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  DEDICATION


  To my mom: You may not have always been June Cleaver,


  but to me, you’ve always seemed ten foot tall and bulletproof.


  ––––––––


  To my son:


  I love you more—to the moon and back.


  ––––––––


  And a special note to “Emma”:


  I’d give anything to really go back, and release the dragonflies for you.


  ––––––––


  


  “There is no greater agony


  than bearing an untold story.”


  ~Maya Angelo


  PROLOGUE


  SHE startles awake with a gasp, her heart beating so hard she can hear it pounding against her chest.


  It’s so dark. Too dark. There must have been a power outage. Even in the middle of the night, she can usually see the dim light from her alarm clock, but this dark is deeper than any she’s ever known. She can’t see a thing.


  She touches her eyes, just to be sure they’re open; they are. She tries to get up to look for a flashlight and cannot; she is met with resistance. She lies there for a second, feeling the panic build.


  What is that smell? A mixture of bleach, plastic, and... and rubber? Now she remembers... It isn’t a nightmare. She’s not at home in her bed. She’s freezing and her body aches.


  She takes several deep breaths and tries to stay calm. She reaches up and gently runs the knuckle of her index finger around her prison. She must have fallen into something. Maybe through a floor into a crawlspace? But what crawlspace... what house? She can’t remember getting here. She can’t remember her last memory before “here.”


  Her head feels heavy, like she’s foggy and half-asleep. But she feels like she’s awake and this really is happening. Her throat is parched and sore, along with her throbbing, bleeding fingertips and at least a few broken nails that she can feel, but not see, to give her enough discomfort to realize she is definitely not dreaming. She’s in a confined space—trapped—that much she can tell just by trying to raise her arm straight up, because she cannot. When she tries, it’s as if she hits a roof or a lid—something—before she can extend her arm all the way. She can feel her own hot breath blowing back against her face, as if there’s nowhere for it to go but bounce back at her. Is she in a crawlspace? Or... could it be a coffin—or a box?! She wonders, feeling the panic build again.


  Screaming, she feels along the hard surface, then resorts to clawing before she stops, gasping at a painful stab under her fingernail. She tries to ignore the throbbing of her finger to concentrate on more exploring. There has to be a way out.


  To the right is a wall. She rolls to her back and reaches out, feeling equal space to the left. Her mind is fuzzy, but she’s starting to remember awakening once before to discover herself trapped in this darkness and wildly trying to find her way out, not succeeding. She’d been met with dead-ends every which way she turned, moving in circles like a sand crab trying to find its way back into its dark hole—or out of it.


  For now, she will stay right here and try to stay quiet. She doesn’t know where she is, but she at least knows she’s alone in this space, she thinks. She reaches up behind her and finds a corner of something. Carefully, she follows the shape with her knuckle, running her fingers around it. It’s rectangular in shape and feels like plastic over something soft. She can compress it with her hand, making a crinkle sound. She reaches back down and feels to the left; the wall feels cold. To the right... cold again. She keeps feeling around, her fingers not giving up. She has to find something to drink.


  Her mouth is so dry she can barely make enough spit to swallow; her tongue feels like a slug sprinkled with salt, slowly shriveling away. She laughs at this and is startled by her own voice. She feels she must be on the edge of hysteria to be laughing while completely filled with terror. “Search, little slug!” she encourages, happy to finally hear her thoughts out loud, as her tongue wiggles from side to side, searching for any hidden moisture from around her teeth, but not succeeding.


  Her arms are tired from their exploring. She rests a moment, turning to roll onto her side again. She tilts her head back as far as it will go, looking for any sliver of light. Shit! She is so thirsty she wants to cry, but she has to stay calm.


  I HAVE to stay calm, get some water, and make sense of this bullshit, she thinks.


  She feels herself sliding toward hysteria again. “I need some water!” she yells. “Hey! Anybody out there? I need some water, please!” But it comes out as a hoarse whisper—she used up her tiny bit of voice encouraging her slug. No one can hear her now; she can barely hear herself.


  “Help!” She tries again to work past the whisper. All she hears is the silence springing back off the darkness. The stillness calms her again. She’ll just have to wait. Surely someone will come for her. She won’t let her mind go to the other option.


  She wonders how long she can hold her bladder—or the other. Will someone find her before then or will she have to lie in her own filth? Her fingers reach down to see if she’s already wet herself. She doesn’t find her pants, instead landing on something smooth and slick.


  Smells like a baby in here too, she thinks. What the—


  The realization slaps her in the face like an open fist. It is a diaper.


  In a rare moment of thinking straight, she puts it together before she can forget the pieces again: she’s stuck in a small, dark space, seemingly with no way out.


  She thinks it’s a box.


  She’s wearing a diaper, for God’s sake.


  Whatever she’s lying on feels like it is covered in a plastic mat, like a kinder-mat that the kids use for napping but longer. She has no memory of getting here. She feels disoriented and drugged and can barely stay awake.


  So. This is no accident. She hasn’t fallen into something. She feels fear climbing again as she realizes the truth.


  Someone planned this.


  Someone put her here.


  Unless this is just a random act—unlikely—there’s only one person in her life who would do something like this to her.


  She should have known he’d never let her go.


  CHAPTER 1


  GABBY faced her twin, trying to hold her temper. Like looking in a mirror, they were exactly the same... on the outside. She wished Olivia would be more like her on the inside though—daring, adventurous, willing to take some chances.


  “Olivia... come with me!”


  “No, Gabby. You don’t even know where you’re going yet. If Dad finds out, you’re gonna be in big trouble. I’m not going.”


  “Olivia, please! I don’t want to go alone. We never get a chance to have an overnight with someone. This is our chance!”


  “Gabby, just listen to yourself. There is no overnight. Tara hasn’t asked her mom, she doesn’t even know you’re coming. What if you just show up and she says no? She probably will say no... We just met Tara. And you already told Dad that’s where you were going to be. You can’t come back home without getting in trouble, so where you going to go? It’s a big mistake. We barely know our way around this town and it’ll be dark in a few hours,” Olivia said, trying to talk sense into Gabby.


  “I know, but how are we ever going to get to know it, or make more friends if we don’t go out and try?” Gabby argued.


  “Not this way, Gabby. Besides, someone has to stay with Emma in case they start fighting; she’d be scared with both of us gone. I’m not going,” Olivia said again firmly. “And you shouldn’t either. This is the craziest idea you’ve ever had. You can’t just show up at Tara’s. I’m telling you her mom will to say no to an overnight this soon. Then what are you going to do? Just talk to any random freak on the street and say, ‘Hi! Wanna be my friend and let me stay the night?’ Get real, Gabby!”


  “I’ll find somewhere to stay, Olivia. I’m not worried about it. I guess I’ll just go without you then, chicken...” Gabby said stubbornly, hitching up her backpack onto her thin shoulders. She’d already stuffed it with two bottles of water, some chips, and candy—some beef jerky swiped from Dad’s room—and a change of clothes. She was ready.


  She trudged off alone, head lowered and shoulders slumped, hoping the sight of her pitiful aloneness would change Olivia’s mind.


  “Gabby! Get back here...” Olivia whispered, not wanting their mom or dad to hear her and wonder what was going on; she didn’t want to be a part of Gabby’s lie, but she didn’t want to get her in trouble either. “Gabby!”


  Gabby heard but ignored her, waiting for Olivia to say, “Wait up”—that she was coming.


  “Seriously, Gabby... I’m not going... You’re being stupid!”


  Gabby kept walking, her stubborn streak shining...
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  Gabby still couldn’t believe Olivia had let her go on without her. She could be hurt, kidnapped, or killed! They were almost always—99.9% of the time—together, looking out for one another. Being without her, especially right then, felt odd, like she was missing something of herself and without it she couldn’t quite think straight.


