldn’t tell what they were saying, but she assumed these were Tim’s friends. She turned to look at the path they had taken in case she needed to escape, but it had been swallowed up with bodies.


  She felt a hand pull her backwards and she put a fake smile on her face. Tim pulled her into him and yelled into her ear. “This is Chris and his girlfriend, Katie. I’ve known them forever.”


  She smiled and waved at the couple. Katie was in a maxi dress with a cardigan and cowboy boots. She looked carefree and confident. Emery glanced down at her own long sleeves and was jealous. She wished she could be like Katie, who appeared to be without pain or fear that invaded everything.


  “Emma, good to see you again,” Chris yelled over the guitar solo and that’s when she figured out who he was—Lucas’s occupational therapist.


  Tim and Katie looked at them both, questions in their eyes.


  Emma leaned into Tim. “He’s Lucas’s therapist.”


  Tim nodded.


  “I knew you looked familiar,” Chris said, pointing at her. “You’re Dance Club Girl.”


  “Wait...is this the green dress?” Katie stage-whispered to Chris, who nodded. Katie’s mouth made an O and she smiled at Tim.


  Tim grinned as if they were sharing a secret and squeezed Emery’s hand. When a raspy voice began to sing again, she faced the stage still clutching Tim’s hand. They were at a Brantley Gilbert concert. She’d never heard of him.


  She felt Tim let go of her hand and then shivered as he pressed a cold beer to her neck. Still nervous about the crowd and meeting Tim’s friends, she plastered on a fake smile and took the beer from him. The uneasiness began to dissipate when he wrapped his arms around her and Emery closed her eyes and felt his nearness; she simmered in it and could almost believe that her biggest fear vanished with him. He calmed her. It was surprising and she felt herself wanting to be with him for that purpose alone.


  The concert was fun and loud. As she helped clean up their area after the music ended, she couldn’t contain the smile on her lips.


  “What are you smiling about?” Tim asked, bending over to pick up a few beer bottles at the edge of the blanket.


  “I had fun.”


  “I like seeing you smile, Em.” Tim leaned in and gave her a chaste kiss. She couldn’t help, but want more.


  “Hey, you guys want to go grab something to eat?” Chris asked, holding open the trash bag.


  Emery sidestepped a pile of beer cans. “What’s open this late?”


  “Waffle House,” the three friends cried in unison.


  “I’ve never eaten there,” she commented.


  “What?” Tim asked, scandalized.


  She shook her head.


  “Well, this is a cultural experience everyone should try at least once,” Chris resolved.


  “We’ll meet you guys there. The one on Abercorn?” Tim asked, taking Emery’s hand possessively.


  “Yeah, it won’t be as busy,” Chris answered as the pair walked in the opposite direction in the parking lot.


  “Well, that was fun,” Emery said, looking up at Tim in his baseball cap and tight sweater. It was a very good look on him and she had enjoyed his touch all night.


  “Em, what do you do for fun?”


  Emery’s brow furrowed. “Well, I...”


  “Your smile tonight is going to be something I remember forever, because I don’t think I’ve ever seen something as exquisite. It’s a cautious, upturning of your lickable lips and a hesitant exposure of your teeth. It’s like you don’t know how to smile with abandon.”


  “That was very poetic. But I smile,” she said defensively.


  “I’m sure you do, Emma, but I mean the sort of smile that you can’t wipe off or that drops off your face when you think no one is looking.”


  “I—”


  “I want to make you smile even when you think I’m not looking. I want you to smile every time you see me. I want you to be incapable of anything other than smiling when I’m near you.”


  “Tim…” she started.


  “Emma.” He pushed her against the side of his truck and kissed her, filling her with such a burning sensation that she broke their connection and looked away, a smile playing on her lips.


  “Like that one,” he whispered into her ear. He opened the door and helped her in the truck.


  Emery closed her eyes and exhaled. Tim was a game changer. He wanted too much from her, made her feel too much. She bargained with herself to just enjoy him a few more times before making the break she knew was inevitable. She felt his fingertips on the inside of her thigh and her head automatically fell back at his touch.


  “We don’t have time for that right now, Em, but I plan on making you smile and come many times tonight.” His eyes showed determination. “You may want to order coffee.”


  She couldn’t take her eyes off his fingers as they played with the hem of her skirt. “Can we skip the Waffle House?” she asked, out of breath. His dirty mouth was so foreign to her, but she loved it.


  “Nope, it’s necessary. Need to fuel up.”


  “Oh shit,” she murmured.


  “Oh yeah, you’re going to be calling me all sorts of names later. That’s a promise.” He winked.


  She unconsciously closed her legs, trapping his hand. His laughter filled the truck and her face hurt from her smile, the same one she’d been wearing since the second his arms wrapped around her tonight.


  CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

  Pretending


  To: Rachel Helms

  From: Romona Hicks


  I don’t even know who I am anymore. I’ve had orgasms that blew my mind. Like, seriously. Also, I’ve been to Waffle House and to a country music concert. The invasion of the body snatchers.


  To: Romona Hicks

  From: Rachel Helms


  Orgasms and Waffle House are good for the soul. You need more of those two things.
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  A few weeks later, Emma was drafting a report in a case where a kid had missed over forty days of school and the parents were arrested for truancy. The kid hadn’t been taken from the family, but she had to monitor attendance and observe the home. She couldn’t focus. The report was taking forever. She’d just buckled down and began drafting the plan for the family when her phone vibrated on her desk and she smiled.


  Let me take you somewhere


  She and Tim had been texting regularly and getting together as much as they could, but because of their schedules didn’t have time to see each other on a consistent basis.


  Where


  His immediate response surprised her.


  To meet someone


  Who


  Fuck you ask a lot of questions


  I’m not going to just go off with some random guy somewhere I don’t know


  Um I’m not random


  Yeah…you are


  This hurts me


  She laughed out loud at his last message. She put her phone back on her desk and resumed the monotonous task of filling out paperwork. A few minutes later it vibrated again.


  Seriously, this weekend is the first weekend I’ve had off in a month. We need fuel and then I’m going to stay inside you for the entire weekend.


  Emery smiled and a rush of anticipation filled her body. Where did that come from?


  Okay, this person is not invited into the last part, right?


  She stared at the phone for a few minutes.


  Really…did you really think I would allow anyone else to see what I have? What I can’t wait to undress? I want you to scream my name so that only I hear. When your voice gets hoarse from moaning and yelling at me, it’s like I’ve done my job.


  Her entire face colored in embarrassment. She did yell his name on a regular basis and now she knew he liked it. Emery had to get the texts back on track.


  And the person is…


  His text came at the same time she sent hers.


  Good food


  Emery furiously tapped her answer on her phone and pressed send.


  You sold me at food and screaming


  I knew I’d get a sext from you one day. Saturday 5:00


  She smiled, knowing he was smiling. Puzzled at the early dinner time, though, she replied.


  What are we, 60?


  He replied.


  We aren’t
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  The week flew by and Emery spent the entire day Saturday reading a love story about unthinkable hope and a happy ending she didn’t see coming. The story made her cry and long for a happy ending that she knew all too well wouldn’t be there. She’d changed clothes three times (ending up with a long-sleeved black wrap dress and wedges) and took a minute to look at the girl in the mirror with the wavy blond hair. She looked more like she did when she was in high school than she had in years.


  Her journal lay open to the page she wrote today.


  I

  Noah,


  I’ve had a rough week. I go through phases where my pretending to be okay actually convinces my brain that I am, in fact, okay. I’m not there this week—I’m where I remember everything. I remember his smell, his rough fingers, his demands that I comply with his requests. I want to forget the way the bed dipped with his weight. I want to forget the feel of his stubble on my neck as he did what he wanted to with me. I want to forget all the times I fell apart, all the times I was frozen by fear. I wish I was someone else. I wish I could pick the memories I want to remember. I would choose memories of you, my sister, and my dad. I wish I wasn’t so alone. I wish I could have the happy ending.


  E


  The buzz at the intercom shook her out of her fog and she closed the journal quickly, then opened the door to her apartment, locked it behind her, and made sure to pretend she was okay. Fake smile in place, she opened the main door and met Tim on the front porch.


  “Hi, you look beautiful.” Tim bent to kiss her cheek, his lips grazing her cheeks sending shockwaves through her body. She hadn’t seen him in a week and she craved his touch.


  “Thank you,” she whispered and followed him to his car. She couldn’t decide if she liked him better in his car or his truck. He opened the door for her and jogged around the other side.


  “We’re heading out to Tybee Island.” He took off abruptly and music filled the car. “You been?”


  She shook her head.


  “Oh good, I can be your first time.” He winked, his tone jovial, and Emery couldn’t help but feel some of the depression of the week lift. “I can tell you’ve missed me this week.”


  She shook her head at his antics. “Always so sure of yourself, Tim?”


  “Pretty much,” he joked.


  “Must be nice to be that sure of everything.”


  The light mood changed at that statement. “Emma, you okay?”


  He read her so easily.


  She looked down at her hands and urged the pretending to work. She begged herself to be okay. “Yes, just a rough day.”


  “You want to go back?” he asked sincerely.


  “No, I’m pretty sure if anyone can take my mind off things, you can.” Emery sat back and watched historic downtown Savannah turn into the rural stretch that lead to Tybee Island. “So what restaurant are we going to?”


  “I never said we were going to a restaurant.”


  “No?”


  Tim placed his hand on her thigh, which made all sorts of explosions go off in her body. Emery wanted to ask him to pull over so that he could touch her everywhere, which would quench a thirst for him she hadn’t allowed herself to think about. But she couldn’t.


  “No,” he answered.
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  When they got to the island, she was feeling better. Tim had told her many stories of his work week and that eased the edginess she felt. His hand never left her thigh, but the small circles he’d started to rub with his thumb were causing a pulsing in her body. By the time they pulled into a driveway with a huge gate blocking the path, she was aching to take Tim back to her bed.


  Rolling down the window, Tim pushed the button.


  “Yeah,” a gruff voice broke through the sounds of crickets and other insects.


  “It’s me,” he answered.


  The gate opened immediately and Emery gasped at the Victorian manor in front of her. The driveway was a circle framing a fountain of an angel with water coming out of its mouth. It was grand and bizarre and she loved it. Also in the driveway were three beat up trucks and a camouflage golf cart. All different kind of little cherubs dotted the landscape.


  “What is this place?”


  Tim opened the door for her and she stepped out. He put his hand on her lower back, which started the pulsing again. “My grandparents’.”


  Emery stopped walking. “Wait, you grew up here?”


  “Yeah. Come on.” Tim applied pressure to her back with his fingertips inching her forward. Leaning down until his lips brushed her ear, Emery tensed at his touch. “Are you not wearing underwear?” His sexy whisper was full of desire.


  “Could you stop touching me?” she whispered back.


  This time he stopped and pulled her with him. “Why?”


  “Because every time you touch me it makes me wish we were in my bed, so stop it. We’re at your grandparents’ house.” She smiled and smoothed her dress down. “And no, I’m not wearing any underwear, so think about that as we sit and talk to your grandparents.”


  Tim visibly adjusted himself and muttered a few curse words, then grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the enormous front door.


  Emery laughed. At least he would be as uncomfortable as she was for the rest of dinner. The door swung open and a woman with silky white chin length hair, glasses, and an apron appraised them as they walked up the stairs.


  “Timmy!” She opened her arms and Tim enveloped her, lifting her up a little. “Oh!” She swatted him as he set her back on her two feet.


  “Hey, Meme, this is Emma.”


  Emery held out her hand to shake, but Meme just looked at it as if it were snake.


  “Baby girl, we don’t shake here, we hug,” Meme said as she pulled Emery into a hug. “It’s good to finally meet you. Tim has told me all about you.”


  “Oh really?” Emery raised her eyebrows at Tim.


  “Oh yes, honey, he told me all about taking some of my food to you when you had a rough day. I’m so amazed at the work you do. I’m sure you have so many heartbreaking stories about those little babies.” The entire time Meme was talking she was leading them to a formal dining room.


  “Wow,” Emery commented, gesturing to the table.


  “Don’t let all this fool you, we’re just plain old country folk, but I do like to entertain. I pulled out the good stuff when I heard you were coming.”


  “She sure did,” a man agreed coming in from the back door. “Been busting my ass all day to clean this and shine that…”


  “Hush it, Henry.” Meme waved him off.


  “Emma, this is my grandfather. I call him Papa.”


  Emery took a step toward the man clad in Wrangler jeans, a John Deere hat, and boots. She shook his hand. “Nice to meet you.”


  “You too, I’m sure.” His eyes were kind and the same color as Tim’s. The bronze color of his face and hands evidenced his working outside most of his life.


  “Well, y’all sit down and we’ll get to eating.” Meme motioned for them to sit at the table. She pulled off her apron to reveal a beige blouse and black pants. Her ears were adorned with pearls that matched the strands hanging around her neck.


  Tim pulled the chair out for Emery and she sat down, taking it all in. There was a roast, potatoes and carrots, turnips, fried cornbread, and corn.


  “This looks amazing,” Emery said.


  “Thank you, dear. Daddy, want to say it?”


  Papa took off his hat and everyone lowered their heads. Emery looked down as well.


  “Thank you, Lord, for all of our blessings. Let this food nourish our bodies and I thank you for allowing Tim to bring Ms. Emma here to meet us before we died of old age. Amen.”


  “Papa!” Tim chastised.


  “Don’t you mind him, boy, you know he’s happy to see you.” Meme took Tim’s plate and began piling food on it. “Emma, you a Christian?”


  What, no small talk? “I was raised a Catholic, ma’am.” Truth.


  “Catholic, huh? We’re Baptist.”


  Emery focused on her filling her plate.


  “What church do you go to?” Meme asked.


  “I haven’t found a church in Savannah.” Truth.


  “Well, there are ton of Catholic churches. Tim, you should take her to your church, baby, get her in the rational denomination.”


  “Oh, here we go,” Papa muttered under his breath. Tim chuckled slightly.


  “Well, we can’t be having a Catholic wedding,” Meme remarked as she cut her roast.


  Emery choked on the carrot she was eating. Married!


  Tim laughed even louder, patting Emery on her back.


  “Excuse me, I need to go to the bathroom,” Emery said quickly, and pushed her chair out and rushed from the dining room. Then she realized she had no idea where the bathroom was and started turning in circles.


  Calm seeped into her body at his touch. His hand skated over hers and then down to her lower back. “Calm down. No one’s getting married. The bathroom is this way.”


  Emery didn’t say anything, just let him guide her, then shut the door. She stared at herself in the mirror for several minutes before she closed her eyes. The door opened slowly and he was there with her. He shut the door and kissed her.


  “Emma, please relax. They just want me to get married because they’re old. It’s no big deal. I’m not asking you for anything right now other than to make small talk with the two most important people in my life. That’s it.”


  She nodded.


  He kissed her again. “Okay?”


  “Okay,” she whispered, her heart rate slowing. “I can do that.”


  They walked back to the table hand in hand.


  Tim steered the rest of the conversation over dinner to hunting, his job, and politics. Emery stayed quiet, but noticed the kind eyes of the old woman on her most of the meal.
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  “We’re going to walk on the beach for a while,” Tim called to the kitchen where Meme and Papa were putting up dishes.


  “Okay, we’ll have dessert when you get back,” Meme answered.


  “Come on.” Tim tugged Emery’s hand toward a wooded path.


  The sun was beginning to set and it looked as if it would drop into the ocean as they made their way to the beach.


  “Leave your shoes here. This is a private beach, so nobody will take them.”


  They shed their shoes and Tim pulled her down to the shoreline. “So Emma…you’re a non-practicing Catholic, huh?”


  She was silent for a minute. Her thoughts and emotion on religion were complicated and she wasn’t sure she wanted to have this conversation.


  “Right,” she finally answered.


  “Spill it,” he said casually.


  “I just…I was raised Catholic and in the church on a regular basis, but I just don’t know what I believe anymore.”


  “What do you mean?”


  She shook her head.


  “I mean, if you don’t believe in God, what do you believe?” he pushed.


  Dropping her hand, she turned to face him. “I believe in myself. I believe in Rachel. I believe that if there is a God, I don’t know how he could allow things to happen that happen on this earth. I walk amongst evil every day and I believe that the monsters sometimes win.”


  His eyes showed his concern for her. “What happened to you?” he asked softly, his voice full of gravel and apprehension.


  She shook her head and let him pull her in for a hug, his chin resting on the top of her head.


