
        
            
                
            
        

     WARNING: THIS BOOK CONTAINS SEXUAL CONTENT 
 RAW (NAKED, BOOK 6) 
by Kelly Favor 
© Kelly Favor. 2014, all rights reserved. 
Caelyn wasn’t sure exactly when she snapped. 
For a moment, all she knew was that Elijah was in the backseat of a police car about to be taken to jail. 
Meanwhile, she was sitting in his truck, watching as her hopes were destroyed. 
But the next thing Caelyn knew, she was on the move, opening the passenger side door and falling out of the truck, striking her knees on the pavement as her hands broke most of the fall. She was too weak to get out of the truck that fast, but she didn’t care. 
Her knees and hands were scraped raw and she didn’t care about that, much less feel it. 
She was screaming and crying as she stood up and ran towards the police cruiser. 
“No,” she screamed. “No, you can’t take him!” 
As she got closer, the police officer got out of the car. “Ma’am, get back in your vehicle,” he commanded. 
“No!” Caelyn said. She wasn’t even running that fast, although she wanted to. 
She was sort of half-limping, half-walking, as blood streamed from her right kneecap and soaked through her pants. “Don’t do this. Don’t arrest him, please. It’s not his fault. I know he didn’t steal my sister’s credit card.” 
The officer held his hand up. “Ma’am, stop right now. Do not come any closer.” 
His hand had actually gone to the butt of his revolver. 
Caelyn faltered. She was gasping for breath already, having barely even run halfway to the police cruiser. She could see Elijah better now. He was shaking his head in the backseat and trying to say something to her, but she couldn’t hear him. 
“Elijah, I love you!” she yelled. 
“Do not come any closer,” the cop reiterated. “Get back in your car before I handcuff you and take you in for disorderly conduct and assaulting an officer.” 
Caelyn’s mind was gone. She knew that it was over. Elijah had already dodged fate when he’d had his parole violation hearing and they’d allowed him another chance. 
This was the end of the road for him. 
He was going to go to prison and serve out the rest of his sentence, probably with additional time added on because of this new crime he’d supposedly committed. 
She might not see him freed for another two or three years, at least. 
Two or three entire years away from each other, leading separate lives. 
The thought of being without him for so long, especially when she was struggling with her physical health, was unbearable. 
Caelyn broke down then. In the middle of the road, sobbing. Sobbing so heavily that she could hardly see or hear or even think. And then, as if it was all too much, like an overloaded computer shutting down—she went blank. 
Maybe she passed out. 
Caelyn wasn’t even sure what had happened. It was like a mental short circuit. 
One second she was there, the next she was gone, like white noise on the television. 
When she came to her senses again, an ambulance had arrived on the scene and paramedics were looking her over, asking her questions. Someone was looking at her driver’s license. 
“Do you know your name?” someone asked. 
“How old are you?” They said. 
Still another person asked her, “What year is it?” 
“Can you tell me the name of the President of the United States?” 
She answered their questions correctly, but they could tell something was wrong. 
She could tell from the looks on their faces that they were concerned about her mental state. 
Meanwhile, Caelyn just kept telling them that Elijah had been unfairly arrested. 
The cop car was gone and she was starting to get more and more hysterical. 
“Calm down,” one of the paramedics told her. “We’re going to take you to the Emergency Room for some tests.” 
“No,” she yelled. “I need to see him. I need to see Elijah.” She tried to run away, back to the pickup truck. She was determined to drive herself to whatever precinct they were bringing Elijah. 
Somehow she was going to convince the police that Elijah had done nothing wrong. But before she could even get back to the truck, they were taking her by the arm and escorting her to the ambulance. “We really need to run some tests, Caelyn.” 
“I’m fine,” she said. 
“Let’s just make sure.” 
“Please, I need to see Elijah.” 
“We’re just going to run some quick tests.” 
And then she was placed in the ambulance, and they were strapping her down to a stretcher, taking her vitals. 
She was crying again, crying because it really was over. Now she wouldn’t ever be able to get to the police station before they booked and charged Elijah for theft. 
Caelyn wasn’t sure she’d ever been this low. But somehow, on the ride to the hospital, she felt a strange kind of peace—or maybe it was just being numb from the shock of everything that had happened. 
Out the back window of the ambulance, she could see passing scenery, a glimpse of blue sky, a flash of green trees. Inside, the paramedics were trying to talk to her, continuing to check her vitals, and wanting to know more about the car accident she’d been in previously. 
She wasn’t much interested in the conversation, though. 
When they arrived at the hospital, she was brought in on the stretcher and then checked by a doctor. After some consultation, they told her they wanted to give her a scan to make sure there was no bleeding or any other abnormalities with her brain. 
Caelyn gave up hope. She let them scan her. 
She stopped answering their questions. None of it mattered anymore. Elijah was gone. He was in jail. He wasn’t coming back. 


*** 
Her mother had been called. Apparently, the paramedics had called her to let her know that Caelyn was being taken to the ER. 
Caelyn wasn’t even sure if they’d gotten her mother’s number by using the address on Caelyn’s drivers license or some other way. 
When her mother showed up at the hospital, Caelyn could hardly look at her. 
The doctor explained to Caelyn’s mother that the brain scan had come back clean. 
“She doesn’t have any bleeding or ongoing trauma that we’re aware of,” the doctor said. 
Caelyn’s mother, wearing a dark coat, and looking tired, just nodded weakly. 
“She’s been acting very strangely,” her mother said. “Are you sure she’s okay?” 
The doctor, a thin woman with a nest of brown straw like hair atop her head, just sighed. “Your daughter experienced a traumatic brain injury. She’s probably not okay in the way you’d like her to be. Also, her boyfriend was arrested, so she’s upset and stressed, which makes things appear worse.” 
Caelyn stared at the ceiling, a deep rage burning inside of her. But she knew better than to speak, as the doctor and her mother debated her health and mental state. 
She knew that if she did what she had half a mind to do and started screaming and throwing things around the room, they’d end up locking her up in the mental ward. And that would be exactly what her mother wanted—proof that Caelyn wasn’t mentally competent to decide what to do with her own life. 
She didn’t intend to give her mother the satisfaction, and the hospital wasn’t going to release her into her own care. Physically, she was weak and getting weaker. 
The strain of losing Elijah had done her in. 
“We’ll take her home,” she heard her mother say, but it was dull in her ears. 
“Would you like that, Caelyn?” the doctor asked, her birdlike hands fiddling with the chart as she took out a pen to write a new prescription. “Something for anxiety,” she said. “To be taken as needed.” 
The prescription was handed to Caelyn’s mother, who pocketed it like some drug deal. 
Caelyn hated her so much. She hated her with everything in her body. 
The only person she hated more intensely was Deena. And it wasn’t even close. 
They brought a wheelchair over and instructed Caelyn to sit in the chair, and then she was wheeled out of the hospital and to the curb, where her father had brought the car around. 
For a brief second, when they were moving her into the backseat of the car, she thought she’d actually seen Deena sitting in there, and Caelyn nearly screamed bloody murder. 
But it had been some sort of hallucination. The backseat was empty as she got into it. Her father turned and looked back at her with weary eyes. “Hi, Caelyn.” 
Caelyn didn’t much feel like answering, so she said nothing. 
Her mother got in the passenger side and leaned over, whispering in his ear. 
Caelyn’s dad nodded his head quickly. “Got it,” he said, and then pulled out and started driving away from the hospital. 
Caelyn leaned against the cold glass of the window, her cheek pressed against it like she’d done so many times as a little girl, driving with her parents to all sorts of places. How different it felt now, she thought dully. 
In the past, it had been comforting. The familiar smells of the car—air freshener, her father’s dry cleaning, old leather. But now she thought that everything that had once comforted her had been a lie. 
Yes, her parents had been supportive and loving, but only because she’d been the perfect child for them to trot out to their friends and co-workers. She’d been the golden child, and now she was the black sheep. 
Now they wanted to destroy her, they wanted to destroy everything that was different from their fantasies of who she was. 
Elijah was gone, and it was all because of them—Deena was just a puppet, as far as Caelyn was concerned. 
She wouldn’t have even been surprised if Deena had acted on behalf of her mother. 
“Are you hungry?” 
The question cut through the haze of Caelyn’s dark musings about her family’s true intentions. She blinked lazily. “Hungry?” she repeated, as if it had been a complicated question. 
“We can stop at McDonald’s if you want.” Her mother’s voice was soothing, as if trying to lull her into a state of submission. They’d already tried threats, now came bribery. 
Caelyn’s eyes narrowed. She wanted to know why her mother was being so nice again, suddenly. 
And then she realized why. 
It’s because she got rid of her competition. Elijah was the one thing standing in
the way of her taking back control. Elijah was her archenemy and he’s been taken care
of. 


She thinks that without Elijah’s influence, I’ll cave in and go back to being the
daughter she wants me to be. 
Caelyn smiled a little as it occurred to her how she would get her revenge. Play along until she found her opening—and then she would strike. 
“I am a little hungry,” she admitted. 
Her mother smiled wider. “Double cheeseburger with fries?” 
“And a large Diet Coke,” Caelyn said. “If that’s okay.” 
Caelyn’s mother and father exchanged glances. Maybe she’d laid it on too thick, she thought. They were suspicious of her compliance. 
But then they each seemed to relax in their seats, as if a more important question than what to eat for dinner had just been answered. 
“McDonald’s sounds good to me,” her father chuckled. 
“Me too,” her mother replied. 


*** 
Caelyn ate all her food and drank her soda on the way home. The wrapper sat on her lap, little bits of yellow cheese still stuck to it after she’d eaten her burger. She licked the salt from her fingertips after chomping down the very last French fry. 
Conversation in the car had been sparse, as if her parents were afraid to say too much and ruin the calm that had somehow been established. 
“You must be tired,” her mother said, as they turned into their neighborhood. 
“Yeah, I don’t think I can remember what it’s like to not be tired,” Caelyn said, staring out the window at the big houses and the impeccable lawns. Everything looked perfect, and she remembered a time when it had actually been perfect, too. 
Her life had once been so simple, uncomplicated. She’d thought that everything would always be as easy as deciding whether to take Organic Chemistry or Environmental Chemistry. 
She’d assumed that she’d meet a nice college boy who was studying to be a lawyer or an academic of some sort. They’d marry, spend holidays with her family and his, discuss intellectual things; go to museums and coffee shops. They would travel to different parts of the country and world as they built their lives and careers. 
It had all been on track, until she’d discovered that beneath the beauty and perfection was a rotting pile of garbage. 
Jayson had exposed her to the truth behind the lie. 
After he’d raped her, Caelyn had known that nothing would ever be the same and she’d tried to run from it. But now there was nowhere left to run. The one person in her life who she could trust and count on had been taken from her. 
She wondered what Elijah was doing right this instant. She imagined him in handcuffs, his head bowed, waiting to be taken into a prison cell. 
Her breath caught in her chest. 
Don’t cry, Caelyn. You cannot cry, not in front of them. 
She wanted to scream and cry and yell at the heavens, but that wasn’t allowed. 
She was in enemy territory, and she needed to stay strong. 
In her mind, she saw Elijah turn and look over his shoulder at her. His eyes were dark and calm and sad, but he wasn’t afraid. 
Give me strength, she said to him. Please, if you can hear me, Elijah… 
Caelyn had never really believed in ESP or any of that psychic stuff, but right then she felt her need for Elijah might create the possibility of it. As if just wanting it enough could force the entire universe and laws of physics to bend to her will. 
Let him hear me, she prayed. Just let him know that I need him and I miss him. If
he could tell me something to let me know that he’s okay…if I could just hear his voice
right now… 
And as she closed her eyes, she saw Elijah still looking over his shoulder at her. 
His mouth curled into that familiar smile. 
“Don’t be so quick to crumble when the going gets tough, kid,” he chuckled. 
“I’m not going to let you down, so have a little faith.” 
The car pulled to a stop and Caelyn opened her eyes. Tears fell down her cheeks, silently, and she looked at the car floor and wiped them away as quickly as she could. 
“Deena’s in her room,” Caelyn’s mother said. “We told her to stay there for awhile, since we imagine you’re probably very angry with her right now.” 
Caelyn grit her teeth. Just the mention of her younger sister’s name made her want to smash something with her fist. 
“I’m okay,” Caelyn muttered. 
“You don’t have to do anything but go inside and go to your room,” her mother continued. “Unless you’d like to be with the family—“ 
“No,” Caelyn interrupted. “I’ll go to my room. I’ll probably just go to sleep anyway.” 
Her mother and father looked at one another, concern etched deeply on their faces. 
I can’t believe that these people are actually related to me. I hate them. 
Part of her fought against the hate, knowing that they were only trying to do what was right for her. She knew that in her parents’ minds, they were only doing the right thing. 
Deena, on the other hand… 
But Deena was another story, and Caelyn was determined to deal with her sister later. 
They all got out of the car and went inside. 
The house was eerily quiet, and strangely unfamiliar—like a poor copy of the home she remembered. It all looked the same inside, but nothing felt right anymore. 
Nothing felt right. 
It’s all fake. Every chair, every stupid magnet on the refrigerator—every family
picture on the wall—none of it’s real. 