  Olivia was right. Tara’s mom had said no and assumed she was just going back home—but she wasn’t. She’d walked for hours looking for something to do, and hadn’t seen any girls her age. The thing she did love about this small town was the addresses were like a grid, just like they worked with at school, only bigger: A Street through Z Street ran one way, and 1st through 1000+ ran the other way. Anyone could find their way around just by knowing their alphabet and numbers. She lived at 142 M Street, but she didn’t want to go home; she wanted to get away from there. Away from the constant fussing. Just one night of peace... and as a bonus try to find a friend that she and Olivia could spend some time with over the summer. They had met Tara at the school across from their house when she’d brought her little brother to play. She lived only a few blocks away, but her mother didn’t let her have much time to herself; usually she was with her little brother, and obviously her mom wasn’t too keen on overnights either.


  She came upon another elementary school much the same as the one across from their house, except this one had an old airplane on the playground, a real one—part of it anyway. She crawled up into the cockpit through the open fuselage. There were hundreds of names, messages, and profanity written everywhere. She spent a good chunk of time reading the graffiti. As she ran her finger over the random messages and names, she wished she could just tap any one of them that looked interesting and have that person zapped right into the airplane with her. If she ended up not liking them, or if they looked dangerous, she could just swipe it again and have them erased, then start again with a new one. But she knew finding friends wasn’t going to be that easy.


  It was getting late and the sun was dropping quickly now. For the first time, panic started to seep in. Olivia was right. This was stupid. She had no place to go, nowhere to sleep, and didn’t yet have any other friends in this town. If she went home, Dad would probably figure out she’d lied, and he’d ground her for the whole summer.


  Gabby thought about just curling up there in the plane and going to sleep. It was warm outside, even warmer in the plane with the sun beating down on the hot steel all day—too warm. The openings would welcome the night breeze, but they also made her feel exposed. She needed to find someplace safer.


  Dusk turned to night, and she was surprised how different everything looked—bigger, spookier—as she continued to walk, this time toward home rather than away from it... but a different route, still holding out hope she might find some girl hanging out in a yard or someone that would see her and ask what she was doing. When she’d explain she’d just moved here and didn’t know anybody, they would invite her to stay.


  Wasn’t happening...


  An uneasy feeling crept up all over Gabby as she walked; she was definitely scared now. The houses were spreading out, farther and farther in between with big yards separating them. Dogs were barking as they heard her pass by. She tried to be as quiet as she could, but that made her feel sneaky and fed her fear—the dogs probably smelled it; she could feel it herself, like a sweaty static clinging to her skin.


  She didn’t have a watch, but she knew it had to be late. The darkness had really settled in around her now and the streets lights were too far apart to chase it away. The empty road was a hopscotch of light and darkness. When the light from the pole she’d just passed faded into spots of darkness, she ran until the next spot of light began, then would slow down and walk again through the lighted part until it ran into dimness, only to sprint out of the shadows to where the next light began again—over and over. She was glad this sleepy town didn’t have much traffic at this hour. She felt like an idiot—a scared little kid at almost fourteen years old.


  She was tired. The next home she saw sat back off the road. As she passed it, she glanced back and saw a light pole behind the house, showing her a small shed in the backyard. The door was open. Gabby slowed to a stop as she wondered if she could sneak in there and shut the door. It might be hot, but it looked safer than the airplane.


  She crept down the side of the yard a ways, then crouched and waited, holding her breath and ready to run... but no dogs so far. She slowly stood and quietly made her way through the grass, looking over her shoulder until she reached the shed.


  Gabby stepped into the dark shack and shut the door behind her. The other end of the building had a tiny window. It was a strange thing; the window looked just big enough for a dog or something to crawl through and was placed at the bottom of the wall, almost at the floor. It let in a tiny bit—just a square really—of dim light, illuminating the scattered straw on the floor just in front of it. With the door shut, that was all she could see of the shed, but she couldn’t hear anything and it felt empty. A new wave of fear swept over Gabby as the thought hit her that maybe this is where their dog slept. She tensed, listening again for any sounds: a growl, breathing... anything. But there was nothing. She breathed a sigh of relief.


  The smell was terrible. Gabby coughed and gagged until she caught her breath. She thought about leaving and trying to find somewhere else, but she was so tired and scared. She knew she might not find anything any safer. The house had looked neatly kept, like the owners must take care of it—maybe that meant they were good people. If they found her sleeping in their shed, maybe they’d be nice enough to let her stay in the house.


  Or they could be crazy and shoot first and ask questions later. She should go. But she was beat from the heat and fighting the waves of panic she had tried to keep under control since night had fallen. She wanted to stop walking for a few minutes of rest, and then she’d go.


  She dropped down and curled up in the spot she’d been standing, using her backpack as a pillow on the hard wooden floor. The stink was even worse down there. But she didn’t want to move around in the shed with no light; she might knock something over and wake up the owners. She shut her eyes, telling herself she’d just rest a while and then figure out what to do next.
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  Tap, tap, tap. The sound at the window startled Olivia awake. She jumped out of the bed, heart beating wildly to squat on the floor.


  “Who is it?” Olivia whispered fiercely, trying to sound brave and tough.


  “It’s me, dummy. Who do you think would be tapping at your window this early?”


  Gabby was irritated and tired, and sore from sleeping on the floor of the shed.


  “Shhh... keep your voice down. They’re still sleeping,” Olivia whispered as she opened the window. “You’re the dummy, you scared the crap outta me!”


  Gabby was balanced with one foot on the air-conditioning unit, the other foot dangling in the air. Their window was just barely reachable standing up there, and she was exhausted trying to hang on. She didn’t have the energy to argue with Olivia right now.


  “Please just help me in, Olivia...” Gabby said grumpily.


  Olivia pulled while Gabby pushed off the a/c unit until she tumbled into the room with a thwump. They both froze, listening for their parents.


  “Phew, Gabby! What is that smell?” Olivia said, wrinkling her nose in disgust.


  “Chicken poop,” Gabby answered sullenly.


  “Where’d you step in chicken poop?”


  “I didn’t step in it. I slept in it,” Gabby snapped.


  “Why would you do that, Gabby?” Olivia asked, pinching her nostrils together. “It really stinks.”


  “Because I didn’t know it was a chicken coop; I thought it was a shed... I guess I was too tired to recognize it—and it was dark,” Gabby explained impatiently. “When I woke up at first light, I saw the racks with nests and chicken poop everywhere. I got up and ran all the way home. Turns out I was just a few blocks away all night.”


  “Well, I guess you didn’t sleep at Tara’s then. Didn’t the chickens squawk and make a ruckus when you went in there?” Olivia asked, trying not to laugh.


  “I guess it was too stinky even for them; they weren’t home,” Gabby answered sullenly, “and you were right, Tara’s mom said no.”


  Olivia started giggling at the predicament Gabby had gotten herself in. She laughed even harder when Gabby turned away and she saw she was covered in feathers glued to her backside with the stinky, sticky chicken poop.


  “Oh my God, Gabby. You should see your backside! Who’s the chicken now?”


  Gabby didn’t find any humor in it and stood mad, crossing her arms over her chest. She was mad about failing—not finding them a friend who could help them chase away their boredom—and the chicken coop poop, but most of all that Olivia had let her go alone and she’d actually spent the terrible night without her twin sister. That hurt the most.


  She tried to stay mad, but Olivia was laughing so hard she snorted. It caught Gabby’s funny bone. Probably just because she was exhausted... and relieved. She started giggling too, and just like that, they were all right again. They both avoided telling the other how miserable the night had been apart.


  They caught their breath, trying to smother their giggles so they didn’t wake up their mom and dad, hoping for a few hours of peace on this Saturday morning so Gabby could tell Olivia all about her night.


  “Gabby, you better hurry and get those clothes in the washer and take a shower. If they see you like this, you’ll be busted. Even you could never explain this.”


  “I know... I’m going. I really don’t want to touch these clothes. Will you help me pull them off? Please?” Gabby begged.


  “Nope! You’re the one that wanted your wings last night. Looks like all you got were feathers though,” Olivia said and began laughing again.
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  “You think it’s over yet, Olivia? They’ve stopped screaming,” Gabby said.