  “After both of my parents died, I had a hard time believing that God would let this happen to them and to me, but after a while I needed to believe in something, Emma. You have to have faith in something.”


  They stayed that way, with his chin on her head, until the sun dropped into the ocean and Emery’s breath slowed. Then they walked along the shoreline hand in hand, not speaking. Tim stopped walking and pulled out his phone; pretty soon music started filtering through the quiet night.


  “Dance with me,” he insisted.


  She melted into his body and they swayed to the low beat of the music, so close she could feel his heartbeat. Her hair blew in the wind and a chill settled over her body.


  “You intrigue me, Emma Simpson,” Tim commented just above the sound of the crashing waves. His hands rubbed up and down her back, dipping to her ass and gripping it lightly. “It’s like I have a need that I can’t fully satisfy when you’re around unless I’m touching you, inside you. You and your secrets and light and contradictions.”


  She stepped back to respond, but he took her mouth with his. It wasn’t a gentle kiss, but one filled with hunger, one that she mirrored. He tore his mouth from hers and she wanted more, but he gazed into her eyes and then rubbed his thumbs over her bottom lip. One hand dropped to rub her breast, her body responding instantly, the buzzing morphing into a full on roar.


  “You and your no panties and kisses that set my soul on fire…” His hand drifted from her breast down under her dress.


  She was panting, her chest heaving. “Tim,” she barely moaned as her head fell back in bliss. He lifted her easily in his arms and kissed her. Her hands threaded through his hair and the world fell away.


  Emery felt the sand on her back as he laid her down. As he sat back on his knees, she heard the condom package tear. The stars in the sky sparkled, winking at her.


  She felt his weight on her.


  She felt his breath on her ear and he whispered, “I want to be inside you.”


  She felt the breeze as he lifted her dress to her hips.


  She felt her nipples getting so hard the fabric of her bra caused pain.


  She felt full.


  She felt everything.


  CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

  Promises, Promises


  The light streaming into the window woke her up and she smiled as she reached across the bed and ran her hand over Tim’s back, then ass. He hadn’t been off in a while, but had come to her house at midnight last night, right after his shift, and they’d had sex immediately, her sitting on the counter. It was a first for her and she smiled at the memory of his eyes pinned to hers while he was inside of her.


  Tim stirred at her touch and pulled her into his arms. “I really like waking up with you touching me. You can be my alarm clock every day.” He kissed her shoulder without even opening his eyes.


  “I’m glad you came over last night.” A blush crept over her cheeks and down her neck.


  “Me too. You are such an animal.” He laughed, but still his eyes never opened. He rolled over and pulled her into his chest, dropping a kiss on her forehead.


  She kissed his neck, chest, and abdomen. Then lifted the covers and moved down his body. She looked up from where she was under the covers and smiled at him. He’d finally opened his eyes.


  After a little morning roll in the hay, Emery got up and made coffee. Hers was full of cream and sugar and she’d let him fix his own. He was still lying in bed.


  “Hey, come in here for a second,” he called from her bedroom.


  She leaned against the doorframe with her mug, her left foot coming up to rest on the inside of her right knee.


  “You look really young when you wake up in the morning.”


  Panic flashed through her body and her eyes widened at his statement.


  “Young and hot.” Tim laughed, sitting up in the bed. The sheet fell off his body, letting her see all of him. “Keep your eyes up here, please.”


  She giggled. “It’s really hard.”


  Then it was hard…


  “Ugh…up here.” He waved his hand in front of his dick and then pointed to his eyes. “Some young girl got attacked last night. Do you know self-defense? Do you own a gun?”


  “No, Dad,” she said, sarcasm dripping from her lips.


  He got out of bed and took her mug out of her hand, setting it on the desk. “Five minute lesson.”


  “You’re going to teach me something like that?” She pointed to his nakedness.


  “Oh, you bet. I’ll teach you a lot of things like this.” He laughed and turned her facing away from him.


  She could feel him behind her.


  “So when someone comes at you from behind, what do you do?”


  She looked over her shoulder at him. “What do you mean?”


  “No, you don’t give them a look that makes them want to bend you over right here,” he chided, wrapping his arms tightly around her.


  Emery struggled in his grip and then just ended up wiggling her hips into his erection.


  He laughed. “No, when someone grabs you from behind you drop to the ground, Em.”


  She faced him. “Really?”


  “Really. It’s unexpected. And then you run. You run like hell.”


  She nodded. “Okay.”


  “Now, when someone is attacking you from the front, what do you do?”


  His eyes and perfect face were distracting her. “I sort of want you to attack me right now,” she whispered.


  He dropped a kiss on her forehead. “I’m headed for the shower before work and need you to show me your big shower room. I’m pretty sure you will get attacked there.”


  “Oh, good.” She licked his chest.


  “Yeah, stop doing that right now.”


  She bit his nipple.


  “I’m serious. I want to know you can defend yourself. What do you do?”


  Emery thought for a few seconds. “Knee them in the nuts?”


  Tim grinned. “Close.” He picked her hand and used his finger to touch the heel of her palm. “This and your elbow are the hardest places on your body. If you can use your elbow on someone, do; if not, use your hand and hit the bridge of their nose as hard as you can. Then knee them in the nuts.” He smiled. “Good lesson.” He clapped and walked toward the shower, leaving her staring at the most perfect ass she’d ever seen.
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  After their trip to Tim’s grandparents a couple of weekends ago, Tim had asked Emery if he could take her somewhere else special. She was hoping no other family members were involved.


  “So, this is my second favorite place.” He spread his arms out like he was presenting Forsyth Park to her. “Welcome.”


  “It’s beautiful,” Emery agreed, lounging back on the blanket she’d brought. She’d spread out the blanket on the ground just past the café, where they could people watch and be near the gorgeous fountain. Rex’s tail hit her shins ferociously and he stared at her, looking ready to pounce.


  “So Emma, when did you move here?”


  “October, two years ago.”


  “Why did you move?”


  Emery gazed into the fountain that stood a few yards from where they were sitting on the grass. “What is this, twenty questions?”


  “It’s me wanting to get to know you.” He pushed a lock of her hair behind her ear. “I know a lot of things about you, like where I need to touch you to get you to moan and what I need to do to make you scream my name and that you’re the most secretive person I’ve ever met. I know that I need more.”


  She ran a hand through her hair and sighed. Here we go. “There’s not much to know. I wanted to help kids. I moved here for a job to do that,” she lied. Lying is a funny thing. At first it was really hard, and then it became second nature. Vaguely, she wondered if he would ever believe a word out of her mouth again, after he found out the truth. She wouldn’t if she were him.


  “You’re hiding something,” he said as he took a sip of his coffee.


  Emery looked away from him, staring into the fountain.


  “Emma?” Tim reached out and touched her face with his fingertips.


  When she looked into his eyes, her resolve shook. His eyes told her that he knew she was hiding something, but he wanted her anyway. A few seconds passed as they consumed each other with their eyes.


  “Aren’t we all?” she answered.


  “Huh,” he said not breaking eye contact with her.


  Emery blinked at him. “Aren’t we all hiding something, Tim?”


  “Well, that’s quite deep for a coffee date.”


  “Is this a date? I didn’t know this was a date, damn it,” she joked.


  He put his hand on his heart. “You are a vile woman.”


  “I keep trying to tell you.” Emery allowed a smile to creep across her mouth.


  “You know it’s my job to read people.” Tim’s tone turned serious. “I’m actually quite good at it.”


  Emery concentrated on drinking the coffee he’d brought for them.


  “So I know there’s something you don’t want me to know.”


  She sighed.


  “I’m going to ask you questions, and I’d like you to answer honestly if you can. If not, tell me you don’t want to answer.”


  “Whatever, Tim, can’t we just enjoy each other?”


  “Oh, I’m enjoying myself.” He smirked as he ran a finger up her inner thigh. “So do you have a boyfriend?”


  “No,” she answered.


  “Wrong.” His fingers stilled dangerously close to an indecent area for public viewing.


  She cocked her head to the side.


  “You do have a boyfriend, Emma. He brought you coffee today and fucked you last night.”


  “Tim!” She slapped him on the arm.


  “So, when you left Nashville you just picked Savannah?”


  “Not really. It was kinda picked for me.” Truth.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, I needed to get away from Nashville and my friend Rachel directed me to Savannah and here I am.”


  “Rachel, huh? She was the one at the dance club with you?”


  Emery nodded and sipped her coffee.


  “Why’d you have to leave?”


  “Tim…”


  “You don’t want to answer that?”


  Emery shook her head.


  “I can deal with that.” He shifted and lay on his back, staring up at that sky. “My parents were the kindest people I’ve ever been around,” he said, swiftly changing the subject.


  She ran her hand down his arm and he caught her hand.


  “I actually don’t remember if that’s true or not,” he admitted.


  She squeezed his hand.


  “It’s been so long with so many people talking to me about them, I can’t tell my own memories from what people say.”


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “My dad died when I was young too, but I feel like the opposite happened to me. No one talked about him. The memories are seared into my mind because I was afraid to lose them.”


  “Me too, but I’m glad we’ve found each other,” he said softly. “You understand the sense of loss I feel. I can see it in the crease in your brow and how it sometimes takes you a few seconds to figure out a response to a question. I can see it in your grimace when you think no one is watching and I see it in your focus on the concreteness of what you can do.” He ran his thumb over her knuckles.


  “I do know loss,” she agreed.


  “And pain,” he said.


  Silence.


  “And…”


  “Tim,” she urged him to stop. He knew her better than she wanted to admit and she’d told him nothing.


  “…regret,” he finished for her.


  A tear slid down her cheek before she pulled her hand from his and wiped it away.


  “Don’t cry, Emma. I don’t want you to cry again. I want to show you there are things that will allow you to live again. I want to be one of those things.”


  “I don’t think…” She stood up and left the thermos of coffee on the ground and ran toward her house, away from him. She needed to think. He was too close. She needed to be more careful.


  “Emma, don’t run from your boyfriend!” he called from behind her, his voice amused.


  Emery ran faster, but when she saw Rex’s nose in her periphery, she gave up. She didn’t feel like being tackled by the furry beast today. Tim’s touch was immediate and he pulled her to him gently by her neck. His lips crushed into her, his hands traveling down her sides. Rex moved in between them and buried his nose in her crotch.


  She yelped, jumping back.


  “He really likes you. I think he has good taste.” His thumb rubbed her knuckles again and her eyes snapped from Rex to Tim.


  “Why? Why me?”


  “Oh, Emma, you really don’t know, do you?”


  “Know what?”


  “Know that your soul shines through your eyes. You work tirelessly for kids that will never be able to pay you back. You want to repair their damage and make them whole again like no one did for you. And on top of that, you’re smoking hot and do that thing with your tongue.”


  Emery was stunned into silence.


  “Oh, I do love a challenge,” he whispered, “and you’ve proven to be one.”


  “This…this is too much.” Emery started walking toward her place. “You’re too much for me, Tim. It’s not a game. Even if it were a game, I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t want the prize if you won.”


  “Emma, let me date you. There’s no harm in that, is there?”


  “I think you know there is.” She smiled without meaning it.


  “I promise I won’t hurt you.”


  “I can’t promise you the same thing.”


  CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

  Dancing with the Lies we Tell


  With her workload, the next Saturday morning came quickly, creeping through her blinds and tickling her eyelids. Emery yawned and stretched, feeling the familiar ache of missing him, but the him now was Tim, not Noah. It had been a week since Emery left Tim at the park with the promise that she would hurt him. He hadn’t called, texted, or stopped by. She’d been busy, but missed his arrogant comments and easy company. She wondered if she’d finally scared him off enough to be done with her. It’s probably for the best.


  She’d enjoyed the last few months, the teasing, touching, and feeling somewhat normal, but all that had to come to an end. At least she did it before he meant even more to her. Or was it already too late? His absence felt like a part of herself was missing already. A buzzing of emotions lay just beneath her surface when she was with him. Her heart felt bigger, fuller, stretched… She didn’t know what that meant, but she’d never felt it before.


  The last time he was over he’d left a shirt at her house; she’d been sleeping in it. Emery was afraid for her sanity. She hardly knew this guy and just wanted his nearness; she felt the absence of his smile and laugh when he wasn’t around.


  The silence in her apartment was shattered when the buzzer sounded. She looked at it, puzzled.


  “Yes?” she asked, but only heard the door open. “What the hell?” She hadn’t let anyone in. The knocking on her door startled her and she froze. Hoping there wasn’t anything to be scared about, she leaned her eye to the peephole. She ran her hand through her hair in either frustration or relief, she wasn’t sure.


  Stepping back from the door, she opened it. Tim was standing there in his uniform with a bag of food in his hand. He gave her a lopsided smile and walked in without asking permission.


  Emery shut the door and leaned her forehead against it, then watched him walk around like he owned the place. She tried to rationalize why he was here and what she should say. When she turned around he was there, in her personal space, his eyes clouded over with desire.


  “I like that you’re wearing my shirt to sleep in, Emma,” he said, his voice low and gravelly. He lifted her off her feet and wrapped her legs around his waist.


  She moved her head away from him, looking into his eyes, and cocked her head to the side in confusion. He claimed her lips and slid his tongue into her mouth. Her body ignited at his touch.


  Tim kissed her jaw, then tugged her earlobe into his mouth and moaned. “Emma…what this week did to me…God, you wouldn’t believe.”


  They stared into each other’s eyes; hers full of longing and confusion, his of desire and determination.


  He sighed and started walking toward her room. “I’m going to fuck you and then take you to my favorite place on earth,” he growled as he threw her on the bed.


  Emery gawked at him as he tore off his uniform in record time. Indecision gripped her; she’d pushed him away and he came back. She’d kept her distance and he kept bringing her back to him. When she was with him, she felt a pull and a knowledge she wouldn’t say no to him. Ever.


  “Tim—”


  He cut her off by pulling her over to the edge of the bed by her ankles, then grabbing her shirt and ripping it over her head. “I need to touch you everywhere. I’m not…” He stared at her. “I can’t help myself.”


  He grabbed her panties and pulled them down her legs, throwing them in the same direction as his shirt. He buried his face between her legs and she jerked at the suddenness of it.


  “Oh…my…” she groaned and disappeared from the room at the apex of her undoing.
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  All she heard was the buzzing of the tires over the asphalt as she and Tim made their way to who knows where in his truck. They were driving over the Talmadge Memorial Bridge into South Carolina. Emery put her arm out the window and let the wind blow her hair back from her face. The morning was chilly and the sun was just rising, sitting on the edge of the earth like a yolk.


  Tim took a right on a heavily wooded road and drove several miles before turning onto a long dirt road. The Spanish moss dripping from the trees looked straight out of a movie.


  “You sure you want to be out here all day? You must be exhausted.” Emery watched the landscape as they moved deeper and deeper into the woods. When he didn’t answer her, she spoke again. “You’re not driving me here to kill me, are you? This is like out of a movie or something.”


  Tim stopped the truck next to what looked like a cinderblock house. “This is it,” he said, getting out of the truck. He stretched and took out the thermos of coffee Emery had made that morning for him. He took a sip and spat it out immediately.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “That, my dear, is the worst coffee I’ve had in my entire life.” Tim wiped his mouth off on his arm. “Shit. You drink that?”


  “Yes, it’s fine.” She pouted.


  “Emma, that’s putrid. You must have a stomach made of lead to drink that.”


  She took a sip of hers. “It’s fine,” she repeated.


  Tim grabbed her travel mug and took a sip. His face registered disgust. “You just can’t tell because you have a half bottle of cream in there.”


  “You’re a coffee snob.”


  “Um, no, I’m not. You just don’t know how to make it properly.”


  “Whatever, asshole,” she muttered, looking around. “It’s pretty out here.”


  “This is my favorite place in the entire world. I come out here to think, to be by myself, to get away from everything.” He took her hand and led her into the building. “My buddies and I used to come out here and have bonfires and drink beer when we weren’t supposed to. Eventually, I made my grandfather help me bring these bunk beds out for when we were hunting or too drunk to drive.”


  The building was one big room. There was a small kitchen in the far left corner with a table for six people nestled near it. That area was separated by three La-Z-Boy recliners and a gigantic television. The three bunk beds lined the wall at the far right, with a door at the back wall.


  “Cool,” she said and she meant it. It looked like a pretty simple place to hang without parents when he was younger. “Do your grandparents come out here a lot?”