Beneath the phony outer layer was the truth. And the truth was that these people didn’t care about her at all. They only cared about themselves and what made them feel good about their lives. Anything that might inconvenience them was to be crushed and discarded and destroyed at all costs. 
Caelyn walked with great effort up the stairs and to her bedroom. As she got to her room, she paused and listened. Faintly, she could hear Deena humming a Katy Perry song through the thin walls. 
She almost couldn’t hold herself back from walking the few extra steps down the hall to her sister’s room. How easy it would have been to throw open the door, storm into the room and begin pummeling Deena. With every punch landed, there would be the satisfaction of knowing that the pain Deena was experiencing was but a small taste of the pain she’d needlessly inflicted on Caelyn and Elijah. 
But Caelyn resisted the impulse. 
She closed the door to her room and sat down on her bed. Looking out the bedroom window, Caelyn remembered the not so distant past, when she’d gotten a text from a strange number and then seen the truck sitting outside, parked in front of the house. 
That had been Elijah, and she’d left with him that night. Just thinking about it made her smile. 
But then she snapped back to the present, back to sitting on the bed, alone, in a house shared by her mother and father and sister. Three people who didn’t understand her, three people who’d actively tried to stop her from doing what made her happy. 
The silence was grim and Caelyn was jumping out of her skin after just a few minutes. 
She finally crawled into bed and curled beneath the covers. She was still weak, and being awake for so long, with little rest, had truly taken a lot out of her. She felt her eyes beginning to close, as she started to drift and drift. 


*** 
Elijah was changing a flat tire. 
Rain was pouring down and Elijah was soaked to the bone, kneeling in the mud, as Caelyn stood nearby and watched. 
He was changing the tire on Deena’s car and he’d jacked the back left side up in order to replace the flat with a brand new wheel. 
Deena wasn’t around, but Caelyn knew that she’d done something to hurt Elijah. 
She’d tampered with the car or the jack in some way. Caelyn tried to say something, tried to warn Elijah, but he couldn’t hear her. 
She watched as he labored in the rain, his t-shirt soaked through to his skin, mud splattering his jeans as he switched out the bad tire and was about to put on the good one. 
Just then, the car made a loud and frightening creaking, grinding noise—and slipped off the jack. 
It fell heavily, pinning Elijah’s arm. He gave a horrific scream of pain, and it seared through Caelyn as she saw blood pouring into the mud, mixing with it. 
Now she was screaming too. Screaming and screaming, and soon she was trapped in the darkness and she was fighting for her life. 
When she woke up, her father was sitting next to her on the bed with wide eyes. 
“Caelyn, it’s okay. It’s okay. It’s just a bad dream,” he said. 
She licked her lips and took a gasping breath. It took her a moment to realize that none of it had happened—Elijah hadn’t been pinned under Deena’s car. And yet, she thought, the reality of what had happened to him wasn’t all that different. 
Deena had trapped him just the same. 
Her father put a hand on her shoulder. His hair, she noticed, was infinitely more gray than the last time she’d paid attention. “I’m fine,” she told him. 
He looked down at her with a pitying gaze. “What were you dreaming?” 
“Nothing,” she said, looking away from him. “I can’t remember.” 
He sighed, nodding. He clasped his hands on his lap, but continued to sit on the edge of her bed. 
Caelyn turned to look at the clock on her nightstand. It read eight-thirty a.m. 
She’d slept through the entire night, apparently. 
“I know this has been a horrible ordeal for you, Caelyn,” he said. 
“Dad, I don’t want to talk to you right now.” She felt her heartbeat getting faster and her palms sweating. The anger was still so close to the surface—and the pain and sadness, too. 
But her father seemed to have other ideas. “I know you don’t want to talk to me, and I totally understand why. But I’m your father, Caelyn. And it’s time we had a serious discussion—just you and me.” 
Caelyn sighed and shook her head, dragging herself into a sitting position. It wasn’t easy. Her arms were still weak. She looked at him. “Did Mom send you up here to have this discussion?” 
“This isn’t going to turn into you cross-examining me, Caelyn.” 
“It’s a simple question.” 
He grimaced. “Your mother and I both thought it might be better for me to try and speak to you alone.” 
“Dad, it’s kind of too late for this sort of talk. I mean, it’s over. Elijah’s in jail. 
You don’t have to worry about me running away and going back to him.” 
“This isn’t about him.” Her dad looked directly at her. 
“Then what is it about?” 
“It’s about putting our family back together.” 
Caelyn couldn’t meet his gaze. She thought about Deena and everything she’d done—especially this last thing. “I don’t know if that’s possible anymore.” 
“It is possible. We’re a family. That still means something, last I checked.” 
“Do you think I want it to be this way?” 
“If you want it to change, then start acting like you care. Stop treating each and every one of us like the enemy. We’re not the enemy.” 
She glanced up at him, but then away again. “I love Elijah.” 
She caught a glimpse of his pained expression at hearing her say those words. “I know you think you love him, but—“ 
Her stomach clenched. “You see, this is why we can’t talk, Dad. Because you come in here and you want to be honest with each other, but then you try and tell me I don’t love the person I know I love.” 
Her father breathed heavily through his nostrils. “What do you expect me to say, Caelyn? You want me to applaud your decisions in life? Running away from home? 
Lying? Intimidation? Stealing? Moving in with a criminal? Should I support that kind of behavior?” 
She shook her head, staring down at her hands as she clutched the bedspread and squeezed it. “I didn’t ask for anything from you.” 
“You’re asking a lot more than you realize,” her father said, getting off the bed. 
“But even if you think you’ve given up on us, we haven’t given up on you. And we never will.” He turned and left the room. 
The door to her room was open and Caelyn sat there, staring out into the empty hallway. 
She didn’t want to be there. She couldn’t stand it anymore. Couldn’t stand another minute in that house, let alone the eternity that stretched out before her. 
I’m in prison almost as much as Elijah, she realized suddenly. 
They wouldn’t pay for any of her schooling, so she couldn’t go back to Cambridge. She had no money left. Since the accident, she was weak and frail and easily exhausted. 
She couldn’t work a fulltime job or live on her own. 
I’m trapped. Trapped. 
“Having fun yet?” the familiar, nasty voice called out from the hallway, as Deena’s shadow fell across Caelyn’s doorway. 
A chill ran through Caelyn’s very bones. 
A moment later, Deena walked into her bedroom. She was sunny-faced, smiling like they were the best of friends and nothing strange had ever happened between them. 
“I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation just now,” Deena said, grinning even wider. She was wearing a plaid skirt and white blouse, her hair combed and fluffed, makeup on—all of which gave her an older girl’s appearance. “You can be miserable, Caelyn, but I don’t see why you’re taking it out on poor Dad.” 
Caelyn was filled with anger that ran so deep, she thought she might actually be capable of murder. No one, not even Jayson, had ever incurred so much hatred. “I don’t have anything to say to you, Deena,” Caelyn replied, trying to keep her voice steady. 
“Why not?” Deena crossed to Caelyn’s bookcase and started browsing casually. 
“I always thought you had weird taste in books,” she said, pulling out an old copy of Slaughterhouse Five by Kurt Vonnegut. “I never could figure it out. But,” she said, tossing the book back on top of the other books, “maybe it’s like your taste in men.” She smirked. “Anyway, I’ve recently started to gain an appreciation of fine literature. So maybe we have more in common then we thought.” 
“Get out, Deena.” Caelyn swallowed. Her heart was racing. She was picturing Elijah in handcuffs being led away from her. Thinking about how he had to pay for Deena’s vindictive nature with years of his life. 
It wasn’t fair. And it was impossible to be in the same room with her. 
“Listen, I know that you probably think I put my credit card in Elijah’s jacket,” 
she said, walking a few steps closer to the bed. 
“You know what you did,” Caelyn replied. Her lips were numb. 
If only I had my strength, she thought. I’d jump out of this bed and beat her
within an inch of her life. 
“The thing is, Elijah really is a scumbag thief,” Deena said, her voice sounding sorrowful, as if it hurt her deeply to tell Caelyn such a thing. 
Caelyn stared at her sister, literally at a loss for words. 
Deena grinned widely. “And even if he wasn’t a scumbag thief—which we both know he is—Elijah’s a loser. He’s in and out of jail, totally useless. How could you see yourself with someone like him?” 
“Deena, you know what your problem is?” Caelyn asked. 
“Why don’t you tell me?” Deena crossed her arms and tilted her head. 
“Nobody’s ever loved you,” Caelyn said. 
Deena snorted, but Caelyn thought she saw a small wince, almost imperceptible, as if Deena had instantly been hurt and then pretended not to be. “If what you and that loser had was called love,” Deena said, “then I think I’ll take a pass.” 
“I’m not talking about Elijah. I’m talking about Mom and Dad. They never loved you like they loved me,” Caelyn said. “You knew it and it drove you crazy.” 
Deena sneered. “They just worshipped you because they had no idea what an imbecile you were the whole time. But now look at you, lying there like a bag of bones. 
Kicked out of school. No friends. No boyfriend. Mom and Dad hate you. You disgust them.” 
“But I’m loved,” Caelyn said softly. “He’ll always love me, and there’s nothing you can do about it. Because nobody will ever love you, Deena.” 
Deena’s smile faded and her eyes turned colder and deader than even Jayson’s. 
“You should be careful what you say to me, Caelyn. You don’t know what I’m capable of.” 
Caelyn suddenly felt stronger than she’d felt in a long time. Maybe it was the adrenaline rush of all the anger, but she made herself get out of bed and stand up, quickly, without effort. Then she walked to within a few inches of where Deena was standing and glared into her eyes. 
“You don’t know what I’m capable of. And if you don’t leave my room—right now—I’m going to break your nose.” 
Deena laughed, but she took a step back. “I could knock you over if I breathed on you.” 
“Try me you little bitch.” Caelyn clenched her fists. 
Deena’s lip twitched, and then she spun on her heel and walked out of the room. 
When she was safely in the hallway, Deena stopped and spoke once more. “Gosh, I just had a horrible thought. Do you think Elijah’s going to a real prison…like…one where he’ll be violated by a bunch of big criminals? A cute young guy like him…” 
Caelyn wanted to run after her, but now the strength she’d felt a moment ago seemed to be quickly fading. 
As if sensing it, Deena giggled and then walked away as if she owned the world. 


*** 
Caelyn decided to search Deena’s room. 
Caelyn had been sitting and stewing, exhausted but furious—a cold, brittle fury that sapped her strength and made her nauseous. 
The things Deena had done and said to her just couldn’t be gotten away with. She thought about Elijah and the way he stood up for himself. 
Elijah would never let anyone talk to him like that, hurt him like that. 
Thinking of Elijah made her smile, but then it made her want to cry. She pictured him in the kitchen of the old apartment, cooking something on the stove and cracking jokes while Caelyn laughed. 
Downstairs, she could hear the familiar sounds of her mother and father and Deena talking to and at one another as if nothing in the world was wrong. 
Deena was babbling about how she and a friend were going to the library to study. 
The moment Caelyn heard her sister say that she was going to the library, Caelyn knew that it was a lie. 
Deena’s not going to study. She’s doing something bad. 
But that didn’t even really matter—it was beside the point. The good part was that Caelyn knew Deena leaving the house would give her a chance to sneak into Deena’s room and do some sleuthing. 
She wanted to dig up some dirt on her creepy little psychopath sister, and Caelyn was fairly certain that she’d be able to find something. 
Deena was so much worse than Caelyn had ever imagined. How hadn’t she seen it? All those years growing up together, some of them good, and fun times spent in one another’s company. 
How had she missed that her little sis was quietly turning into Charles Manson’s protégé? 
Caelyn waited until she heard the front door open, then went to the window and saw Deena running to her car, getting inside. A minute later she was pulling out of the driveway and gone. 
Caelyn smiled to herself. 
Now we’ll see what you’ve been up to. We’ll see how much you like being set up
for a fall. A dose of your own medicine might not taste so sweet. 
She walked slowly out of her own bedroom and turned to go down to her sister’s room. 
“Oh, you’re up,” Caelyn’s mother said, coming up the stairs. 
Caelyn frowned. “Just going to the bathroom.” 
“I think you should at least eat something.” 
“I’m not hungry.” 
“Caelyn—“ 
“Okay, I’ll grab a quick sandwich, but then I’m coming back up to bed.” 
Her mother smiled gratefully. “I’ll make you a peanut butter and jelly?” 
The sound of her desperation made Caelyn itchy with discomfort. She didn’t want to pity her mother. It was far easier to just hate her. “Sure, peanut butter and jelly sounds great, Mom.” 
Her mother headed quickly downstairs and Caelyn followed. 
In the kitchen, her mother began preparing a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. 
Caelyn plopped down on a chair by the table and watched, marveling at how strangely familiar it all seemed—and yet, it was all totally different. 
Her mother’s movements were just as they’d always been, and the sounds of silverware clinking as she took out the knife and swirled it around in the peanut butter jar were just as Caelyn remembered from her childhood. 
It was as though she was split in two, feeling the distant memories of love and comfort that those sounds and smells and sights brought back. At the same time, she was stuck in the present moment of mistrust and betrayal and anger. 
She saw her mother now as little more than a robot, someone who’d been programmed to behave like a good mom, but underneath it all she had her own poisonous agenda. 
Still, as Caelyn watched her mother go through the act of preparing a sandwich, Caelyn couldn’t help but feel a wave of deep sadness and regret. 
Maybe if I’d told them right away when Jayson raped me… 


Maybe if I hadn’t tried to run… 


But then you’d never have met Elijah. And despite all the pain and suffering,
you’d never trade the short time with Elijah, would you? 