  “I don’t know, but I’m too hot to chase Emma around this playground anymore. Let’s just go back and listen at the door. If they’re still fighting, Emma can ride her bike.”


  They walked back toward the house, each holding one of Emma’s hands. Before they’d even crossed the street, they heard Mom’s voice screaming again. “No! Put it down! Give it to me NOW!” This was followed by the crashing sound of something large, probably the kitchen table.


  That poor old claw-foot table, one of their few pieces of solid furniture—scratched and scarred—had taken more than its fair share of abuse and still continued to hold its ground, standing strong through all the storms of their parents, seeming to have a mind of its own in trying to keep their family united at least once a day while they gathered around it for supper. The storm was still brewing and sounded a long way from clearing out.


  Emma, oblivious to the screaming and crashing coming from the house, took off to grab her bike once they reached their side of the street. Dad had taught her to ride without her training wheels only the week before, about three years tardy.


  Emma had always been very small—in the twentieth percentile for her age—and all knees and elbows. Mom had tried to keep her in a bubble until she was bigger—they all had—and now with her newfound freedom, she was a pint-sized speed-racer, spending hours racing up and down the short block’s sidewalk, absolutely flying as fast as the pedals could turn with no regard to the cracks and crevices on almost every concrete square and the upheaval and hurt they alone could cause Emma if she hit one just right—or just wrong.


  Obviously the rush of wind—even if sweltering—blowing against her face was worth the risk of another Band-Aid and Betadine treatment she’d have to endure from one of her big sisters if she wrecked and skinned her knees and elbows. Because she looked like a six-year-old, not even close to her actual age of eight years, the twins still had a hard time not treating her like one, but usually she didn’t seem to mind; she liked her place as the baby of the family.


  “The heat is sucking every bit of energy out of me, Gabby,” Olivia said. “And you have another feather in your hair, Freebird,” she teased her sister as she plucked it out and blew it into the air, both of them watching it slowly float back down in the heavy heat.


  “Yeah, I’m roasting out here. Maybe we should just sneak in the back door and go downstairs. I want to take a nap. I didn’t sleep too good in that coop,” Gabby answered, wiping her sweaty upper lip again, ignoring yet another crack about chickens; she was too hot and tired to laugh about it anymore.


  They had just sat down on the front steps in the blistering heat, careful to balance their narrow fannies on the edge where their shorts provided a thin layer against the hot cement, wishing for the last hour for something to do and somewhere to go. With elbows on knees and chins in hands, they watched Emma fly past, headed to the corner on her bike, her hair flying behind her.


  Their move after the end of the school year into a different house, in yet another town, wasn’t helpful in keeping friends. Other than each other—and Tara, who rarely got away from babysitting her younger brother—they had no one to hang out with and no idea where to go... another summer ruined by their parents constant fighting and making up, dragging them along to someplace new, trying desperately to leave their problems behind them. From the house they stared back at the elementary school across the street, where they’d spent the last hour in the dusty, abandoned playground—empty of the unfamiliar faces their younger sister would meet when she started her new school in six weeks. They’d grown tired of talking Emma down from the ladder of the too-hot-to-ride slide and taking turns pushing her on the swing, over the beaten footpaths, with Emma dragging her feet, kicking up the dried brown dust into their faces.


  Bam! The sound of the screen door slamming directly behind them echoed off the quiet summer street—sounding like a shotgun blast—scaring the bejesus out of the girls. Within a second, a rush of wind swept between them, their mother leaping over their shoulders, completely missing the next two steps and landing on the sidewalk directly in front of them. She didn’t even slow as she ran for her rusty old Nova parked in front of the house, looking over her shoulder as if she were expecting someone to follow.


  “Girls! Get Emma in the house and call the police!” Mom yelled over her shoulder as she made the turn around the front bumper, headed for the driver’s door. In a flash she was almost in the car with just a few feet to go when—bam!—the front door slammed again, and with another whoosh of wind, their father jumped over their shoulders in an exact imitation of their mother, also skipping the last two steps and landing directly in front of the girls. His landing wasn’t as smooth as their mother’s; he stumbled, almost falling to one knee before regaining his feet, running after his wife.


  Before the girls even had time to process their mother’s instructions, their father stood directly behind her car, aiming a gun at the back window. The car sputtered and jerked as their panicked mom shoved it into first gear and took off. Without a word he slowly took aim, looking uncomfortable holding the unfamiliar piece of iron—his hands shaking—squeezing the trigger just after the realization hit the girls that he had a gun.


  As if in slow motion, but actually in double-speed, they both saw the gun and stood, throwing their hands to their heads. Gabby covered her eyes and Olivia shielded her ears, unconsciously mimicking—minus one monkey—the Hear no evil, See no evil, Speak no evil set of cheap ceramics their mother had displayed in the living room. Expecting to hear a real live gunshot, not just the slamming of an old screen door this time, they unconsciously leaned against each other, closing the gap between them until they were hip to hip, shoulder to shoulder, and head to head... cowering together as they had for as long as they could remember, to ride out the storm.


  The shot rang out—loud—as they were expecting, and before the ringing in their ears stopped and without pause to think about their own safety, the girls ran screaming straight down the sidewalk into the street after their mother, realizing with relief as she took the corner nearly on two wheels—gears grinding and tires squealing—the bullet had hit the bumper and she was unharmed. They both turned almost simultaneously, glaring back at their father who stood staring at the gun in his hands.


  “Do what your mother told you, but give me a head start first,” he said dejectedly, then looked back down, gaping at the offending gun as if he had absolutely no idea where it came from and how it got to be in his hand. The pistol appeared to weigh a hundred pounds now as their father dropped his arm, letting it hang pointed at the ground. He gave the girls one last look, then lowered his head, turning away and heading toward his truck.


  “Dad! What are we supposed to do? What about Emma?” Olivia asked, talking not only about whether to call the police on their father again, but of what to do with their eight-year-old sister who was right now pedaling as fast as her skinny legs could go back toward the house and the eye of the storm. Olivia breathed a sigh of relief that Emma had been going the opposite way when their gunfight went down.


  CHAPTER 2


  HE didn’t answer. After hours of fighting with their mother and this time it going further than it ever had before by involving a gun—the same gun that started the fight—he was riding the wave of adrenaline down... drained and at a complete loss for words—other than the words criminal domestic violence, jail, and divorce all dancing around his brain, competing for room in his head, leaving him no room for speech or thought of his own. As he opened the door of his truck, he turned around toward his girls, ashamed at the tear making its way down his blotchy face reddened by both the mind-numbing heat rolling in waves off the concrete and the stress of his latest battle with the girls’ mama.


  He regretted letting their argument get out of hand, and even as he pulled the trigger, every fiber of his mind and body on fire with anger and unable to stop, he’d still subconsciously hoped he’d miss, but couldn’t stop himself from showing her he’d follow through. And he had missed—thank God. He was a lousy shot, but the proof of his trying was in the bumper and he had no doubt she was headed straight to the police station.


  He knew he’d gone too far this time. In nearly sixteen years of marriage, their fighting had gone from bad to worse, moving from disagreements to heated arguments, and in the last few years had escalated to fights that ended in chaos: broken dishes and furniture, holes in the wall, and more than a few bruises on both of them. There was no excuse for getting physical with a woman, but damned if she didn’t push every button he had, sometimes even being the first to take a swing or a shove as if she were just trying to get him to hit her. She knew his fuse was short. Why did she have to keep pushing and pushing and pushing?


  This was no life for anyone, but especially for the girls. Gabby and Olivia were nearly fourteen years old and had seen more than their fair share of exactly what a marriage should not be. Emma was only eight. She had seen some, but not nearly as much as her older sisters, who usually tried to get her out of the house and away when they sensed a battle was brewing. Maybe if he was arrested, their mother would finally have a chance to just take off—get away from him—get them all away from this.