  “Here?” He shook his head. “Meme wouldn’t be caught dead out here.” He shrugged. “Let’s walk around a bit and you can tell me all about yourself and growing up.” His tone was casual, but Emery knew this was planned. He wanted to see if she was going to open up to him. He needed her to. This was either the beginning or the end, and the decision was up to her.


  Emery looked up at him, trying to come up with a way to dodge this conversation. “I’m starving. Can we eat first?”


  He smiled. “Of course. Let’s take the truck down to the river. We can eat there.”


  As they drove deeper into the trees, the greens got richer and the woods more dense. They came to a clearing with a couple of grills, tables, and what looked like a shell of a garage. She could also see the edge of a river from the truck. Tim swung the truck around, putting the bed toward the water. He turned on the radio and pulled out what they’d packed for breakfast.


  “We’ll eat on the tailgate.” He motioned for her to grab a blanket behind the seat.


  Emery followed him and spread the blanket out on the bed of the truck, then hopped up on the tailgate, kicking her legs a bit. Tim set out bagels, fruit, and cream cheese. They prepared their bagels and Emery sipped her coffee.


  “I missed you this week,” she admitted.


  He looked up from his bagel. “Busy with work and trying to figure out if I can walk away from you.”


  Shocked from his admission, her mouth fell open.


  “What, Emma? You basically told me to fuck off, but in a really nice way.”


  She shook her head. “I didn’t…I just…”


  “Listen, I’m not stupid. I know something has happened to you. I know you ran from whatever it is. I know it has to do with your mom. I know that you refuse to tell me anything about that time in your life and I just needed some time to see what I would do with that.”


  Hearing his words made Emery lose her appetite and she sat the bagel on her paper plate. She was acutely aware that she would lose Tim, but there was hope in her heart somewhere that maybe she’d be able to keep him. Or come back to him. Or… Hope. There’s that word again that makes life more excruciating.


  “What did you decide?” she asked in barely a whisper, needing but not wanting to know.


  Tim finished chewing and stared into the water. After a few seconds, his eyes locked on hers. “I don’t know, Emma. I don’t like lies and I’m not sure I can be with someone who won’t share everything with me, but there’s a part of me that knows you. I mean, really knows you. The part that you want to hide from everyone, the part that makes me understand that you wouldn’t just lie to be cruel, that there’s some deep-seeded reason behind your lies. The part of you that makes yourself look at your scars first thing every morning, so that you don’t forget. The part of you that emerges when I’m inside you. I know it’s real and we’re real and I just don’t want to let that part go.”


  A choking noise escaped her lips as she stared into his eyes and he stripped her bare. He looked at her and saw Emery, not Emma. He saw the hurt shell of a girl.


  “That part,” Tim said as he leaned in and wiped away a tear that Emery hadn’t realized had escaped.


  “You’re right,” she blurted before she could change her mind. “You’re right about everything. I’m a liar. I don’t know if I could be with someone like me either.”


  Tim’s eyes widened at her admission.


  “It’s just…I don’t know if you’ll want me when you hear the truth, either, or that I’ll be safe or th—”


  “Emma,” Tim interrupted her. He grabbed her arm pulled her close to him.


  “I don’t want to see that change in your eyes when you look at me,” she said, her voice barely audible. “I know you’ll feel sorry for me. I don’t want that. Rachel changed.” A bag of trash floated past them; she stared at it until it vanished, transfixed. “I do it too when I read and hear stories about all the kids on my caseload.”


  She knew that this was it. This was the decision she’d been dreading: Tim or continuing to run, keeping her circle tight.


  Emery untangled herself from him and walked to the riverbank, standing precariously on the edge. One misstep and she’d be falling into the water. When she felt his presence behind her, she started talking calmly, not looking at him.


  “Only two people know this and I haven’t told anyone in four years. I…” she paused, taking a deep breath. “I was abused for years…” She fidgeted with her shirt. “No, that’s not true. I was raped, r-routinely, from when I was thirteen until I ran away from home at sixteen. I’ve been running since then. I feel the pain of it every day. I don’t know if I would know I was alive if I didn’t feel pain. I work to help kids so they won’t…” Her voice cracked. “I just want to help one kid. I’m so broken and fucked up and no one knows me except for Rachel and Derrick. I’m afraid that when I turn around and look at you, everything will have changed. I’m afraid that I’ve mistakenly let you into my life and I shouldn’t have. I wasn’t supposed to. My life is running and hiding and pain. That’s all I had, until you. I think…”


  She felt his hands take hers and wrap his fingers around them. She exhaled. “I’m afraid of everything,” she whispered.


  Emery was pulled into those now-familiar arms that wrapped tightly around her body. His lips grazed her ear as he whispered into her hair, “I love you.”


  She closed her eyes. Hope tiptoed down her throat and dove into her belly, causing goose bumps to spread across her entire body.


  CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

  Realization


  Emery sipped her coffee and watched the leaves fall from the trees against the backdrop of the gray sky. She couldn’t write her letter to Noah today. It was eye opening, the fact that she didn’t have the thoughts of him. She’d either run out of ways to say she was sorry or she was looking forward. That made her scared, the looking forward. For so long, there was no forward, only to the side. She sidestepped through life and moving forward meant mistakes. She couldn’t make mistakes. Emery was scared of the feelings she was allowing herself to feel, and so scared that she’d been stupid yesterday by telling Tim almost everything and especially what happened next.


  She picked up her phone and called Rachel, ready for the cussing she was about to hear.


  “Hey, bitch,” Rachel answered.


  “You sure are chipper before noon.”


  “I’ve been awake for a while, thank you very much. I’m getting ready for my interview tomorrow with a huge party planning company in Atlanta.”


  “That’s exciting. Good luck, even though I know you won’t need it.”


  “Well, I need all the luck I can get for this one, I think. They do parties for celebrities and all that shit, so I need to get my game face on.”


  “Do you ever not have your game face on?”


  “Only if I have my O face on.” Rachel burst out laughing and Emery joined her.


  “You’re crazy,” Emery commented through her fits of laughter.


  “You love it.”


  “I do.”


  “To what do I owe this morning phone call?”


  “Well, I need to tell you something and I think you might yell at me.”


  “You’re going to ruin my good mood?” Rachel whined. “I don’t want to know.”


  “Okay,” Emery sighed.


  There was a comfortable silence.


  “Throw it at me.” Rachel’s voice had lost some of its enthusiasm.


  “I told Tim last night.”


  Silence.


  “I mean not everything, of course, and I don’t know why I did. I just felt like I needed to, to keep him away, you know. I don’t deserve him and wanted him to see that...”


  “Em, what did you tell him?”


  “He knew it was something, but he couldn’t figure out what happened to me. It’s like he can see me...the real me.”


  “So you told him what, Em?” Rachel asked again.


  “I told him that I was running. That I ran here because the person who abused me found me in Nashville. I told him that I was broken, and damaged, and he shouldn’t want me. I told him he could do so much better. I told him I may leave again.”


  “Oh, Em. You are so wrong on so many levels. If he’s half the person you’ve been describing to me for all these months, I think Tim sees you and knows that you’re worthy of love, of respect, of adoration… You feel like you have no worth and no value, but you do. When you open up, Em…it’s beautiful. You actually glow, and your strength is amazing.” Rachel sighed. “Listen to me, Em. You deserve to be happy. You deserve to have your toes curl on a daily basis. You deserve everything.”


  “I’m a liar,” Emery whispered.


  “Em, I’m sorry.”


  Silence. Emery traced the scars on her left arm, the marks and reminders that she couldn’t do what she’d been doing. She couldn’t be falling for someone.


  “What did he say, Em?”


  “He said...” Her voice broke with an emotion she hadn’t felt since she was twelve. “He said he loved me.”


  An audible exhale sounded through the phone. “Em...if someone knows all the ugliness and stays, that’s love.”


  “I didn’t say it back,” Emery responded quickly.


  “I understand, but you do, don’t you?”


  “I...” Emery looked into her coffee. “I don’t know.”


  “Yes, you do, you just haven’t felt it before. If you told him what you did, you love him. It’s like with me. You knew immediately you could trust me, and that you would love me. We clicked. Did you feel it with him?”


  Emery smiled at the memory of her and Rachel in handcuffs at Perimeter Mall. “Truth?”


  “Of course, always.”


  “I think I felt it in the dance club, and that’s why I ran.”


  CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

  Normal?


  From: Romona Hicks

  To: Rachel Helms


  Make sure you check in on my sister this week. Her birthday is next week. I’ve sent you something to give her. Please give it to her on her actual birthday. Also, tell her I love her very much. I’m worried, Rachel. She’ll be thirteen.
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  Tim’s work schedule was interfering with them seeing each other, but he’d been sending her sweet texts every day.


  I miss the curve that goes from your ass to the back of your leg


  I could get lost in that curve


  I could live in that curve


  That set of texts came early on Friday morning right after midnight, followed with a plea to eat lunch with Meme.


  Meme is worried about your soul


  According to her you need to be saved


  Lunch is the only recourse


  Emery giggled at his texts and shot back her response.


  Well if that is the only way to save my soul, I’ll have a go at it


  Will sweet tea be served?


  Tim’s response was swift.


  Sweet tea is always served


  Emery put her phone on her bed and tried to think of a comeback, but her phone buzzed with another message.


  Thank you. It means everything


  So she agreed to go and have lunch with Tim’s grandmother, because it meant everything and it was something she could give him.
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  Emery was sitting at a wooden farm table on the back porch in the shade of several huge trees, running her finger up and down her mason jar of sweet tea while she waited for Meme to come with their lunch. Tim was working a high school football game today so he couldn’t come with her, but she didn’t want to cancel.


  “Here we go,” Meme sang as she walked into the screened-in porch that overlooked the path to the beach. She set two places of chicken salad, complete with grapes and goat cheese.


  “Wow, this looks amazing,” Emery commented.


  “I should have you over more often.” Meme laughed. “Henry never gives me compliments on my culinary skills.”


  “Do you think he’s just used to the awesome?” Emery asked before she shoveled a huge forkful of the chicken salad into her mouth.


  Meme laughed a full belly laugh, which caused Emery to start laughing as well.


  “Maybe.” Meme nodded, then wiped her mouth with her napkin. “Emma, Tim told me you two had a falling out a couple of weeks ago. You okay?”


  “It wasn’t a falling out,” Emery replied.


  “What was it then, dear?”


  Emery looked toward the beach for a few seconds and then turned back to meet Meme’s eyes. “I’m going to lose him,” she said simply. “It could be in a heartbeat, a month, or a year, but I’ll lose him and when I do, it will destroy me.”


  “Well, shit, honey, if everyone gave up the person who’d break their heart, there would be no marriages left.”


  Emery’s eyes widened at the curse word and then the entire statement. She’d never thought of it like that. She’d been so focused on the inevitability of their end, she hadn’t seen that maybe that’s what most people thought about their own relationships. That was a first.
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  Panic woke her in the middle of the night and she felt on the other side of the bed before remembering that Tim had the midnight shift. She grabbed her phone to check the time and saw that Tim had texted. It was 3:36 in the morning.


  When I look at you I wonder how I am so lucky to have found you. I hated leaving you tonight. I wanted to have your breasts pressed against me all night. I want to wake you with my tongue in your favorite place. I want to do everything with you. I want you to do everything with me. I want your first thought in the morning to be me (or my dick). I want your last thought before you close your gorgeous eyes to be me (or my dick). I don’t want you to cry or leave me in your mind and go off to a place that you’re scared of. I know I can’t save you, Emma. I don’t want to save you, but I want to be there when you save yourself. I want to be the one you run to when you realize who you really are. Me. I want you. All of you.


  Emery laughed and cried simultaneously at this text. He thought he was lucky? That might be the most important thing anyone had ever told her. He didn’t care about her pain. He wanted her to feel it and when she was better, he would be there. Tim didn’t want to make her different, but wanted her to figure it out on her own and he would celebrate with her. In that moment, with snot coming out of her nose from the tears and laughter, she knew with everything she had that she loved him utterly and completely.


  She texted him back, not wanting to compete with the utter blanket of love she felt for him from his text. So she kept it simple and typed the words she’d only ever remembered saying to Ashley and Rachel.


  I love you


  CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

  Sometimes the Pain isToo Much


  Emery was sitting at her desk on a Thursday when she got the text she’d been dreading for four years.


  911—Dublin exit 51, LaQuinta—Room under Romona Hicks


  All the years of holding herself together kicked in and she buzzed her boss. “I’m feeling really sick. I’m going home.” She disconnected and grabbed her things, walking mechanically to her car, and drove to Dublin, Georgia, to find out exactly what Rachel had learned about her sister.


  The drive was the longest two hours of her life. She kept looking at the text like it would magically turn into something different or have more information for her to digest. Guilt washed over her in waves. She’d left Ashley at home with pure evil and she’d never looked back. If he’d touched her in any way, he would have to deal with Emery. A very different Emery. An Emery that he didn’t know. One that would find a way to make him pay no matter what. Not for what he’d done to Emery, but for what he’d done to Ashley.


  She pulled off the exit in a daze. As she took a right toward the LaQuinta, she received a text from Rachel.


  Room 157. It’s in the back


  Navigating her car around the left of the hotel, she saw Derrick’s SUV and her heart sunk to her toes. This was bad. She could feel it in her bones. She pulled up and glanced around, baffled that Rachel had chosen this motel. The doors opened to the outside, like an old horror movie. That’s how she felt, too, like she was entering a scene in a horror movie.


  The curtain moved in the room directly in front of her and Rachel opened the door, her face devoid of both makeup and emotion. Derrick moved through the door and leaned into Rachel, whispering something in her ear. He tucked Rachel’s long hair behind her ear and then turned his eyes on Emery. He and Rachel were both in what looked like workout gear. His gray sweats were loose in all the right places and he had a long-sleeved shirt on, a wool cap pulled over his head. Emery moved to the door of the room as if her feet were made of lead. She knew that once she entered this room, everything would change and she would never recover. Derrick grabbed her arm gently as she passed him and he pulled her into a tight hug. She fit into his side underneath his arm.


  “Em, we’ll be okay.” He pushed her out from under his arm and met her eyes, his gaze intense. “We’ll make this right.” Then he looked over his shoulder at Rachel, who held a watery smile for a moment. Then it dropped from her face as if from a faucet and puddled at her feet.


  Emery stared at Derrick as he got in his SUV and drove off.


  “Em,” Rachel called softly from behind her.


  Emery shook her head, refusing to enter the room that would break any concrete columns she’d built in the past four years to hold herself up.


  The asphalt of the parking lot had black stains and cracks. The cracks mesmerized her. All these cracks and it hadn’t fallen apart yet. She wondered if that’s what she looked like on the inside, like a broken down street. Rachel wrapped her arms around her and laid her forehead on the back of Emery’s neck. They stood like that for what seemed like hours, but was only one full minute.


  Rachel pulled her in the room. “Sit down, Emery.”


  “I…” All of a sudden it was as if Emery had too much gum in her mouth to talk.


  “I have to tell you something, okay?”


  “Okay.”


  She silently pleaded for numbness to come into her brain before she heard whatever words were going to spill from Rachel’s mouth.


  “Emery,” Rachel sat down next to Emery on the bed, “Ashley’s dead.”


  Everything around her disappeared. The dingy curtains, the scratchy coverlet on the bed, the brown carpet. They all faded into nothing.
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  “Emery!” Ashley’s voice rang through the backyard. Emery was hiding at the top of the slide Ashley had just gotten for her sixth birthday. “I’m going to find you.”


  Emery giggled. Then she heard her sister climb up the stairs. Her cherubic face popped into the opening of the slide.


  “Told you!!” Ashley straddled Emery and forced them both to slide down, both laughing and struggling to stay upright.


  Emery fell off of the slide backward and Ashley landed on her. Then they both lay in the grass and looked up at the sky. Emery was babysitting for her mother because she and her new stepfather were on a date. Ashley and Emery’s dad had died of pancreatic cancer two years earlier. It had been a quick death; he found out he was sick and was gone within three months.


  “Do you think Daddy is up there watching us?” Ashley asked.


  “Ash, I sure hope so.” She smiled and reached to grab her sister’s hand. At four, Ashley had been sad, but didn’t mourn like Emery had. Her dad had been the fun one; he wrestled with them and took them to IHOP every Saturday morning, just them. She missed him every day.


  “I mean, he’s in heaven, right?”


  “Right.”


  “Someone at school told me there was no such thing as heaven.”