No. I wouldn’t trade even a second of time with Elijah for all the money and
security the world could offer. 
Her mother brought the plate over and set it down in front of Caelyn and looked at her with an expectant smile. “I even cut it diagonally,” her mother said. “Just the way you like it.” 
Again, the wave of pity and disgust washed over Caelyn. She tried to force a smile. “Looks great. Thanks.” She picked it up and took a bite. The sandwich was dry, the peanut butter overwhelming the jelly. 
Even the sandwich wasn’t what it looked like on the outside, Caelyn thought grimly. She chewed and chewed, her mouth clogged with the bread and peanut butter. 
Her mom brought over a glass of milk. 
Caelyn choked it all down, wanting nothing more than to get out of there and go upstairs to Deena’s room. 
Eventually, her mother said she was going to go and read upstairs in her bedroom with the TV on. Caelyn’s father was in the basement, puttering around with the drywall. 
He’d been intermittently attempting to finish the basement for years. 
Caelyn said she was probably going to take a shower and watch some television in the family room. 
“That’s good, honey,” her mother said, allowing a thin hand to drift to Caelyn’s shoulder where it rested for a long moment. “You just relax.” 
Caelyn repressed a shudder. “Thanks, Mom. You too. Go take a load off.” 
Her mother withdrew her hand and looked down mournfully. “You know I love you, don’t you?” 
Caelyn thought about it. She nodded. “Of course I do,” she said. 
Her mother smiled the ghost of a smile and then turned, with a deep sigh, and left to go upstairs. 
She wondered if her mother had possibly come up with the plan to put the credit card in Elijah’s jacket. Maybe she’d even urged Deena to do it. 
Would her mother have stooped so low? Caelyn wondered. She didn’t know anymore. 
She listened to her mother’s footsteps going upstairs and then the door to the bedroom opening and closing, and more footsteps creaking the floorboards above. 
Finally, after a few minutes, it grew silent, and Caelyn knew her mother was lying in bed, reading with the TV on low volume. 
That’s when Caelyn made her move. 
She got up and turned the TV on in the family room. She even turned the channel to a Reese Witherspoon movie, just to add to the realism of her lie. 
Then Caelyn made her way slowly and quietly up the steps and down the hallway to her sister’s bedroom. 
Caelyn wasn’t sure how long she had before Deena got home or her mother and father came nosing around. She needed to be quick and efficient. 
Entering Deena’s room, the scent of heavy perfume entered her nostrils. Deena’s room was an array of pinks and blues, everything looking much as it had when Deena was just ten or eleven years old. 
Funny, Caelyn thought, how once again the surface of things was so misleading. 
Despite all the pinks and blues and the teddy bears on her bed, Deena was a nasty creature. 
Caelyn closed the door quietly behind her and surveyed the room once more. 
First things first, Caelyn made a beeline to the desk and Deena’s Mac. She opened up Deena’s laptop and saw that it was password protected. “Damn it.” Her parents actually let Deena keep her laptop protected like that? 
They really had no idea what she was up to. They were clueless. 
Knowing it would be nearly impossible to figure out Deena’s password, she went to the closet. There were tons of clothes. Could Deena have stolen any of this? Surely, Caelyn thought, her mother hadn’t allowed Deena to buy so much expensive clothing. 
When Caelyn had wanted new clothes as a teenager, she’d practically had to beg on her knees. Eventually, she’d worked part-time and used that money to buy nicer clothes, but Deena had no part-time job. 
Caelyn didn’t know if Deena was stealing or what, but it didn’t matter. She needed more than expensive clothing to get Deena in trouble. 
I don’t just want to get her in trouble, anyway. I want to…what? 
I want to expose her. I want to rub her wounds raw and throw salt on them. 
Caelyn smiled, nodding. Yes, expose the little cretin and show everyone what precious Deena was really like. 
She kneeled down and pushed aside the sneakers and high heels, looking for something more definitive. 
But she needed to be careful. 
After knocking aside the shoes and finding nothing, Caelyn realized she was being too sloppy. She put the shoes back in the basic order they’d been in before she’d started snooping. 
The closet wasn’t yielding anything fruitful. 
Caelyn got up and started rifling through Deena’s dresser and bureau and desk. 
Once again, it was mostly nothing special. 
She’d been hoping to find a private journal, something—anything that would give insight into Deena’s insane mind. But so far, everything was just normal teenage stuff. 
If I could just find a way to get a hold of her phone… 
She was certain that Deena’s phone would have all sorts of incriminating stuff in it. Texts, pictures, emails. 
“Shit, of course,” Caelyn said shaking her head. It had to be the laptop. 
It had to be. 
You just have to figure out the password. It’s probably the most obvious thing in
the world, knowing Deena. 
She started typing in various possible passwords. 
Nothing simple was working. She tried various combinations of Deena’s first and last name, added the middle name, tried capitalizing differently. If Deena was intelligent enough to add a sequence of numbers into her password, it would be completely impossible to guess. 
But Caelyn thought that Deena was too stupid and too arrogant to make the password very complicated. 
Caelyn wondered how much time she had left before someone came looking for her. Deena would probably gone for awhile, but how long would her mother be absorbed in a book, how long would her father be puttering around in the basement? 
Time was short. 
And then it hit her. Deena hadn’t used her own name as the password. 
Of course not. 
Instead, Caelyn typed her own name in as the password. Suddenly, she was in. 
The screen changed to a vision of Deena’s desktop. 
Caelyn could hardly believe it herself. 
She uses my name for her own password. How creepy is that? 
And what does it mean? 
Scrolling quickly to Deena’s documents, Caelyn started trying to pinpoint anything suspicious. 
You always knew she was jealous and competitive, but now you know what
motivated her to feel that way. She wishes she could be you. 
Maybe there would be something Deena had written in the past, venting about hating Caelyn or wanting to hurt her. Caelyn opened up some of the more recent documents, but they were all school assignments. 
Interestingly, there was an English paper where the first line was a quote from the book, Lolita. Caelyn vaguely remembered that book being about a teacher who lusts after a very young student. 
Caelyn scanned through the rest of the paper to see if there was anything strange in it, but it was dull and uninformative. 
Next, she opened the Internet browser and looked at the history. The cache hadn’t been cleared in quite some time. Caelyn grinned. She was getting somewhere now. 
That’s when she heard noise from downstairs. Her father, calling out. 
“Hey, where is everyone?” he yelled, his voice muffled and distant. 
“Shit,” Caelyn said, squinting as she tried to speed up. She knew that there was something in the Internet history. There had to be something. 
Most of the sites in Deena’s browsing history were normal stuff. Online shopping, TMZ, Facebook, Instagram. She was able to pull up Deena’s facebook page because Deena had stayed logged in. She clicked on Deena’s private messages. There was a lot to look at. 
She had a ton of friends and there were dozens and dozens of communications. 
Deena was apparently a very busy bee. 
From the hallway, she heard the sound of a door opening, and then her mother’s voice calling downstairs. “I’m coming down,” her mother called out. “Have you seen Caelyn?” 
“No,” her father replied. 
“I’ll check on her in a minute.” 
Caelyn’s skin broke into goose bumps. “Oh. My. God.” Her eyes widened. 
She’d just found something so crazy on Deena’s computer that she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. 
It was beyond a smoking gun—it was an atomic bomb. Deena had been a very, very naughty girl. 
But Caelyn was running out of time. 
Just show them what you found. Show Mom and Dad right now and Deena’s life
will be over. Ruin her life the way she ruined yours and Elijah’s. 
Caelyn actually stood up, ready to yell for her mother and father to come into Deena’s bedroom right that instant. 
Even if they might be initially upset at Caelyn for snooping, it wouldn’t matter once they saw what she’d found. Once she showed them the proof—the visual proof of what kind of person Deena really was—they’d never be able to forget or brush it under the rug. 
But just as Caelyn opened her mouth, something inside told her to wait. 
Not so fast. 
Come on. Deena wouldn’t hesitate to bust you if the roles were reversed. 
But that was the point, wasn’t it? Caelyn thought. Deena was nothing but an attack dog. She had no real strategy, no real purpose. Deena caused pain because it was in her nature, and it didn’t really help her get any further in life. 
However, Caelyn wasn’t simply going to blow the whistle on her sister and get nothing out of the deal. 
You’re not going to get Elijah back. So what can you possibly get out of it? 
I don’t know. Yet. But I’ll figure something out. 
Caelyn sat back down at Deena’s desk and quickly got to work. She had to make sure she’d have access to the evidence when she needed it again. 
Be patient, Caelyn. Elijah needs you to be patient. 
It might be months or years before they were reunited, and if Caelyn was going to find her way back to him, she needed to stay calm and play the game smart. 
No hasty moves. Nothing done purely out of spite. 
She smiled as she finished emailing herself the incriminating material from Deena’s computer. 
And then she got up and left the room. She’d literally just closed Deena’s door and walked to the bathroom when she heard her mother calling for her. “Caelyn?” 
“Yeah?” Caelyn said, sticking her head out into the hallway. 
Her mother’s expression was decidedly suspicious as she walked down the hall. 
“I thought I heard you out here. Were you—were you in your sister’s room?” 
Caelyn laughed and shook her head. “Why would I go into Deena’s room? I can’t stand the sight of her, the last thing I want to do is be anywhere she spends most of her time.” 
“I don’t know, I just thought I heard her door opening and closing.” 
“That was my door. We’re right next to each other.” 
Her mother’s eyes told Caelyn that she didn’t believe the excuse, but it didn’t really matter. 
“Oh. I probably imagined it, then.” 
“I’ll be out of the bathroom in a minute,” Caelyn said. “And then do you want to take a walk around the neighborhood together?” 
Her mother’s eyes widened. “That would be lovely.” 
Caelyn smiled. “Great.” 
She wasn’t sure where she was even going with all of this. But somehow it made sense. Gain her parents’ trust. Act like she’d accepted defeat, even as she plotted her next attack. 
She ran the water and washed her face at the sink. Part of her wondered if she was going crazy. After all, Elijah was definitely going back to jail for a long time. They wouldn’t let him off the hook after he’d already had a brush with the law for violating his parole. 
This would be violation number two. 
He was in jail and Caelyn needed to accept that fact. There were no moves to make, nothing that happened between her and her parents would change that fact. 
But something inside of her told her that she needed to be on the alert for opportunities, whatever they might be. She would get her freedom and she would fight to see Elijah again and be with him. No matter how long she had to wait. 