  He stood there for just a moment, on the running board of his step-side truck gazing over the hood at his girls who stared back, waiting for an answer. His twins, Olivia and Gabriella—so much the same outwardly, but inside such different girls—both too serious from having grown up way too fast. And Emma—his baby, his heart and soul.


  He had tried so hard. Being a husband and father of twins at age nineteen wasn’t easy, and he knew it had been even harder on their mama who was two years younger; they were just kids having kids. Thinking they were all grown up and could make it on their own, they ran off to the courthouse—at fifteen and seventeen years old—to get married. No wonder things had been so hard. They tried to grow up and raise kids all at the same time. They struggled through the first eight years and then Emma came along and they knew they had to stick together. They hadn’t wanted their girls to be in a broken home without both parents. Glancing back to the house, he realized the struggling had never stopped and their home was already broken, even with both of them in it.


  He wondered if this would be the last time he saw them. Would this be their final memory of their father? All he could manage was a sad wave good-bye as he struggled to swallow past the knot in his throat before stepping up into the truck and making a U-turn, headed in the opposite direction as his wife and giving a short beep to Emma as he passed her furiously pedaling her way back to the house.


  “Where’d Mama and Daddy go?” she asked, sucking in a big breath, then rapidly following it up with, “and what was that big loud noise?”


  “Come on, Emma, let’s go in and play with your Barbie dolls while Olivia uses the phone,” Gabby answered smoothly, practiced at distracting and evading questions as they had dozens of times before.


  Olivia took the lead, then Emma with Gabby following behind, a slow march into the now silent, wrecked house to make the call.
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  A few weeks later their house was turned upside down once again as another move was in the works.


  “No!” Dad said. “You girls can pick one big item out of your room to go, but not that dressing table. It’s too heavy. We can’t take everything this time. We don’t have the space.”


  Dad was supervising the packing and loading of their things, yet again, as they unhappily tore through their room, stuffing the clothes in bags and trying to squeeze everything else they wanted into the one allotted box each.


  Their world was a roller coaster of drama. Mom had refused to press charges... again, and Dad had been released from police custody after only a few days behind bars, having to surrender his gun and accept probation. There was no proof he’d actually shot at Mom, and of course no witnesses to come forward—they knew the routine.


  It had all worked like clockwork. Within twenty-four hours after the big showdown, their mom had gotten the bullet-scarred bumper off her Nova and “disposed” of it, and then traded the car off out of town in exchange for their new-used Beverly-hillbilly station wagon, getting rid of the evidence in another of her soft moments of feeling sorry for him. Their battles were a never-ending cycle. They fought; then they stoically made up—but never with affection or regret—only a long night of declared peace with promises to change their marriage. Then off they’d go, pulling the entire family out of their home and schools and moving somewhere else to start a brand new “happier” life.


  The twins begged to take the dressing table with the big round mirror they had found abandoned in the rental they were now leaving. It even had a matching bench, although when they’d found it stuffed in the closet, it had been stained with use and riddled with cigarette burn holes from its previous owners. They had used an old ruffled pillowcase and painstakingly safety-pinned it to cover the scarred and bruised seat.


  They’d taken turns each morning sitting there, applying makeup and curling their hair. They’d entertained themselves for hours at this dressing table—something fun to do that made them feel grown up—in the moments they didn’t have to act grown up. They’d relax and imagine they were movie stars sitting at their own personal lit-up dressing table, painting each other’s faces with their sparse collection of makeup, and wearing the gowns their mom had made for their part of angels in the school play. The gowns were gauzy layers of white chiffon, with silvery-glittery straps, long and flowing; as they were meant to trail far below as they perched on suspended clouds opposite each other on the stage—like two matching bookends. They weren’t happy about being put on display and having to sit there quietly as live-props during the entire play, but having the gowns to bring home to keep were worth it. They were made to adjust and they could wear them for years, maybe even eventually growing into the length. Right now they had to gather up handfuls of the cloth around their knees to walk without tripping.


  Most of the make-up consisted of stuff that Mom didn’t want or use anymore, and more times than not, the makeup ended up being washed off before they were allowed to leave the house, per Dad’s strict orders. The dressing table was big and heavy. Emptied of all their barrettes, headbands, brushes, makeup, and curling irons, they felt like they were abandoning a beloved adopted pet.


  When they had discovered the dressing table upon moving in, they had delighted in fancying it up with scarves and girly things. They would sneak Mama’s lemon oil to take turns giving it a good rubdown. They loved it; they felt like they had given it a new life, and for that, it almost felt like it loved them back. Now, with all their things removed, exposing the stained, scratched, and burnt surface it had suffered from its previous owners, it looked back at them, standing alone once again in its nakedness... sorrowful and dejected, as if it somehow knew it was being left behind yet again and would miss them. Gabby and Olivia both turned back to give it one more glance. As they took in its starkness, a look passed between them. They didn’t need words; they were almost of one mind. The look conveyed their shared thought: one more thing lost from our childhood we’ll never get back.


  Their station wagon was already overly packed with household items and barely had enough room for Olivia, Gabby, and Mom. Emma would be riding in the truck with Dad, as usual, who would lead the caravan to their newest destination, and he had yet to tell them where that would be. It was a game he played with his girls, starting pre-move and progressing as they traveled—never allowing them to know where they’d settle for a new start until they arrived.


  During pee stops or food breaks, the girls were constantly peeking at his map, outlining their path and throwing guesses as to where they were headed. Sometimes it seemed even Dad didn’t know until they got there. Once they’d even stopped at a dilapidated motel off the interstate for a night and ending up staying close to two years. Mom picked up a job as a maid, with the entire family living in a small room, before she eventually was promoted to the manager.


  Normally they stayed in the Midwest somewhere, rotating between three or four states, but always starting with a new town, as if Dad thought they could leave their problems behind. The girls were resigned to the fact there was no telling where they’d end up starting over—again.


  As Gabby and Olivia each struggled with their end of their wicker king’s chair, the second choice of their most-prized possessions, picked up at a garage sale somewhere, Olivia asked her dad for what must have been the hundredth time, “Where are we going, Dad?”


  “To a new world, girls, and a new life,” he said, trying to be funny while dodging the big question yet again, “to places unseen by mere mortals.”


  While Gabby and Olivia were glad to have their parents temporarily declare a truce, both of them knew this wasn’t the end of the fighting—there was never an end. At least this time, both moves happened in one summer. They hadn’t had to start a new school yet, just to be disappointed in being pulled out mid-school year and having to leave new friends again.


  The Girl in the Box


  The girl muddles through her hazy memories like sorting through the leaves after fall, slowly separating colors, shapes, and sizes. She is exhausted, so she cries and claws no more, only sits quietly in fear, waiting for her captor to come. To open the box. While she waits, she tries to distract herself from the terror she may face by sorting which memory belongs to whom, as their lives and betrayals have overlapped and blended so many times it was hard to remember who’d survived what. By the time he came, she hoped to be clear.


  And it had to be a “he.” As far back as she could remember, the women in her family had been touched by abuse of some kind, always at the hands of a he. It was almost a family tradition—bound by blood, ripped apart by abuse. Their lives intertwined so closely, then sent them so far apart.


  She awaits the return of her abductor and her mind travels back in time, remembering pages out of the lives of the women in her family. She wishes she could just see their faces or touch their hands right now, one last time—before she meets whatever end she faces—just to put the past to rest, leaving everything behind them and erasing the years of abuse they’d all suffered together but separately.


  The confusion of this sorting helps her pass the time in this terrifying prison of darkness and continues even when she unwillingly surrenders to the ever-returning reaching hand of slumber.


  CHAPTER 3


  The South, Two Years Later:


  “Hurry up, girls! He could come back any time and I don’t want to deal with him,” Mom yelled from the kitchen as she instructed Billy and his friends which furniture to load in the back of the U-Haul.


  “Mom, me and Gabby don’t feel too good about this. Dad is going to be mad at us too,” Olivia said nervously. Since their last move, when they’d had to leave so much of their stuff behind, she’d decided she was through.