  Emery propped herself on one elbow and looked at Ashley. “Of course there’s a heaven. Why would they say that?”


  “He said if there was a God, why would he take good people, like Daddy?”


  Baffled, Emery didn’t say anything, but just wrapped her arms around her younger sister. “I know you miss him. Just know it’ll always be you and me. I’ll always be here for you, Ashley.”


  “You promise?”


  “Promise.” They joined their pinkies around in a swear solidifying their vow.
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  When she opened her eyes, she was in the back of Derrick’s SUV and they were already north of Macon, headed back to Atlanta. She sat up quickly.


  “I promised her,” she said to no one in particular.


  Rachel startled at Emery’s voice and turned in her seat. “Promised who?”


  “Ashley. I promised her that I’d always be there and I wasn’t. I left her there and I knew what he was capable of.”


  “Em.” Rachel reached to take her hand, but Emery shrank into the back seat away from her touch.


  “Tell me what happened,” she demanded. “Tell me everything.”


  “It was all over Facebook and TV. I don’t know all the details, but it looks like Ashley got into your mother’s prescription pills and…”


  “Why?” The word slipped out of Emery’s mouth unintentionally.


  “I…”


  “Why Rachel? Why would my baby sister kill herself?”


  “After I heard, I checked in with her best friend, Madison. It seems like she’d been withdrawing from everyone this week. Madison hadn’t seen her in a few days, and she’d stopped eating lunch with them and sat in the library instead. Madison didn’t know what happened to make her stop hanging out with them.”


  “I know.”


  “What?” Rachel asked.


  “I know what happened.” Emery was certain that she knew exactly why Ashley would do this, because she’d wanted to do it so many times during those three horrible years. Ashley just actually did it.


  “Derrick, I need you to help me.” Emery leaned back into the seat and felt her mindset change from mourning to revenge. “I’m going to kill him.”


  CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

  Slaying Old Dragons


  She sat at Derrick’s kitchen table, staring at the dirty knees of her jeans. The Georgia red dirt had soaked through her pants and stained them. Her life was stained. She was stained. Forty-eight hours after she’d watched her sister be lowered into the ground, they finally had a plan. Rachel talked Madison’s mother into calling and asking Celeste to meet her for a spa day to help with the stress and Phil would be there by himself. Emery would go then. She’d been ignoring messages from Tim all day. She’d told him she had the flu and was going to be bedridden for a few days. A tear fell down her cheek and she clumsily wiped it off. Her reality was she was in Atlanta to say goodbye to her thirteen-year-old sister.


  Derrick put two guns on the table. “Rach, I really need you to let me come with y’all.” He ran his hand over his dark cropped hair.


  “Babe, no way. We’ll do this. You’ve done enough.”


  Emery got up from the couch and wrapped her arms around Derrick. “Thank you,” she whispered into his chest.


  Derrick had really thought of everything. They had rubber gloves and an untraceable gun. He’d also provided them with a stolen car that they’d be leaving somewhere in Atlanta and getting him to pick them up after they were finished.


  “Anything for you, Em.” He smiled at Rachel and disappeared into the back of the house.


  “We can do this,” Rachel said. “That motherfucker deserves to die and you deserve to do it.”


  Emery nodded. She felt nothing because Derrick had been smart enough to get her a prescription of Valium. At least lacking emotion is good for something.


  Rachel called her mother to kill some time. She listened and smiled at Emery, giving her the thumbs up. They made small talk and Emery let her mind wander to her sister. She was so full of life when Emery left, all smiles and rainbows. He’d taken that from her. She’d loved Harry Potter and was halfway into the series when Emery left; she wondered if Ashley finished reading it.


  “Let’s go.” Rachel’s voice shook Emery from her thoughts sometime later. Rachel picked up both guns and made sure the safeties were on. “You ready?”


  Emery nodded and took a gun.
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  They pulled into a driveway down the road from her old house. Emery and Rachel walked around the neighbor’s house and stared into the back of her house, which had plenty of windows. There he was, watching a football game and drinking beer. Like nothing happened. Like he didn’t kill her sister.


  “I hope he’s enjoying the game,” Rachel said through clenched teeth.


  “It’ll be his last,” Emery said, shocked by her own conviction. “You have the rope, right?”


  “Yep.”


  “Rachel, I don’t want you to have to do anything but watch out, okay? You just keep watch. This isn’t your fight.”


  Rachel stared intently into Emery’s eyes. She nodded once and they began walking to the back door that Emery knew would be open. She opened it and relished the flash of surprise on Phil’s face before a smirk settled in on his lips.


  “Well, isn’t this a surprise,” he said, mocking her. “You missed the funeral. Your mother was distraught.”


  Rachel found the docking station where she slid in her iPhone and turned up the music as high as it would go. The bass pulsed and cut out all thoughts from Emery’s head.


  Emery, momentarily frozen in place, closed her eyes for just a second, but it was long enough for him to cross the threshold of the kitchen to where she stood. He grabbed her jaw, hard. His big hands squeezed her and he leaned in, only inches from her face.


  “You came back because you liked what I did with you. You used to grind your hips against me. You wanted it and you liked it.”


  Emery’s rage took over and she spit in his face. “You’re disgusting!” she yelled and then as he wiped her spit off his chin, she kicked him as hard as she could in the nuts.


  He screamed in agony and doubled over. Emery raised the gun and shot him in the arm. He screamed, but no one would hear him. She walked over to him and looked down to where he’d fallen on the ground.


  “Get up and walk upstairs,” she said calmly.


  “Fuck you,” he spit.


  “You already did that, and I didn’t like it. So…I think I’ll shoot you again, if that’s what you want.” Emery raised her gun and meant to pull the trigger when he held up his uninjured hand to show surrender and started moving toward the stairs. Emery put the gun to his back and pushed him up the stairs. Once they got to the landing she paused and pulled him to the left. He looked at her with a question on his face. “I’m going to let you sit on my little sister’s bed while we chat,” Emery sneered.


  He turned into Ashley’s room and sank onto the pink bed, still clutching his arm, a trail of blood running down his sleeve. No turning back now. Emery’s insides shook with rage. Ashley’s room hadn’t changed. She was still rainbows and sunshine and he’d killed her. He’d made her life so horrible she’d taken her own life to get away from him.


  Emery tied his feet with the rope Rachel had given her and began to pull his arms behind him when he elbowed her in the face, knocking her back. She hit him in the temple with the butt of the gun and because his legs were tied, he fell on his back on Ashley’s bed.


  Emery heard the music change, which was their sign something was up, but she didn’t stop. She didn’t care anymore.


  “You know, I had all these things planned to tell you about all the destruction you’ve caused my family, but it’s pretty fucking clear you don’t care.” Emery wiped a stray hair off her face.


  He must’ve seen something in her eyes because he turned from condescending to emotional and started sobbing. “I’m so sorry. I’m sick. I told your mother I needed therapy. I tried not to touch her.”


  He’d told her mom! She felt like she’d been slapped in the face. Her mother had known all along.


  Her armor was filling with rust and she couldn’t move.


  Her mother had let this man touch both of her girls. Her insides began disintegrating, pain permeating every cell of her body.


  “Emery,” she heard from behind her.


  Emery’s head snapped around and stared into her mother’s eyes.


  “You can leave now,” her mother said, nodding at Phil. “I’m going to finish what you started, dear.”


  “Fuck you!” Emery cried. “You let this happen! You knew what he was doing?” Her voice was an octave higher and she was shaking. She thought she was starting to go into shock.


  “No. He’s lying. I knew something terrible had happened when you left, and I kept trying to find you so that I could fix it. Ashley wasn’t as strong as you; she couldn’t survive what he did to her. She left a note that explained everything.” Her voice cracked and she cleared her throat. “Your sister was very descriptive in her last note to me. I know about the way he’d come in here, into my daughter’s room and violate her with his fingers, his penis.” She glowered at him. “You bastard.”


  Emery dry heaved thinking about Ashley’s last days and what Phil had done to her sister—exactly what’d he’d done to her. She was mesmerized by her mother’s demeanor. She didn’t know this calm and collected woman, but then again, this woman didn’t know her either.


  “Emery, head back down to Savannah. I’ll fix this.” Celeste didn’t turn her attention away from the man bleeding on Ashley’s bed.


  “You…” Emery whispered. “You knew where I was.”


  “Of course, dear. I almost found you in Nashville, but you were too quick.”


  “How did you find me?”


  Celeste waved her question off. “Doesn’t matter.”


  Rachel was watching the entire scene from the door. Emery looked at her, for what, she didn’t know.


  “Rachel, be a dear and take my only living daughter from this house and get as far from here as possible.”


  “Don’t do this!” Emery pleaded suddenly. “Don’t take this away from me. I want to kill him. I need to kill him.”


  “Emery, I know you think you need to do this, but let me do it. I’m almost positive this would crush you.”


  “I’m already rubble,” Emery muttered.


  “I don’t want this on your conscience for the rest of your life. I’ve set things up for you. I need you to be okay.” Celeste reached her hand out and grabbed Emery’s, giving it a squeeze. “I need to know that I did something right, that I saved one of you.”


  Emery turned around and looked at her mother. “How can I trust you?”


  “I suppose you can’t, dear.” Her mother’s eyes didn’t meet hers, but stayed trained on Phil, the man that she’d chosen to bring into the lives of her two little girls. “Can I use your gun? It can’t be tracked, can it?”


  “Not to Emery,” Rachel piped up.


  Emery fought with herself. She didn’t trust this woman who’d once kissed her cuts and scrapes and watched every gymnastics practice.


  Seeing the indecision in Emery’s eyes, her mother turned slightly and looked her in the eyes. “I failed both of my daughters. I’m responsible for this. Let me do it,” she urged. “I need to do it.”


  Taking the gun from Emery’s hands, she turned and shot Phil in the chest without any hesitation.


  Emery blinked and stared at her mother. “Go, dear,” her mother said again, her voice just above a whisper. “This may be hard to believe, but I do love you.”


  Emery looked at her sister’s pink comforter, then to Phil, and then to her mother. Time seemed to stand still before Rachel started pulling Emery out of the room. She wanted to say something, scream something, but her thoughts felt like molasses and her voice was stuck in her throat. Emery’s eyes were trained on the woman that had once made her pancakes, the woman who gave her life, and she wanted to thank her, to touch her…but then they were running down the stairs.


  When they reached the kitchen, Emery took a deep breath. Rachel grabbed her iPhone out of the dock, the loud music giving way to a sickening silence, and opened the back door. The chimes signaled they were leaving, like it was a regular visit. As the door slammed, Emery saw a flash in her sister’s bedroom window and heard a gunshot. Then there was another shot and a sound that Emery would never forget. She doubled over. Emery couldn’t breathe, she just tried to put one foot in front of the other.


  Rachel stopped walking ahead of her and came back to put her arm around Emery’s shoulders.


  “Emery, I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “But we have to go now.”


  Rachel held her up as they ran to the car, Emery trying to breathe the entire time and failing. Jumping in, Rachel sped to the meeting point where they planned on dropping the car and meeting Derrick. They were quiet. Shock coursed through Emery’s body, but no thoughts formed in her mind.


  CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

  The Rubble of Our Sins


  Emery didn’t remember getting her car from the motel in Dublin or the four hour drive back to her apartment.


  “Emma,” Ms. Carter called as she walked slowly up the stairs the next morning, “are you okay?”


  Emery turned and looked over her shoulder, nodding.


  “Your boyfriend was here, looking for you. I told him you were gone. He said you were sick. Have you been in the hospital?”


  “I had a family emergency, Ms. Carter,” Emery said, her voice full of physical and mental exhaustion.


  Tim had been here looking for her. She couldn’t handle that right now. She just wanted to drink and pass out. That was her plan.


  “Dear, you look like you’re sick. Your boyfriend asked me to let him know if I saw you.”


  “Don’t.” Emery didn’t recognize her own voice. “Thank you, but I’ll call him myself.” Liar.


  “Okay,” the old woman replied with a sigh. “Well, let me know if you need anything.” Ms. Carter closed her door and Emery padded up the remainder of the steps and stood in front of the door to her apartment.


  She leaned her forehead against the door and her existence disappeared. She didn’t know where to go from here. Ashley.


  She sent Tim a text.


  I’m still not feeling well. Stop bothering Ms. Carter.


  Then she pushed open her door and walked into the place that she’d begun to think of as home. She stilled about two steps in because she smelled him. Looking to her right, she found Tim sitting on her couch, elbows on his knees and head in his hands. He looked up and they locked eyes. He blinked slowly, as if making sure she was really there.


  “Please leave,” she said as she walked into the kitchen and put her bags of vodka on the counter.


  Tim was on his feet and in the kitchen in seconds. He pinned her back against the cabinets, his lips inches from hers. She blinked.


  “Are you okay?” Tim’s thumb grazed her bottom lip and it started to tremble, the events of the last two days bubbling to the surface.


  She shook her head.


  “Tell me,” he demanded.


  She shook her head again and closed her eyes this time, trying to ward off the tears that were pooling in her eyes.


  “Why the fuck not?” His voice was full of indignation.


  She sighed and stepped out of his hold. Turning, she reached into her cabinet and got a glass, filled it with ice, and started pouring her first glass of vodka, straight. Tim stood there and watched as she took gulps. She was still facing away from him after her third gulp.


  “You need to leave,” she repeated.


  “I’m not leaving.”


  Her head sagged and she sighed heavily. Emery didn’t want this. She hadn’t wanted to do this now or when she saw Tim in the dance club. She’d always known it’d come down to this.


  “Emma, tell me what’s going on.”


  His hand was on her back, threatening to soothe her, but she didn’t want to be soothed. She wanted the pain. Emery shook off his hand. The pain was all she deserved. Emery turned around and leaned against the counter, drink in her hand.


  “Tim, you don’t know me. This,” she moved her hand over her wildly to indicate her, “is why you shouldn’t have even talked to me after the dance club. I’m poison. I’m a criminal and I can’t tell you shit about it because you’re a cop.” She spit the word cop out like it was a disease.


  Tim’s eyes grew wide. “What are you talking about?”


  “I’m talking about how you need to get the fuck out of here and never come back.” Her voice didn’t give away the utter devastation she was feeling, but sounded steely.


  “Emma, we can work anything out. I love you.” He took a step toward her and she moved away, walking toward the back of her apartment.


  “You don’t love me, Tim. You don’t even know me.”


  “Emma, talk to me.” Tim followed Emery and stood right behind her.


  “STOP FUCKING CALLING ME THAT!” Emery turned and pushed Tim’s chest to get some space.


  His eyes widened and he took a step back. “You love me,” he whispered.


  “It doesn’t fucking matter.” She let out a cold laugh at the fact that she did love him, but needed him to leave. “I actually think I’m incapable of love, Tim.” This was a lie she now wished was true.


  “No, you love me. I feel it,” Tim asserted.


  “You feel my orgasm, Tim, that’s it.” Emery actually felt her heart crack in two and she looked away from him so he wouldn’t see the truth in her eyes.


  His eyes lit with pain. “Why are you doing this? Do you want me to go?”


  “I warned you. I told you this wouldn’t work and you just kept pushing. You wouldn’t listen.” She couldn’t look at him anymore so she walked back to the kitchen and filled up her glass again.


  “Emma, what’s going on?”


  “We’re done,” she said softly. The brittle silence between them hung in the air. She tried to breathe and hoped he would just leave.


  “We’re done?” He looked at her from where she’d left him standing in the den.


  She glanced sideways to see resignation fill his features. Those perfect features that she loved to trace with her fingertips that she’d never see again.


  “We’re done?”


  “Yeah, we’re done.” Emery turned up the glass, the vodka going down smoothly now. “Don’t come back.”


  “You’re really doing this? You lied to me about being sick, you come back here on a mission to get drunk, and now you’re breaking up with me?”


  “I LIE TO YOU EVERYDAY!” She turned and took a few steps toward where he was standing and yelled at him, shocking him again. “Don’t you get that? I fucking told you. I told you that and you didn’t care.” She pointed her finger at him accusingly. The liquor was making her mouth a little loose. “You wanted to give in to whatever we feel, but guess what? Our feelings don’t matter. Nothing fucking matters. I can’t be with you and you shouldn’t want to be with me.”


  He took a step toward the kitchen again. “Why did you lie to me every day?”


  “Fuck, Tim,” she said, her voice exasperated, “just leave. Okay?” She was begging now.


  “Why?” he repeated his infuriating question to her back.