*** 
It hit Caelyn hard later that day. 
I can’t do this without him. I can’t do it. 
She was sitting in her room again, listening to her sister and father and mother downstairs talking. Once more, she had the distinct feeling that she’d gone back in time and was somehow watching her old life with new eyes. 
Deena had been at the “library” for probably three or four hours. Finally, she’d returned home, flaunting her happiness and freedom while Caelyn had to sit and listen and keep quiet. 
Well, if I don’t like it, I can always go down there and tell them the truth about
Deena. 
But Caelyn knew the time wasn’t right yet. 
She paced slowly in her room, going to the window and looking out at the empty street. She recalled once again how, not long ago, Elijah’s truck had been parked out front and he’d come for her. 
Tears sprang to her eyes. 
Where is he? What’s he doing? Why hasn’t he called me? 
The last time he’d gone to jail, he’d called her. But this time, nothing. Maybe he’d simply come to the conclusion that with this much time away from each other, there wasn’t any point in maintaining contact. 
Maybe he didn’t think she’d want to keep talking to him, or perhaps he felt he was doing her a favor by disappearing from her life. 
But Caelyn refused to believe any of that. She kept staring out the window as if by force of will, by simply praying and begging the empty sky above, she could make him appear again. 
She saw Elijah in her mind’s eye, walking with a confident swagger through the prison halls. There were men watching him walk past their cells, big and angry men with tattoos and scowls. They watched him, muttering, spitting. 
Elijah just grinned and walked on, confident and sure of himself even in the worst of places. 
He’d spent enough time in prison; Caelyn wasn’t worried about whether he could handle it or not. 
She was worried whether she could. 
Each second dragged out, feeling like days. The thought of enduring this torture for a year or two or three… 
“I can’t,” she gasped. “Please, I can’t.” 
And then came the footsteps on the stairs, and a light knock on the door. It was her mother. She opened it just a few inches in peered in to find Caelyn at the window. 
“Are you okay?” 
Caelyn nodded, wiping the tears from her eyes. “Yeah.” 
“You should come downstairs with us.” 
“I can’t. Not right now.” 
“Because of Deena?” her mother asked, using this as an excuse to open the door wider and step into Caelyn’s room. 
“Because of a lot of things.” 
“We don’t want you to feel excluded anymore, Caelyn.” Her mother was pleading once again. “We want you to be part of this family.” 
Caelyn had to restrain an angry laugh and kept the smirk from her face. “I’m trying my best, Mom. But I can’t be…I just can’t be around Deena right now. Not after what she did to Elijah.” 
“He stole from her, Caelyn.” 
“No he didn’t. Elijah would never have done that.” 
“I understand why it’s easier for you to believe that your sister did it. But that’s simply not true. And if you hold that grudge, it’s going to eat away at you forever.” 
“Mom, I’m trying my best,” Caelyn said, her emotions starting to get the better of her. “The person I love is in jail and I’m surrounded by the same ones who wanted him there. It’s not easy.” 
“I know it’s not easy. But you should try and see that we want what’s best for you, even if we made mistakes. Tomorrow, we’ll start bringing you back to physical therapy again. And you’ll also start seeing a psychologist.” 
“You made me an appointment with a psychologist?” 
“You need to work towards being healthy.” Her mother folded her arms. 
“I’m so sick of you thinking you can just run my life,” Caelyn said. “And protecting Deena instead of protecting me.” 
“This isn’t about your sister.” 
“Well maybe it is.” Caelyn glared at her mother, who glared right back at her. 
“Maybe for you it is.” 
“Could you please leave my room now?” 
Her mother shook her head. “This wasn’t why I came in here. I came—“ 
“I know why you came in here,” Caelyn said, raising her voice. “You want me to pretend everything’s back to normal. You want me to put on an act like everyone else does in this family. But I can’t. Not now, anyway.” 
Her mother’s mouth puckered. “Fine. Have it your way, Caelyn.” She turned and shut the door. 
Moments later, Caelyn could hear them murmuring and talking in low, almost secretive voices. Deena sounded like she was consoling them. 
Caelyn thought about the evidence she possessed, something that would completely change the way her parents saw Deena. And not for the better. 
The urge to tell them everything grew and grew until she nearly burst. 
Not yet, the little voice whispered inside her. 
It’s not time yet. 


When? How long do I have to wait before I see her paid back for what she did to
him? 
Soon. Soon. 
*** 
Caelyn continued to sit in front of the window a long time, as the shadows lengthened outside, she stared out at the empty street, thinking about Elijah and the past. 
Thinking about how things might have been different. 
But they weren’t different. And she was stuck. 
Eventually, fatigue overtook her, and Caelyn crawled back into bed, curling up into a ball and drifting as darkness and shadow overtook her. 
When she was close to sleep, the visions of Elijah became clearer, more vivid. 
She held onto her visions, and the pleasure that came with seeing him again. 
Even hearing him. 
His mouth twisting up into that oh so familiar grin. “Hey kid, why so glum?” 
“I just miss you,” she told him. “Don’t go anywhere. Stay with me, promise?” 
“Why would I go anywhere?” 
“This isn’t real and I don’t want to wake up.” 
Elijah came closer still. “It is real,” he said, reaching out and caressing her cheek with his hand. She could smell soap and when she took his hand and pressed it to her lips, it was just as he said. It felt completely real. 
Why couldn’t this be real? She asked herself. 
Because, you’re dreaming. 
“Don’t lose faith in me,” Elijah said, leaning so close that their lips were practically touching. His eyes stared into hers. “I’ll never stop thinking about you, so if you don’t stop thinking about me—our minds will be like one.” 
“I hope so,” she cried. 
“Don’t be sad, Caelyn.” 
“I miss your voice. I miss you touching me. I can’t be away from you for so long. When will you come back?” 
“How do you know I’m not back already?” he said. 
“Because, Elijah, you’re in jail.” 
“Are you sure?” 
“Yes.” 
“Your phone’s ringing,” he said. 
“No, it’s not.” 
“Listen.” He chuckled. 
Her phone was, in fact, buzzing. She heard it distinctly. But it wasn’t buzzing in the dream. She knew it was really happening. “I don’t want to wake up, Elijah.” 
“You are awake,” he said. 
And then she did in fact snap awake, her eyes opening suddenly, staring up at the ceiling. Caelyn’s breath caught in her throat. The dream had felt so incredibly real that it was like losing Elijah all over again. 
She turned to see her phone sitting on the nightstand beside her bed, vibrating against her clock. She grabbed at it, fumbling. 
It was a text from an unknown number. 
Is your light on? 
She stared at her phone as if it had spoken to her. Her mind scrambled for a reason why the text message said what it said. That was the same text Elijah had sent her when he’d come to her house last time. 
The next text said: Second window on the left? 
Now she was sure it was Deena playing some cruel joke. Her heart was racing as she texted back. 
Who is this? Who are you? Deena? 
But she didn’t see how Deena could have known about Elijah’s texts to her. It didn’t make any sense. 
I couldn’t stay away, the anonymous messenger replied. 
This was simply too bizarre. Whoever it was, they were recycling the conversation word for word that Elijah and Caelyn had had in the past. Maybe it was some jerky cop who’d gotten ahold of Elijah’s cell phone. 
She got up and went to the window, certain that she’d look out and see nothing but the cold hard glow of that lone streetlight. But it wasn’t just an empty street that greeted her gaze. 
There was a dark sedan parked in front of her house. 
Caelyn nearly cried out. 
Who was out there? And why were they texting her those things? 
Another text buzzed into her phone. Come outside, I want to talk to you. 
Caelyn swallowed. It had to be a joke. It had to be some awful prank. 
But what if it’s not?  She asked herself. What if it’s really him? 
He’s in jail. He’s in prison. There’s no way for it to be him, Caelyn. Whoever
that is, it’s not Elijah, as badly as you might want to believe it could be. 
Still, her heart was pounding and she wanted it too much to resist. Seconds later, Caelyn was walking out of her room and down the stairs. She tripped, nearly falling and breaking her neck. But she caught herself on the railing, even though she did make a lot of noise in the process. 
Crap. I hope I didn’t just wake everyone up. 
But nobody stirred. 
Soon, Caelyn was at the front door, opening it as quietly as possible, and then the cold night air was hitting her in the face and she was running across the lawn toward the car. 
Who was inside? 
She couldn’t see anything. 
Caelyn was terrified, but at the same time, she didn’t have anything to lose. 
When she got to the car door, she heard the power locks click loudly, as if the person inside was unlocking them. She bent down and peered into the window, but it was impossible to see inside. It was far too dark, even with the glow from the nearby streetlight. 
She threw the door open. 
“Hey, kid,” Elijah said. He leaned over and looked up at her with his dark eyes and half-smile. “So are you getting in or what?” 
Caelyn cried out and stumbled, literally crawling into the car, feeling like she must still be dreaming. 
Elijah helped to pull her inside. 
Caelyn broke down sobbing as she touched his arms, felt his skin, his clothing, and then he was kissing her lips softly. 
“Are you really here?” she said, shaking. 
“What do you mean, am I really here?” he laughed. “Last I checked, I’m not a hallucination. Unless I’m hallucinating myself—which, lately, seems more and more a distinct possibility.” 
Caelyn laughed too, through her tears. She touched his face, felt his beard stubble on his jaw. His dark eyes looked into hers. 
“Elijah, how did you get out? They let you go? Dropped the charges?” 
He took her hands in his own as he continued to stare at her with intensity and love and hunger. “Something like that.” He broke off and looked down for a moment. 
When he looked at Caelyn again, the seriousness was back. “Can you come with me?” 
She nodded instantly. “Anywhere.” 
“It has to be right now,” Elijah said. He breathed deeply. “I totally understand if you can’t—“ 
“I would jump off a cliff right this second if you asked me.” She wasn’t joking and Elijah noticed. 
He smirked. “Nothing that crazy,” he said. “At least, not yet. Maybe the cliff will come later. Thelma and Louise style.” 
“I never saw that movie.” 
“I just remember the ending,” Elijah laughed. “Them going off that damn cliff in the car. I think it was supposed to be happy—I don’t know.” 
“I should probably go back inside and get a few things to bring with me,” Caelyn told him. 
“I’ll come with you.” 
“You’re joking, right?” she asked. 
Elijah shook his head. “You’ve lost your sense of humor kid.” He stroked her cheek lightly, just as he had in the dream. 
“It’s hard to keep my sense of humor with everything that’s happened lately.” 
“Well you have to try. It’s the only thing that keeps me going.” 
“Elijah. What are you doing here?” Caelyn asked again. “This doesn’t make sense.” She looked around, half-expecting hidden cameras to emerge from behind the trees and bushes. 
But the street was totally silent and dark. 
“I’ll explain more. But we really need to hit the road, like, ten minutes ago.” 
“Okay. Give me five minutes, all right?” Caelyn asked. 
“We’re already behind schedule, so I guess five more minutes can’t hurt too much.” He grinned his lopsided grin. 
Caelyn leaned in and kissed his lips once more. She tasted Elijah, smelled him—
and she still couldn’t believe he was real. 