  She needed to break the news to her mom that she wasn’t going—not with her anyway. She’d seen enough of their drama in her sixteen years to last her a lifetime and she was out. Going with Mom felt too much like choosing sides and she just couldn’t do that to Dad. Billy, her boyfriend, had asked his parents if Olivia could move in with them and they said yes. She wouldn’t be far, but Mom might freak out. Billy and Olivia wanted to be married, so Olivia needed to handle this just right with Mom, because she had to sign for her since she was under eighteen. Olivia continued to shove things in boxes and bags, thinking over how to ask. This needed to be done today. There was no doubt in her mind Mom would take Dad back eventually and continue in this non-stop cycle they’d been in for nearly two decades—and Olivia wanted off this merry-go-round.


  “Toughen up. You girls agreed this was best for everybody,” Mom answered while pulling down another stack of dishes to wrap. She looked so tired already. Getting up early to catch Dad before he left for the day and playing her charade to get him to sign the tax refund check had taken the steam out of her before they’d even started packing. Billy and his friends with the U-Haul had been waiting right around the corner for over an hour when they finally saw Dad leave, and they’d gotten there five minutes later to start a packing and loading frenzy that was now approaching four hours.


  “Yeah, I know we agreed you guys shouldn’t keep trying. But we didn’t agree to help with this sneaky maneuver—fooling him into signing the tax refund check and then sneaking out while he’s gone,” Olivia argued.


  “Olivia, you know this is the only way he’ll let me go, and that refund is from money taken out of my paycheck. I worked hard for that money. And it’s the only way we can pay deposits on another place. It’ll all be fine. You’ll see. Now get moving. We need to be cleared out of here by this afternoon—or sooner—in case he comes home early,” Mom ordered.


  After only two years in this house, which was actually longer than they’d spent in most of their homes, they were leaving—this time without Dad, the first move ever without Dad. But they’d made it less than a few months before the fighting started again. Sometimes the arguments ended up physical, and when that happened, either Gabby or Olivia would sneak across the hall and get Emma out of bed, taking her to their room to hide with them, all snuggled up in one twin-size bed under the covers, waiting it out.


  It had continued to escalate until Mom finally had enough.


  This last move had been over a thousand miles across the United States to an almost no-snow zone, and the girls couldn’t be happier where they’d ended up. When Mom told them they were leaving again, she followed it with a promise they could stay in the same city, just not in the same house with Dad. They were relieved to avoid another transplant back to the Midwest. They’d had enough snow to last them a lifetime. It was an even bigger bonus they didn’t have to leave their new friends—and Olivia’s boyfriend.


  Their new southern state was perfect, halfway between the mountains and the beach... and trees! They’d never seen so many trees. Gabby and Olivia missed the sunset spreading across the flatlands and their days playing in the cornfields, but here the sun reflected softer when it filtered through trees, somehow it wasn’t nearly as hot and humid, and the winters were mild. If there was snow, it stayed white just long enough to melt away, and then the short winter season was quickly followed by thousands of trees redressing themselves to prepare for their job providing the summer shade. To the girls, it seemed like paradise.


  Mom still missed the Midwest and probably always would; she’d been there her entire life. But she was learning to take joy in the beauty and weather here too. Her job helped sway her to stay too. It paid more than double her last salary, although it was much harder than anything she’d ever done before.


  Dad just hadn’t had any luck finding work he was as happy with, and jealousy began to fester, marking each night when Mom walked in the door from a twelve-hour shift as the beginning of another heated argument. It never stopped. Why do you have on makeup to work in a plant? Why did you have to fix your hair to just get dirty? Why are your pants so tight? Why are you ten minutes later than last night? Their fights went on for hours and Mom couldn’t go to bed. If she did, he’d just take the fight to her, and in this house where Mom shared a room with Emma, she was reluctant to walk in their bedroom with Dad following her, in case Emma was still in there asleep.


  Dad seemed to be taking it as a personal strike Mom found a better job first. She tried to offer advice, come up with ideas... just figure out how to fix his unhappiness while their marriage worsened, but she was at a loss, so she continued working hard and making friends while their marriage continued to crumble past the point of fixing.


  She’d finally gotten strong enough and brave enough to leave him, with encouragement from some of her new friends.


  Gabby and Olivia were sad but thankful. They were just so tired of the fighting. As they sat up on their beds late last night, whispering back and forth in nervousness of today, they agreed: it was never too late for either Mom or Dad to start over apart. They’d done it dozens of times before together, just this time the girls hoped their parents could have their happily ever after.


  But Dad wasn’t the only one who was about to be surprised.


  Olivia walked into their room to find Gabby stuffing bags full of their clothes. Her long brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail matching Olivia’s, even down to the same color hairband. They wore matching plain T-shirts and gym shorts. Even unintentionally, like today, they usually managed to look exactly alike.


  “Gabby, don’t take all the socks and underwear. Leave half out for me,” Olivia said.


  “Why?” Straightening up and wiping the sweat from her brow, she gave Olivia a puzzled look.


  “I’m not going with you guys. Me and Billy are going to help get you all out of here, but we’re going to Billy’s house. I’m staying there, with him. We’re going to get married.”


  “Olivia, you can’t be friggin’ serious.” Gabby stared at her in disbelief. “We’re barely sixteen years old.”


  “Mom will say I can. She doesn’t have the energy to argue, so this is good timing for me. Besides, she was only fifteen when she married Dad...”


  “Yeah, look how that’s turned out.” Gabby angrily kicked the bag she had just been packing, a look of panic on her face. “What about school? Are you going to stay in school?”


  “Gabby, I signed up to take my GED next week. I’m bored in school and your big mouth with the missing filter just got you suspended, so you won’t be back for a week anyway. We’ve been making top grades since elementary, but it’s worthless to us. You know we’ll never get to go to college. I’m ready to get out of school and start my life with Billy,” Olivia tried to explain, praying Gabby wasn’t going to make this any harder than it already was. She and Gabby had never been separated—ever. Even as infants when Olivia was sick with German measles in the hospital, they had to bring Gabby to her because she’d cried non-stop until they were in the same crib again.


  “Fine, do what you got to do, Olivia. It’s not like my life could get any more screwed up than it already is!” Gabby screamed, tears rolling down her face.


  Anger was her way to deal with everything. And when Gabby was really mad, she cried. She was torn between Mom and Dad just the way Olivia was. Gabby and Olivia agreed, Mom and Dad had to separate, or someone was going to get hurt or go to jail, possibly both. While Gabby knew she wouldn’t leave Mom and Emma, this still felt wrong to her too, sneaking behind Dad’s back and taking the money and almost everything in the house. He was going to be furious and hurt when he found out they were part of it. Neither of them wanted to deal with that.


  Olivia knew telling Gabby would be the hardest part for her. It was breaking her heart too, but she couldn’t get upset and cry or she’d never follow through and leave. Eventually they would have to live their own lives, and that time for Olivia was now. She just couldn’t take any more of living their parents’ lives. She wanted something more—something better—and she couldn’t take Gabby with her.


  “Gabby, calm down. Stop overreacting. Billy lives no more than fifteen minutes from the apartment you guys are moving into. I promise I’ll visit all the time. He’s going to help me get a car. I’ve got to find a job, but we’ll still see each other. I’m not leaving you... I’m leaving them,” Olivia explained as calmly as she could, not wanting to upset Gabby any more than she already was.


  “Yeah, but you’re leaving me with them... Can I go with you?”


  “No, you can’t. We’re already starting out living with his parents and brother. I can’t ask to bring my sister with me. Look, I’m sorry. You pick your half of our clothes, whatever you want, and I’ll take what’s left. Throw anything I can take in that box over there, the one with my name on it. We’ve got to keep packing and get this stuff on the truck or Dad could come home and then we’ll all have hell to pay,” Olivia quickly turned her back and walked away.