  “Because you fucking ruined everything. Now leave, please.” She turned to face him and they stared at each other, but there was no hunger like there usually was, only desperation and heartbreak. Emery blinked first. “I’m going to get very drunk to mourn the breakup of us, so get out so I can get on with it.”


  Stepping toward her, he reached out and took her left forearm and ran his fingers over her scars.


  “GET OUT!” she screamed and doubled over. Tears started then. Great, huge sobs. She couldn’t help it. He was everything she needed and couldn’t have, but she was lethal and she loved him too much for that.


  “Don’t do this, Emma,” he pleaded. “You don’t want to.”


  She couldn’t speak, and she didn’t look up from where her body had collapsed in on itself, she just pointed to the door.


  He took steps backward toward the door, clearly shocked by what had transpired. “Make sure this is what you want, Emma. If I leave now, I’m not coming back.” His voice was soft but resolute.


  “I know, that’s the plan,” she straightened up and said clearly. Then she grabbed the bottle and poured herself another drink.
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  Emery kept the covers over her head, hiding. Sometimes it helped to just hibernate. She’d purchased three bottles of different flavored vodka on her way home from Atlanta. She’d drank most of the vanilla vodka yesterday when she broke up with Tim.


  She’d broken up with Tim.


  In Atlanta, everything went terribly wrong. Not that anything she did ever went according to plan, but she wanted to avenge her sister, hoping that her own soul would have been mended. She thought it would be easy, but reality had crashed into her like a freight train going full speed.


  She’d wanted to kill Phil, but her mom did it. She’d wanted to be done thinking about them, but she couldn’t, no matter what she tried.


  The heavy thud of her mother’s body falling to the floor as she and Rachel were leaving the house echoed through her brain repeatedly. The image of her mother shooting Phil appeared every time she closed her eyes. The slackness in his jaw, the blood splattering on the light pink of her sister’s comforter seemed to be tattooed behind her eyelids. It didn’t matter what she did, it was there. She was sure the dull sound of her mother’s body hitting the floor in Ashley’s room would haunt her until the day she finally left this godforsaken earth.


  Fucking ruined.


  “Ugh,” she muttered to herself. She only had a half of the marshmallow vodka left and that was because it was disgusting. She rolled the vodka bottle on the floor as she lay in her bed trying not to think of anything. Could she just live in the space of nothing? She wouldn’t care about anything there and she wouldn’t feel any pain. That way she wouldn’t feel as if razors were slicing her open, a new cut opening as soon as one healed, over and over again in a vicious cycle. How could one person bear so much? She didn’t know if she would make it; she just wanted to stay in this place of nothing.


  Her cell phone rang, but she didn’t make a move to answer it. She wasn’t speaking, not to anyone about anything. She couldn’t form sentences. She’d killed her sister and Phil and now her mother was dead too. She’d always thought of him as evil, but he’d turned her mother into a person Emery didn’t recognize. Maybe he’d turned Emery into a monster as well.


  Her phone chirped that she had a message. It’d been doing that every few minutes for the past hour and Emery simply couldn’t pull her drunk ass out of bed to quit the annoying chirping. Then it rang again.


  “FUCK!” Emery screamed at the top of her lungs.


  She rolled over on her back and looked up at the hammered tin on the ceiling. Please stop calling me. The phone rang again and Emery threw herself on the floor and crawled into the den where the phone was on the charger, still ringing. It was Rachel. She couldn’t talk to her. She couldn’t talk to anyone.


  A text appeared.


  Emma, this is Meme. Tim told me to come get you and bring you to Lucas but you aren’t answering your phone.


  Her heart stopped beating. She would die, drunk and in Noah’s Vanderbilt jersey. It was the only thing she had of his and it comforted her for some reason, she didn’t know why. As soon as she started listening to the voicemails, there was a knock on her door. She was on her hands and knees, her head hung so low her chin rested on her chest. She didn’t want Meme to see her like this. Ms. Carter must’ve let her into the building. Emery didn’t move. She was frozen. The knocking grew louder.


  “Emma?” Meme called from the other side of the door. “Tim said to come get you and take you to one of your kids’ houses.”


  Emery sat back on her heels in what looked like a yoga pose and was quiet. Her mind wouldn’t work to even respond.


  “Emma? I know you’re in there and Tim told me you may be in a state. Baby girl, just let me in.”


  Pushing herself off the ground, she walked over to the door and opened it. Without greeting Meme, she turned and walked into her room to put pants on.


  “Emma, are you okay?” By the sound of Meme’s voice, it sounded like she was staying in the den. She appreciated that.


  She pulled on jeans, rain boots, her coat, and a wool cap. When she started toward the den again, she grabbed some gum off the counter and popped it in her mouth. Emery was drunk, and she shouldn’t be going anywhere involving her job, but it was Lucas.


  “Emma…” Meme’s mouth hung open and her face showed shock as she took in Emery’s appearance and demeanor. She clamped her mouth shut and she followed Emery out to her car. Once they both got in, Meme turned to face Emery, who was sitting with her head against the passenger side window. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but you need to pull it together, baby. It doesn’t sound good.”


  Emery blinked. My life isn’t good. My life is miserable. All that surrounds me is misery.


  Nothing. She thought nothing, heard nothing but the monotone voice of the GPS system telling them which way to go. She didn’t need that, she had the route memorized. If she could talk, she could direct Meme.


  When they turned down the street that Emery knew very well, everything stopped. She felt like she was in some sort of movie where everything froze, but she kept moving. The air stopped entering her lungs, the scream caught in her throat, and she felt life leave her. The blue lights that lined the road leading up to Lucas’s home flashed on their faces as Meme tried to figure out where to park. Emery couldn’t hear anything and it felt like a weight was on her chest. She searched the road for Tim—the only part of her body that worked was her eyesight—but she couldn’t see him. Meme pulled up very close to the house.


  Her nothing came crashing down as she got out of the car. She saw nothing but a body bag being wheeled out of the house. Her guts seized in fear and everything else fell away. She braced herself on a tree with one hand and vomited up all the vodka she’d had over the past twenty-six hours. When she looked up, the cart with the body was being shut in the coroner’s vehicle.


  “Yeah, it’s a bad scene over here. Yeah, the kid.” Emery looked up at the cop with his phone calling in the scene. “DFCS has been involved.” The cop walked by her and she heard the words that shut down any sort of functioning she was capable of. “No, he didn’t make it.”


  “Lucas,” she sputtered, spit and drool slipping off her chin and falling to the ground to pool on the leaves collected under her feet. She put both hands on her knees and tried not to scream. She had now officially lost the very kid that she’d been working so hard to help. Nothing she did mattered. She’d failed Lucas. Without realizing it, more vodka escaped Emery’s mouth. Her nose was burning with the puke.


  Meme came around and put a hand on her shoulder. “Emma, I think we should go,” she said softly.


  Emery looked up and saw Trina coming out of the house in handcuffs. Tim had his hand on her elbow, leading her toward his cruiser, and it was like the cord that had been barely holding her together snapped.


  No! Lucas was the only person left who could save her. She’d lost everyone. Her life stopped here. She would leave everything here.


  Emery pushed herself up and rushed to Trina, ramming her shoulder into her at full speed. Trina was screaming and floundering on the ground. She’d knocked Tim down too. Emery was straddling Trina and she began pummeling Trina’s face, ribs, and stomach. Emery heard nothing. She didn’t hear Meme yelling. She didn’t hear Tim calling her name. She just kept hitting Trina. Blood was on her hand and splattered on her face. Then she felt herself being pulled. Pulled away from Trina and her fucked up selfish bullshit. Tugged from the reality of what she saw. Jerked from this half-ass life she’d tried to make for herself in Savannah. In the moment she was uprooted from beating Trina’s ass, she realized everything she’d ever done was a lie. Her life was a fucking lie.


  “Emma.” Tim was breathing into her ear. “Breathe, baby, just breathe.”


  She was done breathing, but she was still screaming. Lucas was gone, they were taking him away and she, the liar, the asshole, the nothing was still here.


  He’d made her better for a short time. She couldn’t be better.


  She felt a prick in her arm and everything turned black.


  CHAPTER FIFTY

  No Fight Left


  She blinked rapidly as the grimy room came into focus. Inhaling deeply, the pungent smell of antiseptic filled her nose. She tried to ease into her new reality; the only people that she’d stayed around for were dead. Dead and gone. Why was she still here? Emery closed her eyes for a few seconds, hoping that this was just a drunken nightmare. Oh shit, I’m going to be sick.


  Her eyes flew open. She was in an empty hospital room. Emery dry heaved into a plastic dish she found sitting on the tray next to her bed. Tears fell from her eyes; she wiped them away with the back of her hand. There were beeps and voices outside her room. Panic began circling her, surrounding her and closing in around her. She had to get out of here.


  She put her feet on the floor and stood up slowly, then walked the few steps to the chair where her clothes were neatly folded. On top of her clothes was the bracelet Rachel bought her. It taunted her. Her purse and shoes were sitting on the floor in front of the chair. A Trenta size Starbucks coffee cup sat next to her shoes. She only knew one person who drank a coffee that size. She wondered if Rachel was still in the hospital. Her phone told her it was 5:00 am and that she’d missed a million calls from Rachel. She texted Rachel quickly.


  Headed back to the apartment


  She threw her arms and legs into her clothes and shoved her feet into her rain boots. She shoved the bracelet into her jeans pocket, not able to bring herself to put it on. Pulling her wool cap down to her eyes, she peered out of the door, thankful she didn’t see anyone in the hallway.


  She hurried to the stairs and took the three flights down to the lobby slowly, then speed walked out the front door to where the lone cab driver sat waiting just to the left of the entrance. Her heart was beating so fast she thought it may burst out of her chest. She gave the cabbie her address and leaned back as she watched the sun peek up over the water. She texted Rachel again.


  Thanks for bringing my purse.


  “Thank you,” Emery said and handed the cab driver her money out of her bag that Rachel had somehow brought to the hospital and slid out of the back seat. She had no recollection of anything other than Lucas was dead. Ashley was dead. She hadn’t been able to help anyone.


  She took a deep breath and took out her key, unlocking the door and trudging up the stairs. Her door was slightly ajar, but that didn’t surprise her since she’d left drunk out of her mind, but then she saw Rachel standing in her den. She was holding two books in her hands, her hair pulled up in a messy bun. Derrick was sitting on the couch on the phone.


  “What are you doing?” Emery asked still standing at the entrance of her apartment.


  “Emery, things are a little…” Rachel looked to Derrick for help. “Complicated. We came as soon as we heard.”


  “How did you hear?” Emery asked.


  “It was on the news. You can’t beat the shit out of a mom at a crime scene where there are TV cameras and think that won’t get picked up,” Rachel chastised.


  “I don’t give a fuck,” Emery barked and walked into her room. She was so done with everything.


  Rachel looked at Derrick and then followed Emery into the bedroom. “Listen, I know you’re upset…”


  “Upset!” Emery spun around and yelled. “Upset? You don’t know shit. I can’t even describe to you how I feel because it is so beyond anything I’ve ever felt. There’s no name for this emotion,” she choked out.


  Rachel stepped close to Emery and tried to hug her.


  Emery shook her head. “You should’ve told me, Rach. You should’ve known that Ashley was raped. I needed you to know.” Her voice caught with emotion she needed to wring out of herself like water out of a wash rag. Emery was so fucking tired of emotions.


  Rachel’s eyes went wide and she stepped back. “Emery…” she warned.


  “I can’t handle all of this. I don’t know how.” Emery slumped on the bed. “I’m so mad. I…”


  “You can’t be mad at me. After all the …”


  “Yes, the fuck, I’m mad at you. I’m mad at you the most, because you said you’d watch after her.”


  Derrick’s boots made his presence known before he entered Emery’s room. He pointed his finger before he even said anything. “Emery, you need to be careful. Think before you say any more. All Rachel has ever done is save your fucking ass.”


  Rachel sagged into him.


  Emery’s rage consumed her. “Just get the fuck out of here, both of you. I can take care of myself.”


  “What—” Rachel’s face crumbled at Emery’s tone.


  “Come on, Rachel, let’s give her some space.” Derrick took her hand and began pulling her out of Emery’s room.


  “Emery, I need you to calm down and then we’ll be back,” Rachel said through clenched teeth. “I’m giving you an hour before I expect your apology.”


  “Fuck you.” Emery turned around and walked toward her closet.


  She heard the door slam as Derrick and Rachel left. Now she had no one. Now she would leave. Emma Simpson would be left on the floor of this apartment where she’d never be seen or heard from again. Her job would be filled by some other nameless, faceless bleeding heart that wouldn’t be able to help anyone either. All the kids on her caseload would be shifted to someone else. Emma’s absence in Savannah would be swallowed up and no one would give a shit.


  She began throwing clothes in a suitcase. She left her notebooks, the ones that reminded her she was okay. She left her computer; she’d get another one. Noah’s jersey lay in a heap on the floor in her closet for someone to find. Emery didn’t want anything that tied her to any of the people she was before. They didn’t exist anymore.


  Emery stopped at the door and looked around the apartment, appreciating the memories that she’d try to forget. She pulled the cuff that Rachel had given her out of her pocket, the one that reminded her to be brave. She let it fall from her fingertips and the harsh sound as it hit the floor prompted her last round of tears.


  CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

  Make Me Wanna Die


  Twenty minutes later, she was sailing down 95 and hurrying to get lost on the road. She stopped at a fast food restaurant and ate breakfast. After wiping everything that was Emma Simpson off her phone, she set it on the table and walked out of the restaurant. Her life was over, now she just had to go somewhere she wouldn’t hurt anyone she loved anymore.


  Her windows were down and The Pretty Reckless blared from the speakers. Her hair blew around in a mess of tangles and despair. Tears no longer flowed like a leaky faucet; she’d cried herself dry. She’d lost herself again for a while in Savannah and in falling in love with someone she didn’t expect. Now Tim knew that she didn’t really exist and that everything about her was a lie. Lucas was dead. Ashley was dead. Her mother was dead. Phil was dead. Emery was truly alone.


  The pain was too much to rationalize and the thought occurred to her to turn around and kill Trina, that wench of a mother. That wretched human being that was allowed a child. This world destroyed people, herself included, but she had hoped that Lucas would survive his abuse, like she had. She’d hoped that he’d survive and become someone happy and healthy, due, in part, to her. She wanted to help him and she’d failed. Hope. It had tempted her with its beauty and suffocated her with its reality.
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  It was only after she saw signs for Miami that she felt like she could breathe. Pulling off the exit, she stopped for gas then bought a pre-pay phone at Wal-Mart in South Beach. As she was walking through the doors to leave she saw two girls—young, maybe sixteen—giggling and holding hands. It reminded her of Rachel. I will miss that. She missed Rachel already. Emery had always known that she needed Rachel and now she felt that loss in her bones. Tim was someone she wouldn’t even allow herself to think about.


  Before she got back on the highway, she stopped at a library and logged into Facebook as Romona Hicks. She typed out a message to Rachel.


  From: Romona Hicks

  To: Rachel Helms

  R,


  This is the last time I’ll check this page. I know you won’t understand this, me leaving after everything you and Derrick have done for me. I just can’t. I don’t know how to live my life, or Emma’s life, anymore. Please don’t read this saying I’m going to do something stupid. I’m going to live through this, if you call what I’ll be doing living. I thought what I had been through before was hard. I want to laugh at using that word to describe my life. Maybe tragic or disastrous is more appropriate. I just want to take the shambles of my life and hide away from anyone that I could hurt, especially you and Tim.


  You saved my life too many times to count and you need to stop saving me, because I’m pretty sure it’s a full time job. You’ve been saving me for years and this is me saving you. You deserve to live your life without worrying about the friend who poisons everything she touches. It’s better this way. I’ll be someone else, someone who wallows in their brokenness, because I won’t have you to fix me, to lift me up, and make me feel like I can do this.


  I don’t deserve to have a life when I helped end my sister’s. I love you, Rachel, and I’m letting you go. I’m okay. I’ll be fine. The last favor I’ll ask of you is to tell Tim that I love him and this is me loving him. I don’t want to infect his world any more than I already have. He’ll know that the person he fell in love with doesn’t exist, that I’m a liar and a fraud. He’ll move on and get through it.


  I can already hear you cussing. You are the other pieces of me that made me whole. You’re the good pieces, Rachel, and all that’s left of me is a shipwreck.


  Don’t look for me. I don’t want to be found. I don’t want to be saved. I’m not worthy of it.