 She wanted nothing more than to sit next to him and take in his essence, bathe in Elijah’s protective aura. 
But she needed to hurry and get her purse, license, cash and credit cards, maybe even a few items of clothing. Caelyn got out of the car, as Elijah watched her go. She couldn’t help but keep looking back over her shoulder as she did her best to rush to the house. 
She needed to know that he was really still there. 
Even as she got to the front door, looking back once more, Caelyn was certain his car would be gone and she’d have finally lost her mind completely. 
But the car was still there, waiting. Waiting for her return. 
Caelyn smiled, her heart leaping, as she crept inside the house. Her heart was hammering in her chest and she felt flush. Climbing the steps to the second floor, all Caelyn could think about was the fact that somehow he’d come for her once more. 
I’ll never doubt him again. Elijah will always find me. Always. 
She went to her bedroom and immediately began gathering her things. She had a small beach bag that she used to put a few items of clothing in, and then she grabbed her purse. 
Caelyn scanned her room, making sure she’d left nothing important, as she didn’t intend to come back anytime soon. 
Thank God I can get out of this place. I won’t miss it. 
Her old room felt like a prison cell that she’d found the key to, and now she could just walk out into the fresh air, a free woman. 
“Going somewhere?” a familiar voice said loudly. It was Deena. 
Caelyn spun, letting out a tiny yelp of surprise. “You startled me.” 
“That’s probably because you’re guilty.” Deena cocked an eyebrow and walked into the bedroom. She was wearing a long t-shirt and nothing else, as if she’d been sleeping. But she looked completely awake. 
“Guilty of what?” Caelyn asked, her heart pounding harder now. She thought it might break through her ribcage. 
Stay calm, Caelyn. If Deena smells even a hint of what you’re doing, she’ll ruin it
all without a second thought. 
“Well, I don’t know,” Deena sighed. She pointed at the beach bag, filled with clothes. “What’s that for? Are you running away from home?” 
Caelyn glanced at the bag as if she’d never seen it before in her life. “Oh, this? 
This is for when I go to rehab tomorrow. I’ll need a change of clothes.” 
“Oh, that makes sense.” Deena nodded thoughtfully. “It just seems strange that you’re packing a bag and getting your purse all ready at this time of night. Besides, I could’ve sworn I heard you going outside.” 
Caelyn stared at her younger sister, the bright embers of hatred burning as she realized that Deena was merely toying with her. She knew. She knew that Elijah was outside waiting, and this was the fun she wanted to have before she ripped out Caelyn’s heart. 
“Deena, please.” 
“Please? You must really be desperate, Caelyn.” 
“Please just let me go. I don’t want to do this anymore.” 
“Do what?” 
“This. Fight. Aren’t you tired of it yet?” 
Deena grinned, showing her teeth. “You’re only tired of it because you’re losing.” She came another step towards Caelyn. “No, let me rephrase. You’re only tired because you lost.” 
“Fine, have it your way. I lost. You won. Just let me go.” Caelyn tried to walk by her, but Deena stepped into her path. 
“Not so tough this evening, are you?” She put her hands out and shoved Caelyn, causing her to stumble backwards, the back of her knees hitting the bed. Caelyn fell onto the bed, staring up at her sister, who was giggling. 
“Deena…” Caelyn said. 
“Stop saying my name. You make me hate my name when you use it.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“You’re not sorry enough—not even close to as sorry as you’re going to be. You know that he’s going to be arrested again, don’t you? I’m going to call the cops the second you walk out of this room. You’ll be lucky if you make it five miles before you get pulled over again.” 
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
“So that’s not Elijah in that car outside, then?” Deena asked, pointing at the window. 
“No,” Caelyn lied. “It’s his brother.” 
“Bullshit.” 
“Deena, it’s true. You know Elijah’s in jail. How could he be here?” 
Deena smirked and folded her arms over her chest. “Maybe he escaped. I guess he has enough brains to do that—but not enough to stay away from you.” 
“That’s ridiculous. It’s just Elijah’s brother. We’re friends.” 
“Well whoever it is, we’ll see what happens when the police pull them over. If they’re related to Elijah, then they’re probably a criminal with a warrant out for their arrest anyway.” 
Caelyn sat up and tried to compose herself. She needed to give Deena something to appease her. “Listen, I’ll give you all my money.” 
“You don’t have any.” 
“My credit cards.” Caelyn grabbed her purse and started digging. “You can charge them up, I’ll never say a word.” 
“I don’t want your stupid cards. I can get money if I want it. Plenty of money.” 
Deena smirked again. “I have everything I want, except one thing.” 
“What’s that?” 
“You. Miserable. In this house.” Deena’s smirk turned into a genuine smile as she considered this. “I want you to be here, where you’re absolutely at your lowest point. 
No friends, no Elijah, nothing. And I get to watch you sink deeper and deeper into despair. That’s what I want.” 
“What did I do to you, Deena? Why do you hate me so much?” 
Deena’s smile faded and her expression turned icy. “Don’t ask me that, you stupid bitch. I don’t owe you an explanation. I don’t care if you “get me” or not.” She turned and started towards the door. “Time to make a phone call. I figure the cops will want to know about any suspicious vehicles parked outside our house—“ 
“Deena, I know your secret,” Caelyn called after her. 
Deena froze in her tracks, her hand on the doorknob as she prepared to leave the room. “What did you say?” Deena asked, turning toward Caelyn. 
“You heard me,” Caelyn said. “I know everything. You’ve been bad. Really, really bad, and you were also stupid. You left the easiest password ever on your computer.” 
Deena’s eyes narrowed. “You’re lying.” 
“Really?” Caelyn got up and stood firmly, her legs feeling sturdier all of a sudden. “I mean, I was flattered when I guessed it. I figured you were obsessed with me, but that password really confirmed my suspicions.” 
“If you try and tell anyone, I’ll hurt you worse than you could imagine,” Deena said. 
“How can you hurt me any worse than you’ve already hurt me?” Caelyn asked. 
“Try me.” 
“Listen, we should call a truce. You let me go right now, and you keep your evil mouth shut. Then I won’t tell Mom and Dad and the rest of the world what you’ve really been doing when you pretend to go studying at the library.” 
Deena just stared at her. “You’re bluffing. You can’t prove anything. I’ll change my password.” 
“There’s this little thing called email,” Caelyn said calmly. “So don’t worry. 
You can rest assured that even if your computer mysteriously went up in flames, I’ve got backup copies of everything. And I mean everything.” 
Deena licked her lips. “You’d really do that to Mom and Dad just to get back at me?” 
“I’d enjoy it, too,” Caelyn said, staring Deena down. “And you know I would.” 
Deena’s mouth opened and shut. For the first time in her life, Caelyn thought, she seemed to have absolutely no comeback. 
Caelyn smiled at her younger sister as she grabbed her beach bag and purse. 
“How do I know you won’t leave and tell them anyway?” Deena asked, as Caelyn pushed by her. 
“Don’t worry about me, Deena. You’ve got enough on your hands, especially with that stressful English class that seems to take up so much of your time lately.” 
Deena’s jaw quivered. “Caelyn. Promise me you won’t—“ 
“Get out of my life and I’ll get out of yours, okay?” Caelyn said, and then she walked briskly out of the room and downstairs. When she left through the front door, she took one look back and saw Deena staring down at her from the second floor railing. 
Caelyn walked outside, took a nice long breath of cool air, and then continued to Elijah’s car. She got inside where it was toasty warm and dropped her bag down next to her leg. 
“You okay?” Elijah asked, as he pulled away from the curb and into the empty street, and then began driving off at a fast clip. 
“I’m okay.” 
Silence descended for a moment and Elijah shifted gears. “Got enough room for your legs?” 
Caelyn nodded. Then she looked at him. “Did you somehow…I don’t know…did you escape from prison?” 
Elijah let out a loud laugh. “Escape from prison? You make it sound like a TV 
movie of the week or something.” 
“Did you?” 
He stopped laughing and looked at the road. “No.” 
She let out a sigh of relief. “Thank God. For a second I actually believed—“ 
“I escaped from the courthouse.” 
She put a hand over her mouth, staring at him in shock and horror. “Elijah, please tell me you’re joking. Please.” 
He glanced at her. “You realize that I was going back to jail for three years, right? Three fucking years, Caelyn.” 
“You can’t know that for sure.” 
“I do know it for sure. They told me at my last hearing that I’d get an automatic reinstatement of the rest of my sentence if I violated parole again. Once your sister planted that credit card on me, I was toast.” 
Caelyn shook her head. “But they’ll catch you and then you’ll go back for even longer.” 
“They’re not going to catch me.” 
Caelyn took a deep breath and let it out shakily. “I’m so glad you’re here with me, but I’m terrified, Elijah.” 
He looked over at her. “You’re terrified of me?” 
“Of what you’re doing. Of what’s going to happen to us.” 
“What’s going to happen to us is we’re going to be together.” He smiled. “This is a good thing, Caelyn.” 
“The police will be looking for you.” 
He sighed. “I’m small potatoes. They don’t give a shit about me, I’m not a mass murderer. I’m just some two-bit criminal that got away. Sure, they’ll have a warrant out for my arrest, but as long as I stay under the radar, I’m fine.” 
“Maybe you should slow down,” Caelyn said. “You’re going seventy and the speed limit’s fifty on this road.” 
Elijah nodded patiently. He looked out the front windshield, his expression seemingly happy, content even. “I love you, Caelyn—even when you’re being mean.” 
“I’m not being mean.” She shifted in her seat. Part of her was so overjoyed that he was in the car and she was with him, soaking in his presence. Another part of her was angry that he was being so totally irresponsible and not even seeming to be aware of how serious this was for both of them. 
“You’re being a little bit grouchy,” he said. 
“Well you’re not taking this seriously enough. I’m involved now, too.” 
His grin faded. “I’m not stupid, Caelyn.” 
For the first time, she was noticing this new car that he was driving and wondering just how it was that he’d been able to acquire it. She glanced in the backseat and saw an umbrella, a magazine, and a children’s book called The Great Ape Goes to Bed Early. 
“Elijah, whose car are we in right now?” she asked, her voice unsteady. 
His shoulders hunched. “I think we should talk about this later.” 
“We’ve got plenty of time to talk about this.” 
“No we don’t.” He glanced in his rearview mirror. His strong jaw jutted out. “I want to tell you the plan.” 
“Oh, so there’s a plan?” 
He glanced at her, his dark eyes flashing briefly. “Don’t be like this, Caelyn.” 
She sat back and released her clenched fists. “Fine. I’ll play, Elijah. Tell me the plan.” 
He licked his lips. “I know a place in upstate New York we can go. It’s safe and quiet, and almost impossible for us to be found.” 
“What kind of place is it?” 
“A friend of mine lives there. I haven’t seen him in a long time, but I know he’ll let us stay with him. He owes me.” 
“Great,” Caelyn said, unable to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. 
Elijah smirked. “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. Great.” 
They fell into silence again. Caelyn was watching him drive, still unable to fathom the fact that he’d actually found a way to come back into her life. 
Why are you being so hard on him?  She asked herself. 
Because. He escaped from jail. 