  She couldn’t let Gabby see the tears trying to force their way out of her eyes too. She could feel Gabby’s eyes on her back and knew her mind as well as her own... Gabby was probably thinking she’d been replaced by Billy and had lost her. She was wrong, but she wouldn’t see it right now. Olivia couldn’t imagine her life without Gabby in it either. They had never discussed it. Maybe they should have—this was coming as a shock to Gabby. They’d patch it up, and eventually she would understand, but they had to get through today first.


  CHAPTER 4


  Gabby glared at her sister’s back as she walked away. She’d be damned if she’d give Olivia any of the good stuff if she was really leaving her in this mess. She carefully picked through every pair of socks, panties, shorts, jeans, and tops... making sure all the oldest, stained, or ripped things went into Olivia’s box.


  Gabby didn’t even like Billy. He was a player. And a redneck.


  It was only a few months after their move here when he had met Olivia and started sniffing around like a dog in heat, taking her out in his car every weekend and offering only Olivia a ride to school, trying to tear her sister away from her, taking every spare minute to insert himself into her life, never giving Gabby and Olivia time together anymore. Well, now he had her. He had won.


  Billy was such a loser—he didn’t even finish school. He was eighteen, but he’d dropped out in his junior year and thought he was a big shot when he started making money in construction. Didn’t he know how stupid he looked standing on the side of the road holding up a SLOW sign?


  Gabby thought Olivia could do much better than him. He was moody, controlling, and always on the defensive with everybody. No one could even joke around him without him thinking everyone was looking at him or making him the butt of their jokes—which they weren’t. He was a jerk, but Olivia didn’t see him like Gabby did, no matter how much she tried to point it out to her sister.


  She’d finally called a truce with Billy and resigned herself to having to share Olivia, but that was fine as long as Olivia came home and slept in the bed across from hers and they woke in the same room every day—dealing with what life handed them together, like they always had. Now Billy had taken that too. He was a control freak, but Olivia wouldn’t hear of it. She just couldn’t see the forest for the trees—or in his case, the tree for the forest.


  Gabby stopped packing and sat on the side of the stripped-down bed, directly on the old striped mattress, with her head in her hands. She just couldn’t understand how Olivia could pick this time, of all times, to abandon her. The more she thought about it, the madder she got.


  She got up and stomped into the kitchen where Olivia was helping Mom wrap dishes in old newspapers they’d been saving for weeks, hidden away from Dad’s suspicious eyes. They would listen to what she had to say, damn it.


  “Mom, did Olivia tell you she’s not planning on coming with us?” Gabby half-shouted, half-cried, taking a stance with her arms crossed over her chest. She didn’t want to tattle on Olivia, but she had to take one last stab at stopping her, and maybe Mom was her best shot.


  “Yes, Gabby. We just talked about it,” Mom answered, sounding defeated.


  “Well, did you tell her no?” Gabby glanced over to study Olivia for some hint of her plans falling to pieces. But Olivia just kept packing, turning her back to Gabby, not giving her any opportunity to read her face.


  “Gabby, I can’t stop you girls from growing up. I’ve got enough on my plate right now with taking care of Emma on my own, for God’s sake,” she answered angrily.


  “Mom, you know we’ll help with Emma. We always have. I’m not trying to keep Olivia from growing up... geez. Did you at least tell her you won’t sign for her to get married?” she demanded.


  Olivia continued to pack, not even acknowledging she was being talked about as if she wasn’t in the room. She had already won this battle and she knew it would fizzle out faster without adding her voice, arguing with Gabby.


  “No, I didn’t. I told her I would sign and right away too. I’d rather they be married if they’re going to live together and be sleeping together. This isn’t about you, Gabby. You need to let your sister go!” Mom yelled, the stress of the day finally pushing her close to her limit.


  “Oh yeah, that sounds good, Mom. Let her go off and marry some boy who acts exactly like Dad does to you whenever Olivia gets around anybody—male or female. Hand her over to a control freak full of jealousy who wants to own her, like Dad has owned you for the last twenty years... Yep, that’s smart, Mom. Way to be a good mother—”


  “Gabby!” Olivia yelled in warning. But it was too late. In three steps, Mom had made her way across the kitchen with her hand in the air. Slap—like thunder in the almost empty kitchen.


  “Don’t you ever say that to me again, Gabby. I’m doing all this for you girls! I’m trying to make things better. Can’t you understand that?” Mom screamed in her face, while Gabby held her hand against her flaming cheek.


  “It’s too late, Mom! It’s too late for me and Olivia to have a normal childhood with a normal family... You should’ve tried harder years ago. Whatever you do now is for Emma... and for yourself,” Gabby said through angry tear-soaked words. “Olivia will be gone, and I don’t matter. I don’t matter to anyone now.”


  “Gabby, you know that’s bullshit! I’m still Olivia’s mother and your mother and nothing is changing except where we live and that Olivia won’t be there to sleep in your room. You’re being selfish, and this is not the time. One more word from you and I swear...” she threatened.


  For a moment all three of them stood there in silence, Gabby and Mom glaring at each other, with Olivia looking back and forth between the two of them, hoping the storm was waning, her own tears falling for the turmoil she’d caused resulting in Gabby being struck. Then, like a bull in a china shop, Billy swung the back door open and strutted in, wiping his face with a dirty, sweat-soaked bandana, breaking the stillness.


  “We’re ready for some more. What’s going next?” he asked, looking around at all three of them, standing as still and silent as trees, hot tears streaming down both Gabby and Olivia’s faces. “Uh-oh, I can come back...” He turned to step back out the door, but Olivia reached out and grabbed his arm to stop him. Gabby knew exactly what she was thinking. If she pushed Mom too far and Mom lost it with her, maybe Billy could pull Mom off before it got too ugly.


  Gabby couldn’t help it; she had to get the last word in—her stubborn personality demanded she always had to get the last word in—and she didn’t care about the consequence. “Fine, Mom. I didn’t know we were such a burden. I guess one less kid would be easier on you, since you don’t have time to be a mother, so just let her go...” Gabby quickly stomped out of the kitchen, avoiding Mom’s rebuttal and looking for something to kick.


  Gabby could hear Olivia following her down the hall. She didn’t want to hear any more from her. She felt abandoned and unwanted. She ran into their bedroom, slamming the door behind her, and threw herself onto her bed, crying. Olivia just walked right in; there were no locks on doors allowed in their house. With the exception of the bathroom, you didn’t have the privilege of privacy.


  “Gabby, you shouldn’t have started that with Mom. Are you okay?” she asked, sitting next to Gabby on the bed.


  “No, Olivia, I am not okay. Okay?” Gabby answered angrily, her voice muffled by the mattress. “Just leave me alone. You’re going to do that anyway; may as well start now.”


  “Gabby, please don’t be like this. If you found someone you loved, I’d be happy for you...” Olivia softly ran Gabby’s pony-tail through her hand, trying to soothe her sister. “Regardless of how you feel about it, I’d still like you to come to the ceremony. We’re doing it this coming Friday and it will just be a handful of people. I’d like you to stand beside me.”


  “Nope.”


  “You seriously won’t stand beside me when I get married?”


  “Sure I will, if you marry someone else—and much later...” Gabby answered, spite dripping off her tongue.


  “All right, suit yourself. I’d like to have you there if you change your mind, but I’m not going to beg you. I’m not changing my mind.” She stood up to leave. “I still love you the same, Gabby... Billy can’t change that.”


  Gabby heard the door click shut. She hated that Olivia was playing the good, calm sister. She’d rather they do what they usually did when they really disagreed: scream, cry, scratch, and pull each other’s hair... At least maybe Gabby could win the fight like that. This was a one-sided battle and Gabby didn’t have a chance to win with Olivia playing like this. Gabby wanted her to be happy but just didn’t think this was the right time or the right guy. The least Olivia could do was stick with her through this move to see what would come of Mom and Dad. But they both knew there would probably never be a right time. She had to let her go. But she didn’t have to be happy about it, and Olivia could damn sure bet Gabby wouldn’t be at that ceremony.