  E


  Emery hit send and sat there, numb, trying to process the decisions she’d made in the last twenty-four hours. Her sister was gone. Lucas was gone. She walked out of the library and left Emery behind. She didn’t exist anymore. Emery was dead just like everyone else in her family.
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  She only stopped twice on her ten hour drive before she pulled into the Sheraton overlooking Smathers Beach in Key West. She’d come here with her mother and sister years ago and it was a fun trip because Phil wasn’t there. She paid cash for her room, which totally freaks people out these days, went to her room, and slept for days.
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  CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

  Biding my Time


  For the past six months Emery had been Ericka Smith. She couldn’t be Emery or Emily or Emma, they all were people who had memories she couldn’t drink away. So now, in Key West, she was Ericka. Ericka was fun, worked her ass off, and didn’t give anyone any trouble, but she drank…A LOT. However, it seemed this was not uncommon in Key West, so she fit in with the other misfits who had given up their lives on the mainland and were hiding on the island.


  Currently she was bartending at a bar in the middle of Duval Street, the greatest street in America. It was ten o’clock in the morning so not many people were out yet, but there was one man who looked like he’d never been to bed. She made herself a Bloody Mary and sat on one of the barstools looking out at the empty street. Inhaling deeply, she smelled the stale beer and disinfectant, just like every morning. Then she opened a piece of paper that had so many creases the words were illegible, but she didn’t really need to read it. The piece of paper had found its way to Ericka in Key West even though she told Rachel to forget about her. She knew every single word by heart. Ericka forced herself to read this paper every fucking day to make damn sure she didn’t pack her bags and run back to where Emma remained in a pool of misery.


  Emery,


  Please don’t be mad at me. I couldn’t take it if you were mad at me. I don’t know what to do because Phil made me do things that hurt and made me feel dirty. I can’t talk to Mom and you’re not here. I think I understand why you left now. I don’t blame you. I wish you would’ve taken me with you. I can’t let him touch me like that again. I won’t. I know that suicide is a sin, but so is what he did and I can’t live with it. It hurts to open my eyes.


  I miss you so much.


  Love,


  Ashley


  The sorrow that sat on her chest every day was so heavy, the word grief didn’t even come close to describing what she felt.


  Worthless. Emery had killed Ashley by leaving. By saving herself she’d killed her innocent little sister.


  Murderer. She deserved to be by herself so that her poison didn’t kill anyone else.


  Liar. Rachel and Tim were so much better without her around.


  Toxic. She’d tried to help Lucas and failed miserably.


  Contaminated. Her pain filled every pore in her body. Every single step she took was full of loss, regret, and utter desperation.


  The mask of Ericka saved her. Ericka smiled her empty smile and flirted with all the drunk men that came in. She saw their masks and wondered if they could see hers. She’d shed her long sleeves—it was too fucking hot here—and the only thing that could possibly give away her total undoing was the tattoo she’d gotten as soon as she was settled in Key West. It was script on her right forearm that read, “My heart is broken and my head is just barely inhabitable.” On her left wrist, she had her sister’s name inked as well, so every few minutes, she thought of her, every way she turned. She didn’t hide her scars anymore. She wore them. Ericka was scarred and ruined and she wanted everyone to see that. She needed to see it. The tattoo was just another reminder.


  Lucas was never far from her mind. He’d filled her life with hope and it had been snuffed out with such fury she couldn’t comprehend it. Tim inhabited her thoughts at night, when she closed her eyes and willed herself to sleep. She hadn’t slept more than four hours since she’d started working at the bar. His lips, his hands, everywhere they’d touched her—his essence was emblazoned on her body. She hadn’t known it was possible to miss someone so much. Every second was full of her trying to push him out of her memory.


  He’d patiently weaseled his way into her life and her heart. Then he saw who she really was. She could only imagine what he thought of her.


  So many lies. Emery couldn’t keep up with all the perfectly executed lies she’d told over the past five years. The problem with being a good liar is you forget who you are under all those layers of deceit.


  CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

  Back From the Dead


  Emery was bent over, pulling out pilsner glasses out of the dishwasher and about to put them on the shelf behind the bar when she heard someone clear his throat. Popping up from behind the bar, she took in the man that stood in front of her. He had on a white linen shirt and gray shorts. His deep mahogany hair was intentionally messy and sticking up everywhere. He’d put on a little weight since she’d seen him last.


  A smile unconsciously curled her lips upward. “What are you doing here?” Emery self-consciously pulled at her small tube top as she moved quickly to embrace him.


  “To be honest, I’m not really sure. What are you doing here?” Noah’s voice rumbled as his lips moved in her hair.


  She waved off his question. “I-I’m a bartender.” Emery stumbled over her words. She couldn’t believe he was here, in her bar, after so long.


  “You look…” Noah paused, obviously taking in her appearance. His eyes ran over her white blond hair and too tan skin. She was wearing a white tube top and short gold shorts with her cowboy boots. “Different.”


  “How are you here?” She ran her hand over her hair, wondering what he was thinking. The last time she’d seen Noah was the night they’d had sex, when he’d told her he loved her and then she left. She bet he’d been pissed when he came home that Sunday.


  He sighed and ran his hand through his brown hair. “Rachel.” Her former best friend’s name hung in the air while she digested the fact that she was seeing Noah again.


  “Damn it,” Emery said and motioned for him to sit at the bar. “Fucking Derrick. I knew he found me, but I was hoping they would just forget about me.”


  “What are you doing here?” he asked again, sitting down.


  “I...” She wondered how much he knew.


  He nodded. “Rachel told me everything. She had to.”


  Emery nodded. She figured Rachel had to work some sort of magic to get him to come down here and talk to her.


  He looked down at his hands. “I’m so sorry, Emery.” His using her real name made her recoil; it sounded wrong coming from his lips. “You didn’t deserve any of the things that happened to you. You were innocent and that was stripped from you. You could’ve turned into an evil person, but you didn’t. You wanted to help other kids that were going through the same thing.” He peered at her through his impossibly long eyelashes. “You’re so incredibly strong.”


  “I can’t even think of any of that, Noah. It’s been six months and I can’t fucking allow myself to think about any of it. I’m just trying to survive.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “You want something to drink? I make a mean Bloody Mary.”


  “Sure,” he said and watched her pull out glasses and horseradish. “So Rachel wanted me to come because she thought you might listen to me for a few minutes.”


  Emery didn’t look up from her task. “’Bout what?”


  “Well, she and Derrick have been very busy the last six months.”


  “Doing what? Other than the obvious, of course.” She finally looked at him again and blushed.


  “Well, it seems a cop in Savannah donated a piece of land for a foster home and they built it with the money you inherited.”


  Emery’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “What?”


  “Yep, they started the Ashley Shaw Foundation. They want you to come back and run it. You need to come home.”


  She set his drink in front of him at the bar. “I don’t have a home.”


  “Yeah, Em, I think you do. You just have to head back.” He took a sip and sighed, looking out the windows at Duval Street. A few tourists peppered the legendary street, but they were bright-eyed and obviously hadn’t stayed out until five in the morning, which was closing time for most of the bars.


  She shook her head and finished the rest of her drink in two gulps, hoping the vodka would do its job and numb everything.


  He looked back at her. “So, I’m leaving in two days to head back to Atlanta. I have a ticket for you. Rachel said you’re going by Ericka now.”


  She closed her eyes. Emery couldn’t do it. She couldn’t face it. “Yeah, that’s me. Ericka. I look like an Ericka, don’t I?”


  “You’ll always be Emily to me,” he answered softly.


  “Noah, I’m so sorry, I—”


  “Em, he wants you back,” he interrupted. “That cop. He poured his heart and soul into that foundation. I think he’d build the house with his bare hands if he could.”


  “He shouldn’t have,” she said bitterly.


  “But he did,” Noah confirmed.


  “Noah, I don’t think I can.”


  “Don’t you think Ashley would be happy that you did this? You can save kids. You’ll have the funds to do whatever you want.”


  “You don’t know…” Her voice broke. It’d been six months and three days and she still couldn’t fathom that her sister was dead, and her mother, and then what happened to Lucas…she couldn’t forgive herself that his last minutes on earth were full of hurt, pain, and betrayal.


  “No, Em. I won’t ever know how bad you hurt because you don’t let anyone see that. That’s not my fault, that’s yours.” With that, Noah set his glass down and walked out the door.
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  The next morning, Emery was sitting on the steps of the bar when Noah strolled up the sidewalk with a smirk.


  “Do you always work?” he asked when he stopped in front of her, smiling ear to ear.


  “Yes,” she answered simply and realized it was the truth. That’s all she had now. It was a sad existence, to be alone every morning and every night.


  “And that’s enough?” Noah was still standing over her, his eyes full of concern.


  “It’s all I have. All I can have.”


  Noah put his hand out. “Come on, let’s take a walk.”


  Emery took his hand and walked with him toward Key West Bight, where the yachts docked and benches overlooked the water. She tried to ignore how it felt to be touched again. It made her miss Tim even more. She could feel his hands, still smell him. She missed everything about him.


  The walk was quiet, neither one of them saying the thoughts swimming between them. They passed The Bull and Whistle, one of the oldest bars on the island. Taking Caroline Street toward the Bight, she turned to say something to Noah, to thank him for coming. She opened her mouth and looked at his dark shaggy hair and day old stubble, and then she shut it without a word.


  Noah pulled her toward a bench that overlooked many of the boats tourists take for deep sea fishing. They sat and both gazed in the direction of the ships.


  “Here,” he said and handed her an old folded piece of paper.


  Emery took it and unfolded the paper, the realization of what it was causing a warm sensation to fill every pore of her body, like someone had poured hot wax all over her. “Noah, I…” Her voice dropped out of her mouth and fell into the ocean when she read her words.


  Noah,


  He found me.


  I love you.


  Em


  A tear fell out of her eye as she saw the words she left him. She’d disappeared from his life with six words. That was it. And she never looked back.


  “Noah,” Emery’s words swam on the page as her tears filled her eyes, “I’m so sorry.”


  “You had no problem just leaving me, after everything?”


  “I…” She never thought she would see Noah again, but she was going to put it all out there. “I had to, Noah. I thought he found me and I couldn’t go back, not after knowing that people like you existed. I didn’t want you involved in my mess. You fixed me. You made me better. You helped me understand that I could be better. You showed me that there was something out there for me besides pain. When I was with you in Nashville, I was happy, and then it all slipped through my fingers. I had to leave the only thing that put a smile on my face every day and I had to start over. I had to…”


  Noah put his hand on Emery’s, attempting to comfort her. He’d always wanted to make her feel okay. “I know. Rachel showed me all the letters you wrote me.”


  “She what?!” Emery started to feel betrayed, but then she just shrugged because she didn’t feel anything anymore. “It was hard, Noah. I didn’t want to know anyone because I didn’t want to lose them again. Losing you was harder than what he did to me. I’m sorry, but I’m not sorry. I’m fatal to anyone I’m near. That’s why I’m here by myself.”


  “You don’t know anything,” Noah said, sadly shaking his head and looking at their hands, now intertwined.


  “I’ve lost more than I’ve ever had, Noah. Every time I try, I lose, and I lose more every time.”


  “You can’t give up, Em. You’re better than that.”


  “No, Noah,” Emery turned her head so that she couldn’t see his face, “I’m not.”


  Noah nodded. “I’m married,” he blurted.


  Another smile came immediately to her face. “I saw that,” she pointed at his ring. “I’m happy for you. You deserve it. You helped me when you didn’t have to. You allowed me to realize that not all males are like him. So who is the lucky lady?”


  “Do you remember Vanessa?” Noah asked, watching her.


  Emery thought for a minute. “Your hot tutor?”


  “My hot tutor,” he confirmed. “I didn’t even see her when you were around, Em. I guess you blinded me somehow.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “We’re pregnant.”


  “You’ll be an awesome dad,” she said sincerely.


  “I hope so, but I’m scared.”


  She raised her eyes to his. “Of what?”


  “Of messing him up.”


  “It’s a boy?”


  “Yes.” His wide smile made a little crinkling at the corners of his eyes.


  “You’re pretty perfect. I don’t see you messing any kids up.” Emery turned the paper over in her hands, unsure of what to say next.


  “You know, everyone is scared of things, Em,” Noah said and rubbed at the hem of his shorts.


  “Sure.” She shrugged.


  Quiet washed over them like the waves crashing at the shore. They had nothing else to say to one another. She’d given up and was going to stay here, anonymous, counting down the days of her life.


  She sighed and stood up. “I’m sorry, Noah. I’m sorry for everything. For getting you mixed up with this, for leaving you after…”


  “One of the best nights of my life? Yeah, that was soul crushing.” He sighed. “I’d never told a girl I loved her before that night. You are a fantastic person, Em. You made falling in love with you easy.” Noah pulled an envelope out of his pocket and gave it to her. “I told Rachel that this wouldn’t work, that you wouldn’t care that I was here.”


  “I can’t care anymore,” she said. “I can’t let myself care about anything.” She didn’t know if she was trying to convince him or herself.


  “Em, I hate that this happened to you. You were perfect. Even with everything that asshole put you through, you lit up a room. Now you look like you’re just waiting to die.”


  Her head fell in defeat. He was right. She’d come here to wait for something, anything to help her escape this sad existence.


  “Listen, I’m leaving in the morning. It was great to see that you’re alive and all, but you need to come home, whether it’s to Rachel or this cop in Savannah who can’t seem to get over you. I know how that feels.” He laughed uncomfortably. “You have people that want you no matter what, and they’re willing to wait for you, to build you a place to come back to. You’re spitting in their faces by staying here, at a bar, waiting to die.”


  She stepped back from him like he’d slapped her across the face. Is that what she was doing, spitting in Rachel’s face? Her intentions were good. If she disappeared, then it would be easier for everyone. Emery retreated from Noah, putting a hand up in goodbye, and then turned quickly and walked back to the bar.


  “You’re letting him win,” Noah called to her back.


  She squeezed her eyes shut at the truth in what he’d said. Why did he have to come here and make her face all these things she’d run from? Why did he always have to fix her? He was an asshole for being right. Somewhere in the pit of her stomach she could feel the pain of it all, and the hope bubbling to the surface.


  She walked up the stairs behind the bar to her studio apartment. Scanning the room, she took in her place. It was sparse. There was a single bed in the middle of the room, a bookcase full of all the books she’d read since she’d been here. That’s all there was for her, work and reading. The kitchen was negligible and she hardly ate there anyway. There was a small table where her computer sat; she’d write when she was feeling extremely low.


  She fell on the bed and worked up the courage to open the envelope that Noah had given her. She pushed herself up and ripped it open. Her heart stopped beating. Tim’s handwriting made her long to be in the same room with him, for him to run his thumb over her bottom lip.


  Emery,


  That’s right, I know your real name now. I know everything and I don’t have words to tell you how sorry I am that you had to go through that, but I need you to come home. I know you may not think of this as your home, but it is because I’ve made it your home.


  Yes, I’m hurt that you lied to me, but I get it. Come home.


  Yes, I know your secrets and I don’t care. Come home.


  Yes, I’m crushed you just left me here. Come home.


  I hope I’ve said the words that can get through your pain. Come home.


  I love you and miss you. Every day, Em. Every day I miss your lips on mine, your hands on me, and your smell. I miss your smell. I even miss your nasty coffee. Your laugh haunts my dreams. I wake up thinking you’ve come back to me. Please come back. We’ll have to meet each other again, but I’m pretty sure I know you. The real you. I don’t give a shit about a name.


  Lucas misses you too.


  He made it.


  I thought you should know.


  Tim


  She blinked rapidly at the paper, tears falling freely, and then re-read the last three lines seven times to make sure she was seeing clearly. Holy shit! Lucas is alive? Her brain hit against the walls of her head like bumper cars, jarring her with every hit. Lucas. He’d lost so much and now he’d lost her because she was too stupid to let anyone talk to her after she left Savannah. Or in Savannah, for that matter.


  She was so sure he’d been in that body bag. An unfamiliar feeling started spreading through her limbs and into her heart. It was hope. She shook her head. She didn’t want hope. If you have hope, it will crush you and leave you bleeding on the floor with the reality of it all. Hope will end you.


  She blinked the tears away and unfolded the next piece of paper. It was typed.


  Em,


  I hate you so much right now. You are being a selfish asshole. Fuck you.