He never should have been there in the first place. Did you want him to rot in a
jail cell for three years just so he didn’t break any rules? 
Caelyn felt torn. She was so unbelievably grateful to be with him, to watch his perfect eyes as he scanned the road, to feel the rush of adrenaline when he so much as looked her way, to admire the slope of his muscular shoulders, the length of his arms, see how gracefully he moved even when driving. 
When he looked at her, she couldn’t stay angry. 
But then she thought about the fact that this couldn’t last, because the police would eventually capture him. And when they did, he would go back to jail, only this time it would be for much longer. 
Not only that, but she would likely go to jail right along with him. 
Why do you care?  She asked herself. Would you rather he’d left you in your own
little prison, sitting in that bedroom listening to your family live their lives while you went
quietly crazy? 
Would that really have been preferable? 
Caelyn knew that it wouldn’t have been. “I’m glad you came for me,” she whispered, and slid her hand onto his leg. His muscular thigh emanated heat. 
Elijah glanced at her. “I’ll always come for you. You know that.” 
“I do now,” she said. 


*** 
“You hungry?” Elijah asked, after they’d been driving for a little while. 
Caelyn yawned and stretched her arms. “Yeah.” She sat up straighter in her seat. 
“But I don’t think we should risk stopping to eat at a real restaurant.” 
“I didn’t say we would.” He pointed up ahead at a gas station attached to a convenience store. “But I figured you could at least grab a couple of snacks while I gas up.” 
“Oh.” She nodded. “Sure, that sounds good.” 
“Good.” Elijah pulled into the gas station. He stopped and then took two twenties out of the glove compartment. “Here, take this.” 
“Where’d you get the money?” she asked him. 
He looked at her. “You really want to know the answer to that?” 
“I guess not.” 
He handed her the bills. “Caelyn,” he said, his face close to hers now. 
“Yes?” 
He leaned forward and kissed her. His lips were hot and his tongue slid into her mouth. 
Suddenly, a force within her body was unleashed, as if he’d awakened it with his kiss. All Caelyn could think about was how badly she wanted him. She would do anything Elijah asked, anything. 
Nobody will ever make me feel the way he does. 
She knew it was true. And it wasn’t just lust. She loved Elijah with all of her heart. She loved the fact that he was far from perfect, despite his gorgeous looks and devastating charm. He had his demons, but they’d never stopped him from taking care of her and doing everything in his power to fight for her. 
As his lips slightly moved away from hers, she opened her eyes and gazed into his. 
“You amaze me,” she told him softly. 
“I amaze myself,” he responded, his mouth twisting into that familiar grin. 
She slapped at his shoulder, and he grabbed her wrist, kissing her again. His other hand cupped her cheek. His mouth slid over to her cheek and then her ear. “I want you, Caelyn. I want you so bad.” 
“I want you too.” She looked around, her eyes scanning the lot. Then she had an idea. “Drive around back,” she told him. “Behind the store.” 
He gave her a look as if she’d just grown a second head. “You’re kidding, right?” 
“Hurry up before I change my mind.” She was out of breath from excitement. 
Elijah put the car in gear and headed behind the store. There was a fence, a dumpster, and the fence was surrounded by an empty field and scattered trees. It was dark back there. One lone, empty car sat parked beside the back entrance. Caelyn figured it belonged to one of the store employees. 
“Drive around the other side of the dumpster,” she said. “We’ll be hidden there.” 
“You sure?” 
“Yeah.” 
Elijah maneuvered the car into a spot next to the dumpster. There was a dead-end to the other side of them, created by the fence adjoining with the store. 
“I guess this is kind of private,” Elijah said, turning off the car and looking at her. 
His eyes told her that he was as anxious as she was to be close again. 
“I don’t even care if someone sees us,” she said, grabbing his jacket. 
He grabbed her wrists, not hard, but firmly. “And you know I don’t give a fuck.” 
He grinned wickedly and then kissed her again. 
Elijah ignited a fire inside of her that she’d never known before. She moaned as his hands touched her hips and then ran up along her body as he pulled her closer. 
He kissed down her neck, his lips like a combination of fire and ice against her skin. She cried out, desperate for him to be even closer to her. 
Soon, they were tearing at one another’s clothes. 
Caelyn pushed her hand beneath his shirt and grasped at the skin of his washboard stomach. Then she felt his chest, which was flexed. “I want to feel you inside of me,” 
she told him. 
“That can be arranged,” he told her, his voice husky. His hair was in slight disarray, and he had the shadow of a beard on his jaw. But he was as handsome and sexy as he’d ever been, she decided. 
And what made him sexiest of all was the way he loved her. 
The way he protected her. 
“Elijah,” she whispered, as his hands explored her more fully. 
“I need you,” he told her. His eyes grew more intense and darker. 
“Now. Please. Make it now.” 
And then they came together, in that front seat of the car behind the convenience store, and Caelyn didn’t care one bit. For all she knew, they might as well have been in a king-sized bed at The Four Seasons. It felt every bit as right and real and good as a honeymoon suite. 
As long as I have him I’m whole. 
And he made her whole again and again. 
She cried out, and he whispered love in her ear, and then they separated from one another, a little reluctantly. Caelyn wished it could have lasted longer, and that they could have lain together, tangled up in bed sheets, sweat cooling in the air as they caught their breath. 
But they weren’t really in a hotel room, they were in that car, running from the police and their pasts. 
Elijah was fixing his clothing, his cheeks flushed. “You want to run in and grab some snacks and then I’ll come around and top off the gas tank?” 
“Sure,” Caelyn said, making sure she didn’t look a mess either. She ran a hand through her hair and tried to smooth it down. Sweat beaded her forehead. “Do you want anything in particular?” 
He shrugged. “Anything. Maybe an energy drink or something. I’ve been up for like twenty-four hours straight.” 
“Okay.” She got out of the car a minute later and walked around to the front of the store, going inside. 
The bright florescent lighting caught her off guard, and the scrutinizing stare from the cashier as she entered only enhanced the feeling of being guilty. 
Caelyn gathered some snacks quickly, not being too particular. She got herself some Diet Iced Tea and grabbed a Red bull for Elijah. She also scooped up some BBQ 
potato chips, popcorn, and a few candy bars. 
Her stomach was still filled with butterflies as she thought about what they’d just done in that car, parked behind the store. She rolled her eyes and murmured to herself. 
“You’ve gone totally off the deep end, Caelyn.” 
The store cashier was still watching her. “Can I help you with something?” 
“I’m just buying a few things.” 
He stared at her disapprovingly, his thick, dark eyebrows like two giant spiders above his eyes. “Your shirt is ripped,” he told her. 
“What?” 
“Your shirt. It’s torn—I can see…” he gestured to his ribcage. 
Caelyn craned her neck and lifted her arm, and sure enough, there was a tear right along the seam of her shirt. Her skin and bra was actually visible through the rip. How had she not noticed? It must have happened when they were in such a rush to take each other’s clothes off. 
“Oh, thanks for telling me,” she smiled. 
He didn’t return her smile. 
She put the items on the counter and he rang them up slowly, occasionally looking up from the cash register and ogling her chest area. 
Caelyn was growing more and more uncomfortable. 
“That will be twenty-one dollars,” he said. 
She handed him the cash and he slowly counted out her change, then packed the snacks into the bag, continuing to steal glances at her chest whenever he could. 
By the time she got out of the store, she was feeling distinctly less optimistic about what she’d just done with Elijah. It was almost as if the store employee had smelled the sex on her—like he’d known she was the kind of girl to do it in a car. 
She’d expected to see Elijah pumping gas in front, but neither he nor his car were anywhere to be found. That was odd. 
Caelyn hugged her arms across her chest as the bag swayed in the cold breeze that had kicked up. She rounded the corner and went around back, and that’s when she came across Elijah taking the license plate off the other lone car that had been parked behind the convenience store. 
He was just pulling the plate off when she caught him. He stood up and walked towards her. “Don’t say anything,” he said. “I know you don’t like this.” 
“Elijah—“ 
“I have to do it, Caelyn. I have to.” 
She shook her head. “This is wrong.” 
“Get in the car. Come on.” He walked ahead of her and knelt down beside his own car. Not that it was his car, anyway. 
What’s another crime at this point?  Caelyn thought. 
She got into the passenger seat. 
He’d already removed his plates and now he was just screwing the stolen plates on. It didn’t take long, and he was working fast and efficiently. When he was done, he grabbed the old plates and jogged to the fence. 
Caelyn watched as he threw them over the fence and into the woods. 
A moment later, he was back in the car and driving out of the lot. 
“What about gas?” Caelyn said. 
Elijah was breathing a little heavily after running back to the car. “Oh, I forgot.” 
He pulled into the main road and kept going. 
“You didn’t forget,” she said. “You didn’t need gas. You wanted to get new plates to put on.” 
He glanced at her. “So what if I did?” 
“This car is stolen, Elijah.” 
“And?” 
“And, that’s a heck of a lot worse than stealing a credit card.” 
“Except I didn’t steal a credit card.” 
“But even if you had, this would be worse. You know that.” 
His jaw muscle flexed. “I hope you’re not getting ready to lecture me.” 
Caelyn’s stomach tightened. “I don’t want to fight with you.” 
“Then don’t start a fight.” 
She rolled her eyes. “I can’t just let you run around committing crimes and not say a word.” 
Elijah adjusted his grip on the steering wheel. “Look, it’s really simple, Caelyn. 
I’m running for my fucking life, here. For our lives. And if I have to steal a car to do it, then that’s just the way it’s going to be.” 
“But you’re just making it worse and worse. You have to see that,” she said. Her voice shook with emotion. “They’re going to catch you—catch us. Eventually.” 
“Not necessarily.” 
“Yes, they will.” 
She could see his biceps flex as he grabbed the wheel harder. “You don’t know that, and I don’t really want to hear that kind of prediction right now. I need to stay focused, I need to stay upbeat. My only chance is to keep calm and be smart, and hope that I can fly under the radar until the heat dies down.” 
Caelyn nodded as if she understood, even though she didn’t. Her hands were still clutching the plastic bag with snacks in it, and she slowly let it drop to the floor of the car. Then she looked at Elijah. “How did you escape from the courthouse, anyway?” 
“It was no big deal. I told them I wanted to represent myself—“ 
“What do you mean, represent yourself? You mean, you were being your own lawyer?” 
Elijah glanced at her innocently. “Sure. It’s my right.” 
“That’s ridiculous.” 
“Maybe so, but I figured it might give me a chance to have a few more freedoms. 
And I was right. Since I was representing myself, they let me use the courthouse library for fifteen minutes before my arraignment. Anyway, the guard who was supposed to be watching me ended up getting caught up in a conversation with some cute little librarian lady. I took the opportunity to open a window and jump out.” 
“You jumped out of the courthouse window?” Caelyn said, impressed and horrified all at once. 
“Yup. And then I cut through some back roads and hid for a few hours, until it got darker outside. Eventually, I walked to a supermarket and waited for someone to leave their car unattended for a few seconds. And the rest is history.” 
“Elijah, that’s horrible.” 
“Yeah, it is.” He licked his lips. “Don’t think I enjoy this shit, Caelyn.” 
“Are you sure you don’t?” 
He looked at her briefly, and his expression was stony. “Yeah, I’m sure. And if you don’t believe me, then maybe we shouldn’t be doing this together.” 
Caelyn put a hand on his leg again, and the muscle flinched against her palm. 
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean that.” 
He exhaled slowly. “I know that you deserve better than me.” His voice was pained and husky with emotion. 
“I love you, Elijah. And I don’t want anyone but you.” 
“I’ll change for you,” he said. He looked at her again, his eyes white in the darkness. “I swear I’ll change.” 
“I don’t need you to be anyone but you.” She thought for a moment. “But I also don’t want to lose you again. And I’m scared that I will.” 
“No. You’re never going to lose me—and I’m never going to lose you, either. 
Never.” 
She wished she believed him. 
Instead, Caelyn just nodded and pressed her lips tightly together. And then she turned toward the road, and watched it passing behind them in her side mirror, hoping and praying not to see the flashing lights that would spell the end for both of them. 


*** 
But the flashing lights never came, and soon they were entering New York State, and Elijah began smiling again. 
“You’re going to love my buddy Trey,” he said, as they drove by a beautiful pasture and a large barn, and the entire scene was covered in moonlight. It was something that could have been a painting and in a way it was romantic, even if they were running from the police. 
The road was totally empty now but for them. 
“Does he even know you’re coming?” 
“Well…not exactly.” Elijah scratched his chin. “I mean, I don’t have an up-to-date number for him.” 
“How did you even call me?” Caelyn said. “You didn’t use that poor person’s cell phone from this car you stole, did you?” 
Elijah shook his head. “Of course not. I bought a burner on my way to your folks’ house.” 
“A burner?” 
He chuckled. “It’s a prepaid phone. Pretty much untraceable by the cops. When the minutes are up, I’ll toss it.” 
“But how did you have the money to buy it?” 
“The money was in the car,” Elijah admitted. 
“So we’re driving a stolen car with newly stolen license plates, and you used stolen money to buy a cell phone that can be thrown away just in case the cops are trying to trace your calls.” 
“Right,” Elijah agreed. 
Caelyn put her fingers to her temples and rubbed them. She was starting to get a throbbing headache. “And now we’re going to drop in unannounced on your friend, whose number you no longer have.” 
“That’s pretty much the size of it.” Elijah didn’t seem too concerned. He started to whistle softly. 
“Elijah, how do you know your friend Trey even still lives where you think he lives? People move, you know.” 
“Trey hasn’t moved. I heard it through the grapevine that him and his girlfriend are holed up there, and he’s making a living selling stuff on eBay. The guy’s a packrat, and I doubt he’s up and moved in the last few months.” 
“What if he doesn’t want us there?” 
“I already told you, he owes me.” 
“For what?” 
Elijah put a finger to her lips and pressed gently. “That’s enough. No more questions. I’m done being grilled.” 
Caelyn pushed his hand away and he shot her a wounded look. 
She laughed. “Don’t pout, Elijah.” 
“I’m not pouting. I just wish you’d trust me a little more.” 
“It’s hard to trust you when you keep doing things that are going to get us hurt.” 
“This is my world now, Caelyn,” he said. His voice was somber. “Your way of doing things doesn’t work in this world. So you’re going to have to try and do things my way for a little while.” 
Caelyn didn’t know what to say to that. 
She suspected he was right. 