  CHAPTER 5


  “Gabby, I’ll be home right after I get off work. I have a date tonight to get ready for,” Mom said. “Be sure to have your sister take a bath and in bed by nine.”


  “You have a date that late?” Gabby asked. “Where are you going?”


  Her mom had only been single—and not even legally—for less than a year, but in that time she’d already started a new life, one that involved people Gabby had never met or even heard of. Gabby didn’t like it, but she kept her tongue.


  “It’s the only time I can date, working this shift. I met a guy who owns a small bar out in the county. He’s going to pick me up and we’re going back to his pub for a while.”


  “Okay, love you, Mom... I’ll take care of Emma,” Gabby promised her, hiding the resentment in her voice. “I’ll probably be asleep when you get home, so be sure to lock up. You want to go do something together tomorrow when you get up?”


  “We’ll see,” Mom said, knowing she wouldn’t. She never had time to do anything anymore but work and sleep, or go out with her new friends. When they’d first left their dad, they spent every minute together that Mom and Gabby weren’t working—hanging out at the pond, letting Emma feed the ducks, or just walking around the mall window shopping, sometimes treating themselves to a movie at the dollar theatre. It was just the girls for the first few months—minus Olivia, who they rarely saw—until their mom was invited out one night after the late shift. It didn’t take long for her to discover herself under the almost twenty-year shadow their dad had cast over her. She had come to life right before their eyes. Even her hair was longer and shinier, her eyes brighter, and her already trim body cut tight with muscles from working at the plant.


  At thirty-four years old, she could pass for late twenties and they were seeing their mom as she must’ve been before she was Mom. It was strange seeing her smile so much and it took some getting used to. But beneath her resentment, Gabby had to admit she was glad to finally see her happy—even if only for fleeting moments.


  Her mom reminded her of a butterfly that had finally emerged from her cocoon—or as her mom would rather, a dragonfly. The whimsical creature had been chosen as her mom’s mark of her newfound freedom. Her mom had recently watched a movie that centered on a woman and a dragonfly tattoo, sparking an idea for her to take on the same symbol.


  Gabby had gone to the tattoo parlor with her—a scary place—and held her hand while the artist inked the tat starting with a very faint flight trail dipping and curving untethered across the spread of her bare back to land a dazzling scarlet-red dragonfly onto her right shoulder.


  It was an impressive work of art and Gabby wanted one too. The artist gave her a copy of the artwork with a promise that he would do hers, when she was old enough to come back and see him.
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  Gabby lay in the top bunk, listening to her baby sister, Emma, sleeping soundly beneath her. This was their life now—boring—but everybody had wanted a change, especially for Emma; she didn’t need to see any more fighting. What Gabby hadn’t realized was that she would be the one most affected by the change. Olivia had Billy, who helped her get a car. They were both working and had already moved out and gotten their own place. Mom still had her job, and Emma still had school.


  Within weeks of their move, it was obvious someone had to help take care of Emma. Mom couldn’t work twelve-hour shifts to support them while taking care of Emma fulltime. Gabby didn’t really like school, but she’d made good grades and had at least gotten to hang out with her friends every day. Dropping out at age sixteen to take a job at minimum wage and play nanny to her sister wasn’t in her original plan.


  Now that their mom was happier, she’d started taking more time to fix herself up and was wearing cool clothes that actually fit her. Gabby was proud of her and was glad to finally see her happy. Even with her brutally hard job at the plant, their mom finally had a life of her own. To Gabby, it was starting to feel more like they were sisters than mother and daughter... like they were raising Emma together.


  When Olivia married Billy and seemed to almost disappear from Gabby’s life, Mom filled that gap, and they got closer—a lot closer. Gabby thought the three of them made a good team, even if she missed Olivia terribly. Now that Mom and Olivia seemed happier, Gabby had to work on a plan to improve her own life without putting their mom into a bad position. All Mom needed was to find the right guy. Then maybe he could help. Maybe she could even quit her job at the plant and find something with fewer hours that was easier on her body; then she wouldn’t be so tired and could take care of Emma and the cooking and cleaning herself, not depending on Gabby for so much.


  Gabby had already gotten her GED, soon after Olivia did, but still wanted to go back to school, maybe take some college courses and try to work her way into a better life than the one she grew up in. Mom just needed to get her feet under her a bit, and then it was her turn. That was the start of her plan, and unlike Mom and Olivia, Gabby’s didn’t have to include a man.
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  “Gabby, come out here and meet Mark,” Mom said.


  “Okay, coming,” she answered, stepping out of the bathroom with a towel over her head, thinking, Oh boy, another one.


  Mom had been out on dates with several guys since her separation, and with the exception of one, who Mom said was just “too nice,” Gabby thought none of them were good enough for her mom.


  They were all drinkers, with the telltale signs of extreme alcoholism: the red faces with spider veins in their cheeks, the red bulbous nose, the pot-belly with skinny legs, and the most obvious sign, a beer in their hand any time of the day or night. Gabby just couldn’t understand why Mom set her standards so low. For her age, she was looking really good; people sometimes assumed they were sisters. Mom didn’t even drink alcohol, but she seemed to be attracted to drinkers, even when she could clearly do so much better.


  Gabby walked the short distance into the small living room and was immediately impressed. She had to look up to see all of him, and she’s not short; this guy had to be about 6’3”. He was nicely dressed in a sports coat with leather on the elbows, a starched white button-up shirt, and ironed jeans. He had salt-and-pepper hair, lots of it... and no signs of being a drunk. He was clean and smelled like cologne. Hmmm... this one was different.


  “Hi,” Gabby said.


  “Hey, kiddo, I’m Mark. You must be Gabby. I’ve heard so much about you from your mom. I hear you’re quite the little grownup,” he said while reaching out to shake her hand.


  “I’m sixteen—closer to seventeen,” Gabby answered somberly, not appreciating being referred to as a little grownup. “But I try to do what I can.”


  “Well, you’re doing a great job. You’re a big help to your mom,” Mark said.


  Gabby felt awkward and tried to gracefully end the conversation. “Umm... Mom, aren’t we doing something together today?”


  “Yeah, and I thought Mark might want to come along. You don’t mind, do you?” Mom answered.


  Actually, Gabby did mind. It was Sunday afternoon and for once, Mom was up bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. Emma was excited about the day, too. It wasn’t often anymore that they got to spend any weekend time together, and she was looking forward to it being just the three of them.


  “No, I guess not. That’s fine. Let me finish drying my hair,” Gabby said as she walked back to the bathroom, feeling let down. But she didn’t want to ruin it for Mom; this one looked like he had potential.


  The bathroom door crashed open, hitting the wall as Emma made her entrance. “Gabby, did you see Mom’s new boyfriend?” Emma asked breathlessly. “He looks really nice and he already gave me a dollar!”


  “For what?” Gabby asked.


  “For nothing,” Emma bragged. “And he said he’s going to buy me some new clothes!” Emma looked like an angel with her big striking blue eyes and dark brown hair. Dad had always said she was full of piss and vinegar, but Gabby liked to think of her baby sister as sassy and spunky.


  Emma sure wasn’t going to inherit the height Olivia and Gabby had from Mom; she looked like a pixie, a head shorter than her classmates but thin like all the women of their family. She spoke in the squeakiest voice... but even for a bratty little sister and all she’d been through with the separation, she was still cute as a button and full of life. Gabby was worried about her missing Dad so much, but the kid barely missed a beat. In her everything-is-always-wonderful brain, he was going to call or show up any day now, so Emma didn’t seem to worry about it. She was so excited about Mom’s new guy and her dollar, she ran back out of the bathroom, bumping the door again, causing it to slam against the wall before bouncing shut, her long shiny hair seeming to glow as it trailed behind her.


  “Hmm, nobody gives something for nothing, Emma,” Gabby mumbled under her breath, feeling her first stir of suspicion.


  CHAPTER 6


  “Olivia!” Gabby yelled, running down the stairs to meet her. Gabby was wiping down the table when she saw Olivia pull up in her cute used orange Toyota. It had been a while since her sister had visited, with both of them having jobs now and staying so busy, and Gabby couldn’t wait to catch up. “How’s the old married lady?”