  Sorry, I really had to get that out of the way. Listen. You’ve made a huge mistake and that’s okay. I’ll forgive you, but I can’t speak for Tim or Lucas. Because you’re an asshole and wouldn’t talk to me for the past six months, I had to employ the one person who I thought may get you to change your mind. Oh and also, I would’ve told you Lucas made it months ago, but I’m not posting that shit on a fake Facebook page.


  Derrick and I are getting married and if you’re not there I will never forgive you, asshole.


  I love you,


  Rachel


  Something broke inside her and released all the emotions she’d put into tiny boxes all over her mind. Emery sobbed with horror and grief at what she’d missed and what she’d done. She looked at these two letters in awe. Although she knew she didn’t deserve them, they didn’t deserve to be treated like she’d treated them. She was a horrible, horrible person…who could change. She could change. Emery had seen herself change many times in her short life and she would change for them. She would change for Tim, and Lucas, but most of all Rachel, because she’d saved Emery’s life countless times. She owed Rachel.


  She was an asshole.


  She was a liar.


  She was heartbroken, which meant she still had a heart.


  She was leaving.


  CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

  Apologies


  Emery drove north on 95, full of confusion and anticipation. Her stomach felt like she’d eaten something spoiled, it was flipping and in her throat. She pulled out her phone, the one she bought all those months ago and hadn’t used, and dialed a number she’d known by heart for five years.


  “Hello?” a sleepy voice answered the phone.


  “Rachel, it’s me.”


  “Emery?”


  “Yeah, I’m sorry to wake you.” Comfort crept into Emery, making her smile at the fact it was 10:00 am and she’d woken her friend.


  “Are you okay?”


  “I wanted to apologize, Rachel, for everything. Noah told me…”


  “You talked to him?”


  “He came to Key West a couple days ago and called me on my shit. Told me I wasn’t being fair to you. You’ve done everything for me and I was just waiting to die.”


  “Oh,” Rachel squeaked out.


  “He was right, it wasn’t fair. I…Ashley’s death threw me, Rachel. Not only did I blame myself for it, she did too. My thirteen-year-old sister told me that she wouldn’t have done it if I’d stayed.” That’s not what it said, but it was certainly how Emery felt.


  “Emery…”


  “Just let me finish, Rach. I’m devastated. I’m empty, but I’m alive. My sister was thirteen and she’d just been raped. I understand her blaming me. It took me four months to realize she was in a horrible place when she wrote that letter. She blamed me for leaving her and maybe I should be blamed, but so should my mother and that fucking…” Emery could barely think his name, let alone say it. She sighed. “I understand…”


  “That’s bullshit,” Rachel said over Emery’s words.


  “I understand she didn’t mean it. I hope she knew I loved her, Rachel, but I did leave her there. My mother failed her like she failed me and it ruined us both. Ashley’s pain was too much and I’m a shell of a person who fucks up everything, but I’m going back. I’m going to beg Tim’s forgiveness. To ask him if he wants to know me…”


  “He knows you Emery, the real you. He doesn’t care what you call yourself. “


  “Rachel, I’m glad Noah’s happy. I’m humiliated you let him read my letters, though,” Emery admitted, her voice full of mortification.


  “It was the only way, Em. He didn’t understand. He was really mad at you when you left. I needed him to see that you didn’t want to leave and that you mourned the loss of him. I don’t know what he said to you, but I’m glad it worked.”


  “I’m sorry, Rachel. I’m sorry for everything. I promise I’ll try to make it up to you.”


  “Oh good, that’ll be fun.” Rachel yawned.


  “I’ll let you go, I just wanted to apologize and tell you that I’m headed back to Savannah.”


  “When can I see you?”


  Emery’s heart soared that even after what she’d done, Rachel was right there. “I don’t deserve you.”


  “It’s not about what you deserve. When people love each other, they…” Rachel’s voice broke with emotion.


  “I owe you everything,” Emery whispered.


  “You owe me nothing. You’re my best friend and I need you, just like you need me.”


  “I missed you.”


  “Good, asshole, now get your shit together and get to Atlanta to see me. We have a lot to talk about and you need to meet with my dad too. He set up the foundation and bank account and all sorts of shit with the money your mother left you.”


  Emery laughed at Rachel; always back to normal so quickly after a lapse in emotion.


  “I love you and I’ll call you later.”


  “You deserve to be happy, Emery. Remember that.”


  CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

  Coming Home


  Butterflies were so numerous in her belly that she thought she would vomit as she drove the route directed by her GPS through Savannah. She had no idea where she was going or how Tim donated a piece of land in Savannah to the foundation that Rachel and Derrick set up for her. The Ashley Shaw Foundation. She couldn’t think of the name without seeing her sister and tears forming in her eyes.


  As she navigated in the city she’d come to think of as home, she scratched at the bandage on her left wrist under her sister’s name. It covered a new tattoo, one she decided to get the minute she realized what she’d done and, hopefully, what waited for her. Under the bandage she bore a tattoo in teal ink to remind her that hope made her want love and love made her accept hope. It was a heart that melted into an anchor, with a dove flying above it. So that she’d always remember to have hope, even when it hurt.


  Emery pulled into a wooded lot and squinted to make sure she was at the right place. The unpaved driveway wound through woods a bit before she saw a clearing and a one story house, but her eyes were drawn immediately to a figure clad in only shorts and tennis shoes. Tim had his hand over his eyes, shading them as he watched her approach. She felt bile rise in her throat. Meme had told her where he was, but she didn’t know how he would react to her sudden appearance.


  The oppressive August heat made sweat break out all over her body as she stepped out of her car. Or was it nerves? Tim stood next to a riding lawnmower, staring at her like she was some foreign object he had to examine.


  She closed the door of the white sedan she’d rented for the drive, but instead of walking toward him, she hovered near the safety of the car. They consumed each other with their eyes without saying a word. It reminded her of when she first met him. The attraction, the connection, was instant and it was still sizzling.


  “Now that’s a view.” Her voice shook a little as she gazed at him over the roof of the car. She was nervous, but moved first, walking around the back of the car toward him as they continued to stare at each other.


  She kicked the dirt with the toe of her running shoe. The million things she wanted to say swirled in her mind and she didn’t know where to start.


  “You look good,” he said, cutting through her inner debate.


  Instead of responding, her entire body crumbled at his voice and she began sobbing as she crumbled to the sand. Emery felt his hot, sweaty arms wrap around her and it immediately calmed her.


  Tim ran his hands over her hair, her shoulders, and her arms like he was making sure she wasn’t a figment of his imagination. “Is this real?” Tim asked in a voice Emery didn’t recognize. He clung to her with such fervor she was scared it meant that he didn’t want her. “Where have you been?”


  “Key West.”


  “Why?” he whispered.


  “Waiting to die.”


  Her words hung in the air and she could tell they changed him. His face softened and he knew she was telling the truth.


  “Emery…”


  Her real name felt foreign on his lips. She didn’t think she liked it, but she snapped her eyes to meet his immediately. Her body shook with her sobs and he held her tighter. “I’m so fucking sorry, Tim. I…”


  He picked her up and walked through the garage, past his truck and another car parked there. He kicked open the door and walked into the den, with its flat screen TV and four different couches. He sat and cradled her in his arms, where she belonged. She cried and he let her.


  “You came back,” he whispered in her ear.


  Her arms tightened around his neck and her cries grew quiet. “I’m sorry,” she repeated softly.


  “You came back.”


  Emery pulled back from him and took him in. His hair was disheveled and wet from sweat, his eyes bright and tinged red from unshed tears. “You wanted me to?”


  He crushed his lips against hers. Their tongues tangled, getting reacquainted quickly. She tore herself away from him and gazed into his eyes.


  “I’m…”


  “Emma, shit…I mean, can I call you that, even…” He’d been practicing so he wouldn’t slip, but one kiss and he’d messed up her name. “You’re alive.”


  She cocked her head to the side and examined his face, unsure how to respond. He tried again.


  “I love you. I don’t care what your name is or that you lied about it. I understand and it means nothing to me. What happened to you, your past—I’m okay with everything. I just…fuck. I don’t know how to tell you how much you mean to me.”


  “Tim,” she whispered, regret showing on her face.


  “You chose to survive, Emery,” he finally said, using her real name again. “You chose a beautiful way to survive, helping kids who couldn’t help themselves.”


  “I’m a coward. I run from everything. I—”


  He took her face in his hands. “You are none of those things and I plan on showing you that every fucking day.”


  A tear fell from her eye and he kissed it away.


  “Are you real?” Emery whispered, not wanting to break the moment with her voice.


  Since she was sitting on his lap, he grinded a reminder he was real into her. “That feels pretty real, huh?” he said with a wink.


  “You’re crazy.”


  “Yeah, well, I can’t tell you how many times I’ve thought that over the last six months.”


  “I wish I could’ve stayed and told you everything myself,” she admitted, hanging her head. “I wish I wasn’t a coward, but I thought it was the best for everyone.”


  “You thought leaving me without a word was best for me?”


  She nodded.


  “Why would you think that?”


  “Because my life is toxic and I didn’t want that for you. You’re so…”


  Tim waited for her to find the right word, running his hands all over her body while he did, causing tingles of heat to rise and fluster her.


  “What I need,” she finished. “You’re so what I need. That may not make any sense, but I love you and I’ve never loved anyone before. I need you and I’ve never allowed myself to need anyone other than Rachel. Every day without you was torture. I felt lost and without a heart. I don’t know what you did to me, but you have my heart. All of it. The only way my heart beats is when you are in my life.” She looked up, making sure he met her gaze. “I was waiting to die, Tim. I wanted it to come soon. I urged it to come soon.”


  He inspected her new tattoos and shook his head.


  “I missed everything about you. I missed your eyes that know what I’m thinking just by looking at me.” She kissed his eyelids. “I missed your touch, especially those hands that know exactly what my body wants.” She kissed the palm of both of his hands. “I missed your arrogant nature and your ability to see right through me.” She straddled him and ran her hands through his hair and kissed him. Emery ran her thumb down the side of his face. “I missed you so much.”


  “You have no idea,” he mumbled.


  She inhaled deeply, looking him directly in the eyes. “So…my stepfather started raping me when I was thirteen.” Her gaze never strayed from Tim’s eyes; she wanted him to see her while he heard all of this. Not like last time. “He continued to rape me until I was sixteen and Rachel talked me into leaving.”


  Tim’s hands gripped her hips tighter, but he didn’t say anything.


  “I was so dumb, Tim, I made so many mistakes.” She closed her eyes for a second. “If I knew then…I would’ve told someone other than my sixteen-year-old juvenile delinquent friend. I would’ve saved my sister. I would’ve forced him out of my house.”


  “That’s a lot to ask of a sixteen-year-old,” Tim soothed.


  Emery opened her eyes and sought his again. She continued her story, walking him all the way through Nashville and her escape to Savannah. Tim listened and held her.


  “That day Rachel called me and told me to meet her, I knew something bad had happened, but I just had no idea what it would be…”


  “Shhh, Emma, you don’t have to tell me. Rachel filled me in on that part.”


  “No, Tim. I do have to tell you. I want to tell you everything…everything I should’ve told you from the beginning.”


  He pulled her as close to him as he could without being inside of her. Typically, she’d push back, but instead, she breathed him in. She inhaled the sweat, the grass, him. Emery let him hold her, his arms creeping up around her torso.


  “Ashley was such a beautiful little girl. She had this smile that would light up an entire room.” Her voice broke.


  “Baby…”


  “Listen, let me finish, because I’m gonna need to tell you all of this really fast, okay?”


  She felt him nod his head and exhale.


  “So I went to her funeral. I sat far away and watched them lower her into the ground and everything I’d been trying to accomplish by leaving and living just disappeared. I couldn’t see anything but my vengeance for him and there he sat, with my fucking mother, at her graveside. Like he was fucking grieving.”


  She blinked and focused her gaze on Tim’s chest. “I went to their house to kill him. I wanted to kill him. I was ready to kill him. Then my mom showed up and said she was the one that had been looking for me because she wanted to fix whatever had made me run. She allowed my sister to be raped too, just like me. She hadn’t known until Ashley…” she swallowed, “until she read it in Ashley’s note. I didn’t tell her when I could have or I should have. I was young and stupid, but I look back and wonder if she would’ve done anything about it then. I don’t know…”


  “Babe, I know this is hard.” He squeezed her. “You’re so brave.”


  She took a deep breath and continued. “She took my gun and shot him and then shot herself. Then I came back here got drunk and Meme took me to Lucas’s house. I thought he was dead too and it was too much. And then I attacked his mother. God, how could I even live with myself after all that? I felt like poison and it would be best for everyone if I just left.”


  Tim pulled her tighter, if that was possible.


  “My sister killed herself because he raped her. He raped her because I left. So basically I killed her,” she rationalized, “and I’m going to have to live with that.”


  “You know that isn’t true,” Tim whispered.


  “It’s how I feel, though. It’s my truth and that’s all that matters.” Emery saw acceptance and what she knew was love burning in his eyes. “What I’ve been really confused about is Lucas…”


  “The black bag you saw was a dog Lucas had brought home. The boyfriend shot the dog in front of Lucas and then beat the shit out of him in front of his very drunk mother.”


  “Oh God,” she whispered.


  “He’s fine. He was a little confused because you disappeared, but he’s doing okay. I know he’ll be excited to see you.” Tim swiped a stray hair from her face and kissed her gently, parting her lips with his tongue.


  Emery froze mid-kiss. “I came here like you don’t have a life, like you haven’t…” She’d come there hoping there wasn’t another girl that had taken her place. She came willing him to have waited for her return.


  He lifted her up and started carrying her to his room in the back of the house. “We’ll chat later. Right now, I want you naked.”


  “Wait, is anyone here?”


  Tim set her on her feet in the middle of a bedroom and smiled. “No. I’m getting everything ready for them, though. I still have to get all the licenses and approval. We’re working on it.” He smiled again, with a dimple, and his eyes sparkled. He stepped closer to her.


  He’d done all of this for her and she’d left him.


  “Tim…” She stepped back, closer to the bed.


  “Yes?” He kissed her lips gently.


  “I’m sorry.”


  He kissed her forehead. “I know.”


  “I mean for everything, but especially for how I left things with us.”


  “Shh. I don’t want to talk about that right now.” He put both thumbs on her jaw and made soothing circles. “I’d like to test out the bed in this place.”


  Relief washed over her and a giggle bubbled out of her mouth as he dragged his lips over her neck and pulled on her ear. He picked her up and threw her unceremoniously on the king-sized bed.


  “I’m not sure what I want to do first.” Tim tapped his temple like he was thinking about it. “I think I need a taste.”


  In a second, he was pulling her shoes off and ripping her shorts down her legs. Heaven. This is what heaven must feel like.


  “I love you,” she whispered.


  “You have six months to make up for, so you may not be able to walk for a few weeks,” he warned.


  She threw her head back at the first lick and felt everything as she lay back on the bed.


  “You feel like home,” Tim mumbled. “I can’t wait…”


  Then he was hovering over her and kissing her. As soon as they were joined, she sighed. “Oh, this is home.”


  EPILOGUE

  Ten Years Later


  She hurried through the lobby into the auditorium and scanned the crowd. She saw her crew sitting several rows over. Tim and the three foster kids they were caring for were there, along with the two kids they’d had together, Noah and Ashley. They were sitting chatting and laughing with each other. Her heart sang with joy every time she looked at Tim and all of their kids.


  “Please take your seats,” the voice boomed from the stage.


  She trotted over to the empty seat in between Tim and Noah, their youngest son. Tim leaned into her. “You look amazing,” he whispered.


  She blushed.


  His lips grazed her ear. “It turns me on that you still blush when I compliment you.”


  She laughed and pushed him away from her. “Shh. They’re starting.”


  “Hey, bud.” She pulled Noah on her lap and kissed the back of his head. He had a head of blond curls that reminded her of Ashley’s hair when she was little. He was a little disaster; he broke every toy and made everyone who met him love him through sheer brute force.


  When she’d come back to Savannah, she learned that Tim was in the process of opening a home for foster children in the name of The Ashley Shaw Foundation. He had an in with the county because of his family and within six months of her returning to Savannah, they had three kids, all boys, including Lucas. Over the years they’d had many other children pass through their home and their hearts, but Lucas, Noah and Ashley were her heart. Emma tried very hard to make a positive impact on every kid who came to their home; she wasn’t always successful and it was always tough to pierce through the armor some of the kids were adorned with, but she tried.


  The emcee started calling names for the graduation ceremony. She shushed everyone and happy tears filled her eyes. Hope percolated beneath her skin every day, but especially today.