*** 
Dawn was almost starting to break as they arrived at Elijah’s friend’s house. 
Except house wasn’t exactly the word that came to mind when Caelyn first laid eyes on the sprawling, ramshackle structure that they came upon as they turned down a long, bumpy, dirt road that was just wide enough to fit the car. 
As they pulled into the dirt lot that was both driveway and front yard, a couple of mangy dogs appeared from out of the woods and began barking loudly at them. 
“Shit,” Elijah said. “They’re being loud as hell.” 
Caelyn looked at the dogs with dismay. They could have been strays for the way their fur was matted and dirty, but both wore collars. 
They continued to bark and howl, and stir up a tremendous racket. 
“I wish we had something to give them,” Caelyn said. 
Elijah snapped his fingers. “Shit, the snacks.” Leaning over her and grabbing for the bag of potato chips, he started to roll down his window to feed them. 
Caelyn shrieked as both dogs leapt up on their hind legs and placed their front paws on the side of the car, their snouts pressed up through the slightly open window. 
“Elijah, roll the window up!” she cried. 
“Relax, kid, I don’t think we’re dealing with Cujo here.” He started tossing the chips at the dogs through the window, and before long they were searching on the ground for the food, and not as interested in the strangers sitting in their yard. 
“What do we do now?” Caelyn said. 
“Now, we go knock on the door like civilized people.” Elijah opened his door and started to get out. 
“Wait!” Caelyn yelled, as she saw the front door of the house fly open with a bang. 
A large man held a shotgun and pointed it at them as he walked out of the house. 
He was wearing dirty overalls and his feet were bare. His hair was blond, tied back in a ponytail, and he had a bushy beard too. 
“Shit, I forgot he likes guns,” Elijah said. “You stay put.” 
“Don’t go out there.” 
“He won’t shoot me,” Elijah told her, starting to get out of the car with his hands up. 
“Who the fuck are you and why are you on my property—“ the man started to shout, but as soon as he got a better look at Elijah, he put the shotgun to his side, and his ferocious expression turned first shocked and then ecstatically happy. “Holy shit! It’s you!” 
“Can I put my hands down now?” Elijah said. 
“Hell yes! Get over here you crazy bastard!” The blond man said. 
So I guess this is Trey, she thought as he started walking towards Elijah. 
Before long they were hugging and looking each other over. She couldn’t hear what they were saying, but their voices were excited and enthusiastic, and punctuated by a lot of bursts of laughter. 
“Did I scare your lady?” Trey said, turning to the car and approaching. 
Caelyn got out slowly, feeling a strong urge to leave. She didn’t want to stay here—not this place, not now. Something about it simply felt wrong. 
But Elijah looked so happy, and they couldn’t just leave. She put on her best smile as Trey’s dogs began nosing at her legs and whining for attention. 
“Don’t mind Goose and Maverick,” Trey said. “They’re just damned scavengers, but they’re harmless and they hardly ever bite.” He held out his large hand, while the other held the shotgun by the long barrel as if it was a cane. 
“Trey.” 
Caelyn shook his hand. “I’m Caelyn. Elijah said you’re a really good old friend of his.” 
Trey cocked an eye at Elijah. “Old? You told her I’m old?” 
“Don’t mess with her, Trey,” Elijah laughed. “And where’s your girlfriend?” 
“Who, Paris?” Trey said, suddenly hacking up phlegm and turning his head to spit into the dirt nearby. “She’s hungover, sleeping it off.” 
“And the noise didn’t wake her?” Elijah laughed. 
“A megaton bomb wouldn’t wake Paris when she’s out.” He squinted as if mentioning his wife’s name gave him heartburn. “Anyway, enough of my babbling. 
Come on inside, for god’s sake. I want to hear what brings you out to the boonies at this unholy hour. I figure it must be something good.” 
Elijah gave Caelyn a look as if to ask if she was okay. 
She smiled as best she could. Then they went inside. 
Elijah had been right when he’d said that Trey was a packrat. The house was filled with boxes and various furniture and objects that might have been for sale, or perhaps it was all part of the house. She couldn’t tell the difference. The clutter was bad enough that it made her think of that TV show, Hoarders, where the compulsive people had to be forced to throw out the junk they thought was so valuable. 
“This is my home,” Trey said, as he led them through a maze that cut through the stacks of boxes and pieces of furniture, knickknacks and trash. “Let’s go to the basement where we can sit. I’ll brew us some coffee.” 
They went downstairs, where somehow there was a bit less clutter, although there were still boxes stacked just about everywhere. But Trey had cleared out space for a desk and a computer, plus a sofa and recliner. Nearby, a small table housed an electric teakettle and tiny microwave. 
Trey leaned his shotgun against the wall behind his desk and then went to the table and grabbed some mugs from out of a box nearby. He put the mugs down and started the kettle. “So,” he said, opening a jar of Folgers instant coffee. “What brings you to the boonies?” 
Elijah was standing awkwardly next to Caelyn. She wanted to grab his arm and pull him with her as she ran up the stairs and out of this house. But she calmed her nerves. Sure, the place was a little claustrophobic, and Trey liked to carry a shotgun around, but other than that he seemed perfectly fine. 
“We…I…ran into a little trouble with the law.” 
“You don’t say.” Trey snorted, then looked up at them. “Go on, sit down, make yourselves comfortable.” 
Caelyn sat down on the sofa. It smelled like wet dog. She tried to relax, affixing a smile to her face. Elijah sat next to her, but leaned forward. “I was hoping we could maybe chill here for a day or two if you don’t mind. But if it’s a problem, we can go somewhere else.” 
“Bullshit.” Trey started spooning coffee grounds into the mugs. “You like your coffee strong?” he asked, looking over his shoulder at them. 
“Sure, I guess,” Caelyn muttered. 
“So, we’d just stay for a couple days, until things cool off, and then we’d be out of your hair,” Elijah continued. 
“How do you know?” Trey asked, his back to them as he continued making the coffee. 
The kettle began whistling. 
“How do I know what?” 
“How do you know that you only need to stay a few days?” 
Elijah looked at Caelyn. 
She shook her head and whispered. “We should go.” 
He mouthed at her. What? 
“We should go,” she whispered, a little louder. 
Trey cleared his throat. Caelyn looked up to see him facing their direction once more. “If you’re really in trouble with the cops, then you probably need to hang here for a lot more than two days, bud.” 
“Yeah, well I can’t ask you to do that for me.” 
“You didn’t ask. I’m saying it for you.” Trey stroked his beard. “You don’t have to tell me what you did or didn’t do. I don’t give a shit. Just hang here for a few weeks or a month, make sure its safe before you head back out to the world again.” 
Elijah smiled and nodded. “Thanks, Trey. I really appreciate that, bro.” 
“No doubt,” Trey replied, turning back to the table where he began pouring water into the mugs. 
He carried the steaming cups over to the couch and handed one to each. 
Caelyn accepted hers with a quiet thank you, unable to even meet Trey’s gaze. 
Something about him made her nervous. Maybe it was his size, or his unkempt hair, or the shotgun he liked to carry around. 
Whatever it was, she decided then and there to tell Elijah that this wasn’t going to work. 
Trey went and made himself the final cup of coffee. 
“This is really good,” Elijah said, holding up his mug appreciatively. 
Caelyn sipped hers. It tasted like sludge, but it was drinkable. “It’s so good,” she agreed. 
Trey stroked his beard and sat down in the recliner with his own cup. There was a picture of a pyramid with an eye in the middle of it on the side of the mug. “So,” Trey said, “we got a spare room you both can use. But only one bed,” he grinned. 
“That’s fine, I can sleep on the floor,” Elijah joked. 
“How long you been running for?” Trey asked. His expression had turned serious. 
Elijah shifted on the couch. “Not long. About a day.” 
Trey nodded. “I’ll check the news and my police scanner to see if this thing’s blowing up or not.” 
“I doubt you’ll find anything, not in New York anyway,” Elijah said. 
Trey’s cheeks reddened. “Are you kidding me? Everything’s global now, man. 
You can’t fart in Australia without someone in Homeland Security knowing about it.” 
Caelyn repressed the urge to roll her eyes. Instead she nodded seriously and raised her mug to her lips. 
Elijah switched the subject, seemingly trying to head the conversation into smoother territory. “So, what have you been doing to keep yourself busy these days?” 
Trey raised his hands. “You’re looking at it.” 
“I doubt that,” Elijah said. “You’re always into something. Buying, selling, having some dude in Taiwan manufacture a piece of jewelry for you to sell at fifty times the price here.” 
“Sure I do a little buying and selling,” Trey said, “but it hardly pays anymore. 
Everyone and their grandmother thinks they’re a fucking antique dealer now. The business is oversaturated and the margins are for shit.” 
“Well, the economy sucks.” 
“Since when do you know jack shit about the economy, bud?” 
Elijah shrugged. “You’re right, I was talking out of my ass.” He grinned, and then both of them started laughing hysterically. 
Caelyn didn’t even know what to say. All she knew was that the first chance she got, she was going to convince Elijah to get them the hell out of this crazy house. 


*** 
Before long, Caelyn mentioned feeling tired, and Trey had immediately insisted on showing them to the spare room. First, he had to lead them back upstairs and through the labyrinth of boxes and trash—yes, it was most definitely trash—and into the small room that was itself mostly covered in boxes. 
“Here’s your bed,” Trey said, gesturing to the small, ancient looking mattress sitting on a box spring. “It’s a twin, so you’ll be cozy enough. And there’s really no room on the floor anyway.” He winked at Elijah. 
“This is perfect,” Elijah said, slapping him on the back. “I can’t thank you enough, Trey.” 
“Sure you can.” He sighed. “Okay, I best go check on the little lady, make sure she’s still breathing.” He walked out and closed the door behind him. 
Caelyn sat heavily on the bed and put her head in her hands. “Oh my God.” 
Elijah sat next to her and put his arm over her shoulders. “You okay, kid?” 
She turned her head and gave him a sidelong glance. “No, I’m not okay.” She lowered her voice. “We need to leave. Now.” 
Elijah leaned back and stared at her with surprise. “Leave? Why?” 
“You’re not seriously asking me that question. I think it’s pretty obvious why. 
Look around.” 
He did look around. His face registered nothing but faint amusement. “I mean, it’s not the Museum of Fine Arts but it’ll do in a pinch.” 
“Not for me it won’t.” She grabbed his hand and squeezed. “Please, Elijah. I don’t like it here. This place gives me the creeps. And so does your friend.” 
“Who, Trey?” 
“Yes, the one with the shotgun. And he actually pointed it at us, in case you forgot.” 
Elijah laughed a little. He covered her hand with his hand and rubbed her fingers soothingly. “I know this is a different sort of life than what you’re used to. But that doesn’t mean Trey’s a bad guy.” 
“I didn’t say he’s bad. I just have a really awful feeling about staying here. 
Something’s not right, Elijah.” 
“Listen to me, Caelyn. We need to stay here.” 
She tried to pull her hand away from his grasp. “Don’t say that. It’s not true and I’m not going to.” 
“We have nowhere else to go.” Elijah’s expression had changed. 
For the first time since he’d come to get her, Caelyn felt really and truly frightened. “What do you mean? We can stay at a hotel.” 
“Do you have that kind of cash on you?” he asked. 
“No, I’d use my credit card—“ 
“And the police would see that you used it, and they’d know exactly where we are. We can’t use credit cards.” 
“But they don’t know you’re with me,” she said. 
He looked at her like she was the most innocent, naïve person on the face of the earth. “How long do you think it will take the police to put two and two together and go looking to see if I visited my girlfriend?” 
“Probably not long.” 
“It’s the first place they’ll search for me. Literally.” 
“And then they’ll know I’m gone, too.” 
“If your parents or sister haven’t already called them.” He looked at her with eyes that were calmly accepting of the dire situation they were in. 
Caelyn didn’t bother explaining to him that Deena wasn’t likely to be the one who tattled to the police. It didn’t matter. The cops would find out one way or another. 
He was right. 
“So how long are we stuck here?” she whispered. “Because I can hardly take an hour of this, let alone a week.” 
“I don’t know.” Elijah stroked her hair. “But Trey’s good at finding out the local police gossip. If they’re looking for us, he’ll find out and then we can take it from there.” 
“I don’t know,” she said, looking down. Tears were close to the surface. She looked back up at him. 
His face was perfect, his eyes were so dark and loving and kind. He saw her completely and loved her completely—she knew that. “I wish I could be stronger for you,” she told him. 
“You’re the strongest person I’ve ever met,” he said. “I’m in awe of you.” 
She laughed through her tears. “That’s ridiculous.” 
“Not to me it isn’t.” He cupped her face in his hands and then kissed her softly. 
After the kiss, she felt a little better. “Thanks,” she said. 
He chuckled. “You just had a freak out, that’s all.” 
“Yeah. I guess.” She still couldn’t shake the awful sensation that they didn’t belong there. 
“You guess?” 
She looked at Elijah. “He was pretty touchy when you asked him how he made money.” 
“Probably because he doesn’t make much of it.” 
“But you asked for a reason, didn’t you?” 
Elijah grinned. “You’re too smart for your own good, kid.” 
“Tell me.” 
He exhaled. “Well, you’re really not going to like him after I tell you this part.” 
“Great. Just say it, don’t torture me. Did he used to work for the Taliban or something?” 
“No, but he did used to deal.” 
“He’s a drug dealer.” She couldn’t believe how insane Elijah was. She glared at him. “You brought me to a drug dealer’s house?” 
“Calm down and lower your voice,” Elijah said. “He’s not dealing anymore.” 
“How do you know?” 
“Because, he left the game when he left Boston. That’s why he owes me. He made a bad deal and got caught holding a lot of product that he couldn’t move. The dudes he owed money to wanted to kill him, but I stepped in and vouched for him. They let him slide.” 
“And so he had to leave town?” 
“Yeah.” Elijah shook his head, looking far away, as if lost in the memory of it. 
“My Dad ended up paying off Trey’s debt. So I owed dear old Dad for that, and I paid big time.” 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t want to bring up bad memories.” 
“It’s fine. But the thing is,” Elijah said, meeting her gaze, “I’m pretty sure that Trey straightened out after that. Sure, he moved into the woods and he got a little bit weird living out here, but he’s kept a low profile ever since.” 
“You’re sure?” 
“I can’t be one hundred percent sure. But I’m as close to it as I can get, and we’re running low on options right about now.” 
“Okay,” Caelyn said. “I’m done complaining.” 
“Good. Because I think I should go back out and hang with Trey for a bit, meet Paris, be a friendly houseguest.” 
“I’ll come with you,” Caelyn said. 
“You don’t have to.” 
“I want to.” She smiled. “I don’t want to miss a single moment I could spend with you.” 
He smiled back. “Me either.” 