  “Lucas Flemming,” boomed from the speakers and she and Tim both stood up and clapped. Lucas was graduating, and even though he was twenty-one and heading to college, it was the greatest day of her life.


  When she returned from Key West, she’d changed her name to Emma Shaw. She put the name Emery to rest along with her sister and mother, but kept Shaw in honor of her father. She went back to Emma because that’s who she’d become, who she wanted to be, and who she was with Tim. Tim proposed immediately, which scared the shit out of Emma, but his grandparents were over the moon. They got married two years later and adopted Lucas permanently shortly after. He’d been the light that helped her accept that she could be okay, that she could come back to Tim. Lucas had been the glue that had kept her and Tim from tearing each other apart during tough times, because it wasn’t all smooth sailing with them. They loved each other fiercely and fought the same way.


  She heard a bit of a commotion to her left and when she looked she saw her amazing sister—that’s how she thought of Rachel—waltz down the aisle with Derrick to find the seats they saved for them. Both in their thirties now, they still looked like they’d just stepped out of a magazine. Derrick was wearing black pants and a blue button down shirt, the cuffs turned up. Rachel’s raven hair was long again after chopping it all off a few years ago and it hung past her shoulder blades. Her big brown eyes found Emery’s and she smiled, her lips painted the perfect shade of red for her skin tone.


  They’d made it too and were crazy happy, which no one would’ve guessed except for Emma. She’d seen the way they looked at each other when they thought no one was looking. Derrick had been there for Emery as much as Rachel for years and he was a good man, just in a bad family. Rachel was a celebrity of sorts in the event planning industry in Atlanta and it helped that her cousin’s friend, a former NFL star, used her for all his events.


  Emma’s life had turned out unexpectedly fantastic. Every day she couldn’t help but feel like the bottom was going to fall out from under her, but so far it hadn’t. Her counselor, who she’d had for the past ten years, had really helped her to see that sometimes good things do happen and that she deserved happiness. She now understood that her decisions all those years ago had been a product of terror, abuse, and youth, and Emma couldn’t continue to blame herself for the decisions she’d made at sixteen.


  Emma knew that if the bottom would fall out from under her, she had Tim and he would hold on to her and not let her fall. Emma appreciated each and every day she had with Tim and their crew. She knew life had the ability to crush them and she’d thought she’d been crushed enough for one lifetime.


  She squeezed Tim’s hand and leaned in to kiss him on the cheek, but he turned his face so that her lips landed on his. Then he laughed like a twelve-year-old. Emma couldn’t help but smile at him.


  Emma had moments when she let herself sink into the reality of the death of her entire family. Ashley’s death brought out her demons. When those moments rose from the recesses of her mind, she’d drive out to Tim’s land in South Carolina, the place where he’d taken her so long ago, sit in the back of the pickup truck, and write. She wrote everything she felt and let it pour out of her onto the pages, emptying her mind of the demons and voices that she’d made comfortable in her mind so long ago. Her mother and her stepfather’s names frequently appeared on the pages, but after she released them, she let the thoughts fly up into the air and disappear.


  Hope is a funny thing, because the feeling is unmatched, like nothing else, but when it’s dashed, it leaves you empty. When the world crushed the hope she had now, the promise of tomorrow whispered “try again” in her ear. Tim was her reward for having hope, for not allowing herself to give up in Key West.


  Rachel knew all her secrets, all her demons, and had fought like hell to keep Emma around. The click that sounded so long ago when they’d been arrested was for life; they belonged together like chocolate and peanut butter. It’s true what they say, sometimes the monsters win, but she’d battled hers and she’d survived.


  Her life would have ended if she stayed in Key West, she knew that. She knew everyone had their own battles, but hers were no longer invited into her brain. She’d looked her demons in the eye and faced every fear she’d ever had and she did it for her sister, Lucas, Tim, and Rachel. She’d done it because she owed Noah for peeling away her walls with the razorblade that was his kisses, confidence, and love.


  The topics in this book are heavy and serious. Know that if you need help, there are people who love you and care for your well-being. If you need help immediately, the numbers below can assist you.


  The National Suicide Prevention Lifeline


  1-800-273-8255


  RAINN


  Rape, Abuse, Incest National Network


  800-656-HOPE


  http://www.rainn.org/
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  Deep Blue Eternity

  BY

  NATASHA BOYD


  CHAPTER ONE


  I wondered what would piss off my parents the most, the fact I ran away or that I stole their money to do it. Either way, I assumed they’d be relieved to see the back of me.


  The train jerked and vibrated. What had felt like an interesting sensation against my cheek when I first pressed my face against the grimy train window now made my skin numb and my teeth jar. Yet, still I didn’t move away from the cold glass where I watched the outskirts of our nation’s capital roll and shudder past me.


  I’d made the connection in Washington, D.C. without too much trouble, switching from my northeast bound train from Atlanta in order to head south down the coast, and hadn’t had to show my identification again.


  It was a gamble, but I knew if my parents looked for me they were likely to follow the trail where I’d purchased the train tickets online from Atlanta to New Orleans with their credit card. I’d confirmed and printed the tickets. Online, I didn’t have to show my identification. But when I’d purchased the ticket to Savannah with my own cash and in person, I’d had to. I looked like the blonde girl in the picture. Too much like her, in fact. So no one questioned it. Oddly, the only way to head south toward Savannah had been to go north first. I reasoned it put me one step ahead of them if they decided to report me missing. I’d had to ditch my phone too. The idea made me jittery, and I had no music to get lost in.


  Upon entering the final train, I’d immediately located the restroom and pulled the wig off before finding my seat.


  We rolled through a tunnel, and everything was pitch black, my stark pale face surrounded with jet-black hair and punctuated with black-rimmed eyes flashing back at me. I sat back abruptly, just as the daylight appeared again. It was going to be an uncomfortable thirteen hours. Rifling through my Indian fabric drawstring bag, my hand closed around the small cylinder. I pulled out the orange plastic and checked that the label was what I needed. Amy Orr, whoever she was, shouldn’t have left her prescriptions lying around. But I was grateful she had. I shook a small white pill that had cost me far too much into my hand and washed it down with my soda.


  * * *


  I still felt groggy when I woke up as the train pulled into Savannah around half past four in the morning. Pulling my cardigan closer around me, I wound my grey scarf around my neck and stood up on wobbly legs, my back stiff and sore. It was dark and would be for a while yet. I had no idea what time the sun came up in February, but I assumed it was probably after seven. The urge to just find a bench and get horizontal was overwhelming, but I could sleep when I got to the cottage.


  I wondered what kind of shape the cottage was in. Grams had died almost ten years ago and since she left it to Abby and me, and had barely spoken a word to my parents for as long as I could remember, the chances were high the place had completely caved in. Still, it had to be better than where I was coming from.


  And it was mine.


  All mine, now that Abby was gone. My parents didn’t know I knew about it, which made it the perfect hiding place. Abby had given me a key for it and asked me to keep the secret. I was so grateful I had. Would they even bother to look for me? Uncle Mike probably would, but he didn’t know I knew either. The chance he’d find me would always be at the back of my mind, but it was a chance I had to take.


  I’d left a note that was as bitingly sterile as the rare words either of my parents uttered in my direction, but hopefully ensured I wouldn’t be considered a missing person.


  I’ll get out of your way now.


  Don’t look for me.


  Olivia.


  Looking down at my trembling fingers, I tried to ignore my tight chest. I was scared about what I was doing. But more scared to stay. I’d waited as long as I could. A job to feed myself and maybe fix the place up was a necessity. The meager amount of money I had on me would barely get me by. But the idea that I could start over and be someone with no past and no expectations was a heady rush. A complete reinvention of who I was.


  And I’d be safe.


  I squared my shoulders, squinting my tired eyes at the signs to find the exit. Taking a taxi would dent my cash further. But according to the map I’d printed, the marina I needed to hitch a boat ride from was way too far out of downtown Savannah for me to make it on foot. I was almost free.


  * * *


  The marina was a hive of activity, with men yelling and nets being pulled out and rolled and items of indeterminate origin being loaded and unloaded.


  After paying my fare, I opened the door of the cab. The stench of dead fish and brine slicked down my nose and throat, causing my empty stomach to heave. I swallowed thickly and moved my scarf up over my nose and mouth. Shifting my heavy backpack onto my back with my free hand, I contemplated the scene in front of me. There were passenger ferries, I knew, but they weren’t running yet and would cost a small fortune. I needed to find a fishing boat and see if they could give me a free ride over to Bloody Point.


  The early morning wind was frigid off the river, the air slicing through my layers. I hadn’t expected it to be as cold as it had been in Atlanta. I didn’t know the next time I’d get a hot shower, and hadn’t even thought about how to buy food out there, although I seemed to remember there was a small general store for basics. The logistical challenges of what I was doing started to crowd my head. It wasn’t that I hadn’t thought of them, but I had deliberately pushed them aside, knowing I’d talk myself out of this crazy idea if I thought about it too much.


  The familiar ribbons of panic wove their corset around my chest. Shit. I let go of the scarf at my mouth to press my shaking hand hard against my chest. An instinct. As if it could possibly stop the tightening. The shortness of breath. One hundred, breathe out, ninety-nine, ninety-eight, breathe in, gross, fish, ninety-seven, ninety-six, breathe out, breathe in, breathe out, ninety-five, breathe in, breathe in, breathe in, shit, shit, shit.


  I stepped back; I needed to turn around. Shit, shit. Not here, not now. Something strong took my arm, and I jerked around and yanked my arm free.


  “Whoa, hey. Are you all right?” a gravelly male voice asked.


  My vision swam with black dots as my oxygen lowered. I tried to focus so I could see the person. But the panic was hitting way too hard. The large form in front of me stepped closer, and I stumbled back, only to be pulled forward straight into the solid wall in front of me.


  “Damn, careful,” the voice boomed from inside the body that held me. “Pete, I need some help over here!”


  I fixed my attention on the rough material under my cheek, trying to hook on to something, anything to bring me back. I mentally grabbed onto the knots and ridges of the fabric. Denim? Cord? Anything to anchor me.


  The smell. His smell. I hauled in a lungful through my nose and picked out the soapy fresh laundry detergent smell over the fishy smell of the air. Something spicy and male. And maybe perfume. Women’s perfume, but faint. And a hint of alcohol.


  It was the warm large hand on my back running up and down my spine that finally did it. My mind tracked the downward stroke, the pause at the base of my spine, and the slow migration up to my shoulder blades. Again it slid down, and again back up. I imagined the hand was catching all the tight bindings around my chest and unraveling them a few at a time on each pass. God, it felt good. Soothing. Soothing when I normally didn’t like people touching me. Down went the hand again, and then back up.


  “Call 911,” I vaguely heard.


  No, no. “No.” Don’t call 911.


  I became aware I was choking on large lungfuls of air and that I was now sitting down. God, did I pass out? I thought I was standing in someone’s arms a few moments ago. The fog cleared, and I went into action mode. I needed the meds. I tried to fumble at my backpack, but it wasn’t on my back. Had I put my drawstring bag inside my pack? I couldn’t remember.


  “My bag,” I gasped and opened my eyes, blinking heavily. Trying to see through the blur.


  “Here,” a voice rumbled. “Do you have medication you need?”


  I nodded, or tried to. My vision cleared enough to see the bag at my feet with large strong hands working the zipper. I lurched down to help.


  The hands grabbed mine firmly. Mine looked pale and sickly with their chipped black polish next to the tanned rough ones.


  “I’ve got it,” he said. Then to another pair of legs standing close. “Grab a bottle of water, Pete, would ya?”


  I relaxed my hands and pulled them reluctantly from under the warmth.


  Sucking in a slower lungful of air, I sat up.


  A man crouched in front of me, large, strong thighs in worn brown denim, holding him steady. His shaggy brown–haired head leaned over my bag as his hands re-emerged with three pill bottles.


  “Amy?” he asked, squinting at a bottle. His face, what I could see of it, beneath copious amounts of facial hair, gross, was as sun-beaten as his hands. Then he flicked beautiful golden brown and startlingly familiar eyes up at me.


  I momentarily stopped inhaling my much needed air as confusion swirled in me. How did I know this person? Expecting to get the same reaction from him, I was startled when his gaze dropped back to the bottles and he said, “Or is it ... Melodie?”


  That’s when he stopped. And looked back up at me, narrowing his eyes. Then just as quickly he shook his head as if to clear an unpleasant memory. I used the reprieve to grab the latest bottle from his hand.


  “The Klonopin, thank you.” I shook one into my hand and threw it in my mouth, swallowing before he could even hand me the water bottle that had just been delivered.


  I was exhausted. I needed to get to the island. My crash was coming.


  Taking the plastic water bottle from, who I presumed was Pete’s hand, I mumbled my thanks up to him. Pete was gray and portly, where brown haired-guy seemed more lean and muscular. It was hard to tell under his heavy black coat.


  Pete nodded. “Can we, uh, call someone fer ya?” he asked, his voice gruff, like I imagined a pirate to sound. He looked agitated, though, like he had a million other things to be getting on with. Of course, he probably did, this being a busy spot in the blue predawn light.


  Shaking my head, I forged ahead with my plan. “It was ... just a panic attack. I’m so sorry, not sure why. I need to get over to Daufuskie, actually. I’m going to my grandmother’s ...” I dropped the white lie in there, hoping to hell they didn’t ask me about her. There were only about two hundred fifty residents on the island as far as my Internet research had shown. And almost as many pieces of property for sale. Go figure. If they knew the island they’d know of her or know she was no longer there. I needed to prevail upon their chivalry just a little bit more. “I, uh, underestimated how much the train ride down would be to ... visit ...”


  The men in front of me exchanged a small concerned look.


  I clasped my hands together, twisting my fingers nervously. “Are you, I mean, is anyone going out in that direction this morning? To fish, or whatever? Do you think they’d mind dropping me off?”


  Brown-haired guy stood up, unfolding to a large six-foot, if not more, tower in front of me. “Pete’s taking me over to Bloody Point. That work for you?”


  Relief was surely evident on my face. That was exactly where I needed to go. Seriously, he must have similar color eyes to someone I’d met before. They were so unique. And looking at me from out of the hair-covered face, I had the oddest sensation I was looking at a lion. A lion and a pirate. “Thank you. And thank you for the water.” The small smile I attempted was quickly thwarted when lion guy turned abruptly on his heel. I almost missed the look of disgust on his face. Almost.


  I followed the two men down the jetty, my heartbeat and breathing still slightly erratic. I needed to try and stay awake as long as possible. The boat was small but sturdy and piled high with fishing equipment and what looked like grocery bags.


  Pete offered me his cold and callused hand as I gingerly clambered aboard in my heavy boots, then he motioned me toward a small bench he had cleared off. “An’ stay put, or your foot will get caught in a net or rope or somethin’.”


  I hesitated. Lion guy scowled. There was only one place for us both to sit, and I suddenly became uncomfortable that I would be practically plastered against my savior who clearly regretted helping someone he now assumed to be a dishonest druggie looking for a favor. It was my least favorite part of what I’d been reduced to as well, so I didn’t blame him.


  “Pete, I’ll give you a hand.” A man of few, but certainly effective words.


  I sat where indicated on the hard and cold white seat and pulled my hoodie up, securing it with my scarf and tucking some wayward strands of black hair away so I could see better in the wind. Then I pulled my backpack off my shoulders, and tucking my disconnected ear buds into my ears in an attempt to shut out the mistrust I could feel directed at me, I hugged the pack to my chest. I missed my phone, needed my music so badly right now.


  Turning my head, I took in the lightening sky and the silver hue of the water. The marsh reeds of the Bull River that I always remembered as vivid green were brown and beige, casting a gloomy lens over my romantic memories of visiting down here. But then, I’d never been here in winter.


  My blood felt thick and heavy in my veins. It was a large dose for my body weight. “How long does it usually take to get to the island,” I asked Pete as he caught a final rope from his other passenger. Lion guy pushed the boat away from the jetty and leapt in the back with hardly a sound. Just like a cat.


  “About twenty minutes normally, but around to Bloody Point, more like thirty.”


  Shit. I hoped I made it. But already I felt my eyelids getting heavy and my arms slipped slowly from around my pack. I gripped with my hands, looping the straps in my fingers. If I could just lay my forehead down on my bag. Just rest for a bit. The motion of the boat was so soothing.


  I dreamed of my sister. I dreamed of Abby.
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