*** 
They didn’t meet Paris until lunch. 
Elijah, Caelyn and Trey were in the cramped kitchen, where Trey was making them grilled cheese sandwiches on the old fashioned stove, trying not to trip over the stack of boxes that leaned perilously close to the flames. 
When Paris entered the kitchen, she was wearing a t-shirt that showed her midriff and shorts that looked like they would need to add a few inches to be considered Daisy Dukes. 
The first person Paris saw when she came into the room was Elijah. Her half-open eyes widened. “I didn’t know we had company, Trey,” she said. 
He turned to her, spatula in hand. “You’d have known if you weren’t passed out like a kid after prom.” 
Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t be mean, Trey.” 
“I’m cooking. Want a sandwich?” 
“Yes, please.” She rolled her eyes, then turned to Elijah. “I’m Paris,” she said, holding out her delicate little hand to him. 
Caelyn felt a sudden flash of jealousy—something she hadn’t ever experienced with Elijah. And she wasn’t sure where it was coming from. 
“Elijah,” he said. He didn’t seem particularly interested in Paris. 
But Caelyn had to admit, the girl was the type that guys seemed to flock to at bars and clubs and parties. She had cute little breasts, and the nipples were visible through her revealing t-shirt. Her stomach was flat, and she had a small diamond stud in her belly button. Paris’s legs were thin and toned, and her face was angular but very pretty. 
She seemed, quite frankly, out of Trey’s league by a long distance. 
“Hi, I’m Caelyn,” Caelyn said, moving towards Paris and shaking hands too. 
Paris smiled, but then turned quickly to Elijah again. “So, you’re the famous Elijah that Trey’s always telling stories about.” She batted her eyelashes at him. 
“I hope he’s not telling too many,” Elijah said. 
“He’s told me enough,” Paris said, smiling flirtatiously. 
Caelyn was acutely aware of Elijah in his jeans and t-shirt, and just how incredibly sexy he looked, his biceps bulging, the curves of his chest and shoulders so apparent. And his light beard with slightly mussed hairdo only made him appear hotter and sexier, like a Calvin Klein ad. 
“And what about you?” Caelyn asked Paris. 
“What about me?” Paris said, hardly taking her eyes off Elijah. 
“What kinds of stories would Trey tell us about you?” Caelyn asked, aware that she sounded a bit rude and condescending. 
“Oh, I’d probably need a few drinks before we go there,” Paris said. “And so would you.” 
“I bet.” 
Elijah shot Caelyn a look that told her to calm down, but she was too annoyed. 
She almost felt angry with him for being so attractive and magnetic. Couldn’t he have at least covered up his body a little better? Didn’t he know the affect he had on women? 
Trey broke the tension when he brought over the plate of grilled cheese sandwiches stacked one atop the other and set them on the table. 
There was only one plate, so everyone just grabbed a sandwich and ate, and the crumbs fell where they fell. 
“Thanks, Trey,” Elijah said. “This is the best grilled cheese I ever had.” 
“My secret’s lots of butter, white bread, and then only one slice of Swiss cheese,” 
Trey said. 
Paris sighed. “It’s a lot less impressive the hundredth time you’ve eaten it.” 
“Maybe if you could make anything besides a bowl of cereal, we’d have a wider variety of meals around here,” Trey replied. 
That quieted things down, and everyone just stood there in the claustrophobic kitchen and ate silently for a bit. 
There was a buzzing sound that Caelyn didn’t even recognize for a moment. 
Then she realized it was coming from her purse, which she hadn’t felt comfortable leaving out of her sight since arriving at Trey’s house. 
Now she realized her cell phone was ringing. “Shit,” she said, reaching into her purse and pulling it out. 
Everyone was staring at her, but Trey’s eyes were huge. “You still have your phone?” he said, his voice sounding strained. 
“Yeah. I mean, I had it turned off for a while to save the battery—“ 
Suddenly, Trey reached out and snatched her cell phone from her hand and then threw it on the floor, where it smashed into dozens of pieces. Trey bent down and grabbed the biggest remaining pieces off the floor. 
Elijah had jumped to his feet. “Hey, what the fuck’s your problem, man?” 
Trey straightened up and glared at him. “What’s my problem? What’s your problem?” he said, showing Elijah the pieces. “You know every cell phone has a GPS in it, and the cops can see exactly where you are. They can tell everything, you don’t even need to make a call for them to trace your location.” 
Elijah licked his lips. His jaw flexed as he stared directly back at Trey. “You didn’t need to grab the phone from her like that. Next time you want to touch Caelyn, you better count your fucking teeth first.” 
“I didn’t touch her. I touched her phone. We might still be completely screwed,” 
Trey said, turning away from Elijah. “Depends whether or not the cops have gotten as far as tracking her phone or not. I guess we’ll find out soon enough.” He started out of the kitchen. 
“Where are you going?” Paris said. 
“I’m going to throw this shit in the wood stove.” He left the room. 
Caelyn was shaking, and Elijah was just staring at the empty doorway. 
“Sorry,” Paris said, her lips contorted into an apologetic grimace. “He gets pretty paranoid sometimes.” 
“Great,” Elijah said. “Just great.” 
*** 
After the cell phone incident, Elijah and Caelyn went back to their room. Trey had disappeared and Paris had told them she was going to have a bath. 
The moment the door was closed, Caelyn turned to Elijah. “We have to go, right?” 
Elijah ran a hand through his hair. “Yeah, we do. But the problem is that we have almost no cash and there’s a good chance the police are looking for us.” 
“You think Trey was telling the truth about the GPS in my cell phone?” 
He nodded and rubbed his eyes. “Yeah. That was stupid of me not to think of it.” 
“So the police could be on their way here now,” Caelyn said. “We have to go.” 
“I don’t think they would have had a chance to try and locate your phone yet,” he said. “I mean, it’s possible but I doubt it. They’d have had to do a lot in a short amount of time.” 
“We can’t take the chance.” 
“Where are we going to go?” Elijah asked her. 
She stood there, biting her fingernail, her mind a blank. “I don’t know. But you’ll think of something.” 
“Caelyn,” Elijah said, looking serious. “I’m out of ideas. This place is my best idea.” 
“Well, it wasn’t a very good one.” 
“No, it wasn’t. But unless the police were trying to trace your phone within the last few hours, we’re fine here. We’re safe.” 
“I don’t feel safe. And I don’t like either of them.” 
“Keep your voice down.” 
She shook her head. “This is crazy. What are we doing?” 
“Listen to me,” he said, grabbing her shoulders and staring into her eyes. “If we can hang here for a few days, just a few days—“ 
“No, please—“ 
“Just a few days, until things blow over. Then I’ll see if Trey can lend me a hundred bucks or something, just enough so we can get to Maine or Vermont, maybe even Canada.” 
“Ask him now, and we’ll leave right away and drive until we get there,” Caelyn said. 
Elijah sighed. “How much is he going to want to help us after the way I just threatened to knock his teeth out?” 
“How much is he going to want to have us stay a few days after you threatened to knock his teeth out?” 
Elijah stared at her, his eyes searching. “Okay. I’ll tell him we’re leaving.” 
Just then, there was a low knock on the door. “Hey, it’s Trey,” came the muffled voice. 
“Come on in,” Elijah said, moving a step away from Caelyn. 
The door opened and Trey came into the room, his head hanging, eyes downcast. 
“Hey, man. I just wanted to say how sorry I am for the way I acted before. I never should have taken your girl’s phone like that. That was totally not cool.” 
Elijah sighed. “It’s okay. And I didn’t mean the thing I said either.” 
Trey looked up at him, a half-smile forming on his face. “I need some dental work, anyhow,” he said. “You could’ve saved me a few bucks if you just knocked them all out for me.” 
Elijah laughed, shaking his head. “You’re nuts, you know?” 
Trey stroked his beard, his gaze darting from Elijah to Caelyn and back again. 
“Listen, I hope I haven’t totally offended you guys. I’m really happy to have you both here, and so is Paris. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. I hope you’ll give me another chance, and stick around.” 
Elijah scratched his jaw. “Yeah, the thing is—we were kind of thinking that with the GPS thing and all…we might have put you and Paris in danger. We were saying maybe it’s time to hit the road, just in case.” 
“Seriously?” Trey asked, surprised. “You’re leaving already?” 
“I don’t want you guys to get in trouble on my account,” Elijah told him. 
“It’s okay. You know I’d take a bullet for you,” Trey told him. 
“You don’t have to.” 
“And what about money? Do you have enough to get where you need to go?” 
This made Elijah pause. “Well, we are kind of short on cash at the moment. I was going to talk to you about that.” 
“Please don’t go yet,” Trey said. “If you wait until tomorrow afternoon, I can get you like five hundred bucks, no problem.” 
“We don’t need that much.” 
“Just hang tight until tomorrow and I’ll set you up so you can actually make it somewhere. I’m just waiting for a payment from one of my customers and then I’m good to go.” 
Elijah took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He glanced at Caelyn, but she didn’t feel comfortable saying anything with Trey watching her. 
“Okay, we’ll stay until tomorrow. But then we really should go,” Elijah said. 
“Yeah, of course, totally.” Trey grinned. “You thirsty? I got some home brew that is absolutely out of this world.” 
Elijah laughed and nodded. “Maybe just one glass.” 
Caelyn tried to smile. 
“How about you, Caelyn? You like home brewed beer?” 
“I can’t say I’ve ever tried it.” 
“You haven’t lived until you’ve tried mine,” Trey said. “Come on.” And then he led them out of the bedroom. 
Elijah and Trey were back to talking and laughing, and Caelyn had the sinking sensation that they were never going to get out of there. 


*** 
Naturally, it turned out that Trey and Elijah wanted to have a lot more then just one glass of Trey’s home brewed beer. 
They went out to the shed in the back yard, where Trey had a home brewery that was really just a series of old barrels that he used to make the stuff. Caelyn was worried that he was going to poison them accidentally, because none of the stuff in his shed looked sterile or clean. 
But Elijah was happy to drink with his old friend and trade stories about their younger days and people from their past. 
Caelyn sipped at her drink and tried to remain polite, but all she could do was think about when they were going to be able to get out of there and away from Trey and Paris. 
Paris, in fact, joined them not long after. 
She returned wearing a skirt that was almost as short as her Daisy Dukes had been, and a new shirt that was just as revealing as her t-shirt had been previously. The only real difference was now she was wearing high heels and she had applied enough makeup to look like a high-class hooker. 
Paris was only too happy to match the boys drink for drink and giggle at every new story that was told. Especially when Elijah was talking. 
When Elijah made a joke, Paris would exclaim with delight, let out a laugh, and bat her eyelashes mercilessly. 
Caelyn could hardly stand it, and eventually she decided that if she couldn’t beat them, she’d join them too. 
So she started to drink more. 
After the first full glass of beer, she was starting not to mind Paris as much, or Trey and his bush beard and paranoid rants about the government and the illuminati. 
After the second glass, she was laughing too, sometimes even if she didn’t quite know why. 
The afternoon turned into evening, and they all went back inside for dinner. 
Nobody was sober, and they decided to fry up some steaks that Trey said he’d been saving for a special occasion. 
Caelyn hadn’t ever heard of anyone saving raw meat for a special occasion. But she trusted he’d frozen the steaks, at the least. 
Everyone was still drinking, only now Trey had broken out the red wine and whiskey. 
At one point, Elijah threw his arm over Caelyn’s shoulder and leaned in to kiss her neck and whisper in her ear. “This isn’t so bad, is it?” 
She shook her head and smiled. “No, it’s not.” 
By the end of the night, they were playing poker together using poker chips for money and everyone was having a good time—made easier by the fact that they’d all gotten good and drunk. 
Paris eventually passed out on the couch, her head resting on a pile of old magazines. 
Caelyn won all the chips on the last big hand, where she beat Trey’s flush with her full house. 
“Damn, this girl plays it close to the vest, Elijah,” Trey said, when he saw that he’d lost. “You better keep an eye on her—she’s got a real poker face.” 
“Don’t you think I know that already?” Elijah laughed, grabbing Caelyn’s hand and squeezing it. 
Caelyn smiled, feeling good for the first time in a long time—good in a way that felt familiar, like a long lost friend. Maybe she’d been too hard on Trey and Paris and their cluttered little home. 
They did live a different life than she was used to, and perhaps she’d snobbishly judged them in a way that hadn’t been fair. 
When she and Elijah were laying in bed together that night, the haze of booze and the closeness of Elijah’s body creating a sensual, drowsy feeling in her body and mind that made her want to tell him everything. 
“I think I wouldn’t mind staying here longer,” she admitted, as her hand slid over Elijah’s bare torso, feeling the ridges of his stomach muscles and then his tight chest. 
She put her lips to his chest and licked his salty skin. 
“You’re just drunk,” Elijah laughed. But then he inhaled sharply as Caelyn flicked his nipple with her tongue. 
“Maybe you like it when I’m drunk,” she said. 
He looked at her. “I don’t mind it.” 
“No, I didn’t think you would.” She licked down his chest, to his stomach, and then further down. 
“Holy shit.” Elijah threw his head back against the pillow. “Caelyn, what are you doing?” 
“Letting go,” Caelyn said. “Enjoy it.” She slowly pulled down Elijah’s boxers and enjoyed herself, too. 


*** 
She woke up the next morning early, her head pounding. 
“Oh God,” she moaned, her mouth tasting like dirt and ash and old newspaper. 
She swallowed and her throat seared with pain. She sat up, her stomach curdling. 
A clock by the bedside read 6:13 a.m. 
Caelyn knew she should try and go back to sleep, but she couldn’t. Her mind was racing and she felt decidedly sick. 
Elijah was snoring in bed, totally unconscious. He didn’t stir as Caelyn got up and dressed slowly. It was cold, and she needed to warm up and get something in her stomach. 
“Coffee,” she whispered to herself, already imagining the hot liquid coating her poor throat and stomach. Coffee would do wonders, she decided. 
She could whip up a batch of Trey’s instant coffee downstairs and have a cup or two before anybody was awake. Then maybe she’d see if she could use the shower. 
Caelyn padded quietly through the maze of boxes and to the basement door, which was ajar. It creaked slightly as she opened it further and then started downstairs. 
When she reached the landing, she turned the corner, her mind thinking only of getting the kettle boiling. But as she swung into the basement, her eyes were greeted by a shocking spectacle. 
Laid out on the desk beside Trey’s computer, was a large scale. Sitting on the scale was a large green clump of marijuana. Next to the scale were bags and bags of the stuff, piled and stacked in orderly fashion. 
Caelyn’s eyes took it in, but her mind seemed to be having trouble processing it. 
She’d never seen more than a joint or two at a college party, and maybe someone had once pulled out a little baggie with some buds in it. But this was something different. 
There had to be pounds of the stuff on Trey’s desk—enough to satisfy all of Cambridge University’s potheads if he’d so desired. 
Caelyn couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Elijah had told her that Trey was finished selling drugs. 
And now here she was, staring at a virtual drug empire in operation on Trey’s desk. 
Her mind finally snapped into action. She had to go and tell Elijah right away, and they needed to leave immediately. Trey wasn’t to be trusted, and they were in danger staying in any place where this kind of thing was going on. 
Suddenly, she heard a door creak open from nearby, and then Trey came out of the small bathroom that adjoined the basement. He stroked his beard and looked at her for a long moment. “You and I have a problem,” he said. 
And then he moved towards her. 
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