  It was still a sore spot between them, but they were working on it. Despite Gabby’s pleading and even her attempt to prevent the big day by hiding Olivia’s birth certificate, her sister had just applied for a new one and then quickly went through a civil ceremony and tied the knot. Gabby hadn’t attended, and for that, she felt guilty, but it was her way to let her sister know she’d never accept Billy as her sister’s husband.


  Olivia got out of the car, pulling her legs out slowly one at a time, then hanging onto the door to pull herself up. Something was wrong. Gabby stopped just in front of her, looking into her eyes, and saw sadness reflecting back at her.


  “Olivia, what’s wrong?” Gabby worriedly asked


  “Nothing. I’m just tired. I’ve missed you guys like crazy,” she answered, obviously trying to change the subject, but even her voice seemed lifeless. Something was definitely up and Gabby would bet her left foot it had to do with Billy.


  “Let’s go upstairs. Mom’s just getting up. She’ll be glad to see you.”


  Gabby ran up the stairs and reached the top, looking back down to see that Olivia had barely made it up three steps but was hanging on to the railing like an old woman. Gabby turned back around and kept walking straight into the apartment to Mom’s room.


  “Mom, Olivia’s here, and I think something’s wrong with her. Her eyes look weird and she had trouble getting out of the car. She could barely make it up the steps. She’s still not even up here yet.”


  Mom and Gabby walked back up the hall into the living room to find Olivia just coming through the door. Then she sank down on the couch, kicked off her flip-flops, and pulled up her legs.


  “Hi, Mom. You don’t mind if I just take a short nap, do you?” she asked, her eyes already lowering as if she just didn’t have the energy to hold them open for even a few minutes longer.


  “Olivia, what the hell is wrong with you? We haven’t seen you in a month and you come in looking like something the cat dragged in. Out with it. What’s wrong?” Mom said, getting straight to the point.


  “Nothing, Mom. I’m just tired. I thought I could see you guys and take a nap instead of going right home today. Is that a problem or do I need to nap at my own place?” Olivia said, getting defensive.


  “Don’t take a tone with me, girl. I’m your mother and I can see there’s more to it than that. Go ahead and take your nap. We’ll talk when you get up,” Mom said. “Gabby, get your sister a blanket.”


  Gabby went to her bunk and pulled down her favorite fuzzy blanket and came back and tucked it around Olivia. She’d never seen her look this way and was afraid. Gabby grabbed a book and sat at the end of the couch, pulling Olivia’s feet onto her lap, carefully tucking the blanket around her toes. She was asleep in minutes while Gabby read the same page over and over, trying to figure out what could be wrong. Was her sister on drugs? Pregnant? What was making her act like such a zombie?


  Gabby wiggled around, trying to keep her butt from going numb, but not wanting to move away from Olivia as she slept. She had been asleep for just over half an hour when she finally rolled over. As she did, the blanket rolled with her, revealing her lower back where her T-shirt had ridden up. It was mottled with swirls of green and blue. Gabby first felt sick and then just pissed off. Someone had beaten her and Gabby knew just who it was. It wasn’t easy, but she waited for Olivia to wake up. After another half an hour of fidgeting at the end of the couch, hoping to “accidently” wake her, Gabby couldn’t stand it anymore. She gently tugged at Olivia’s big toe.


  “Olivia... wake up...” Gabby said softly in a singsong voice. She didn’t want to make her mad before she got her to talk. Making her mad would only make her shut down—one of the major differences in them. When Gabby got mad, the world would know it, but Olivia retreated when offended, solemnly shutting down to lick her wounds.


  Olivia opened one eye, peeking through her lashes. “Not now, Gabby. Let me sleep!” she said, snuggling deeper into the couch.


  “No. I want to know how you got those bruises on your back,” Gabby said, pulling at her toe again. Gabby knew Olivia couldn’t stand to have her feet touched, just as Gabby couldn’t stand to have her hands touched. Gabby was still being ignored, so she quickly ran her fingernail straight up the bottom of Olivia’s foot, heel to arch, then leaned way back waiting for the backlash.


  With that, Olivia shot up, making sure to pull her shirt down, then crossly smacked Gabby’s hand. “Damn it, Gabby. You know I can’t stand that crap. Geez! Why couldn’t you just let me sleep?”


  “If you tell me where you got those bruises, I’ll let you go back to sleep,” Gabby said.


  “I fell down at work.”


  “Whatever! Who do you think you’re talking to? I know you and that’s the biggest pile of bullshit you’ve ever tried to feed me. Billy did that, didn’t he?” Gabby felt fire boiling her blood. She wanted to rip his head off.


  “Gabby, you always assume the worst of Billy. You don’t like him and I can respect that. But he is my husband now, and I ask that you respect him,” she muttered.


  The monotone words didn’t even sound like Olivia. As Gabby watched, her sister sighed, and then turned around to sit Indian style on the couch, pulling her legs in and re-tucking the blanket around her. “Okay, I’m not going to start lying to you too. He did do this, but it was the first time and the last time, and it was my fault. I pushed him until he just snapped. We’re fine, though. We made up and he promised to never do it again. Please don’t tell Mom,” she pleaded.


  “Oh my God! How can you even think that, Olivia?” Gabby was flabbergasted. “After all we’ve watched Mom go through with Dad! Really? Oh yeah... I remember now... They are always so sorry; they’ll never do it again—oh, and don’t let me forget—they can change. Right, Olivia? Isn’t that the way it always was with Dad and Mom... How’d that work out for twenty years?”


  “This is different, Gabby. You don’t know yet. Until you’re in a serious relationship or married, you can’t possibly know. It’s complicated. We got our place now and we’re making a life together, but it’s hard. It’s stressful to try to pay all these bills. We’ll probably start trying to have a family in the next few years. Billy doesn’t want to screw that up. He won’t do it again,” Olivia insisted.


  “He won’t do what again?” Mom asked, walking down the hall toward the living room. “May as well tell me what he did, Olivia. I already heard you girls talking.”


  “Great. Thanks a lot, Gabby,” Olivia complained, then reluctantly told her story again. “Mom, we just got into a fight. It was no big deal. But it got out of hand and Billy shoved me. Gabby saw some bruises on my back.”


  “Let me see, Olivia.”


  “I’d rather not, Mom. I’m cold,” Olivia lied as she tried to inconspicuously sneak the blanket higher.


  Mmmhmm, Gabby thought. Olivia knows Mom would see those weren’t shoving-falling down bruises. Mom is seasoned; she knows abuse from only a perspective of a professional taker. With one look, Mom could probably tell Olivia whether the left hand or the right hand had made each of those marks and how old each of them were. Olivia doesn’t want Mom looking.


  Mom marched straight over to her and with one hand on the back of her head, bent her over to face the floor, pulling the T-shirt up with the other hand. She gasped. “Olivia, those marks were made with fists. I ain’t stupid, girl.” She pulled Olivia’s shirt back down and stood over her. “I don’t care why. I don’t care how. You girls know there is no excuse that covers this. Billy isn’t going to start beating on you. If you let him get away with it once, there is no end.”


  “Well, why did you let Dad stay for so many years, then?” Olivia asked, surprising Gabby with unusual sarcasm aimed at their mom.


  Uh-oh... bad move, Olivia. Mom’s fuse was about two centimeters long, and the sight of those bruises had already burnt down half of it before Olivia even started talking.


  “You listen to me, girl. I had two babies to take care of. It wasn’t just myself. Then your little sister came along. I couldn’t just pack up and leave. I had to have help supporting you girls,” Mom said, pointing her finger in Olivia’s face. “And right now, all you have is you. That’s the best time to leave. You’ll move in here with us.”


  “Mom! Chill out. I’m married now. You cannot just make me leave my husband and move in with you,” Olivia answered. “I promise that was the first time and the last. If he hits me again, I’m out. I’ll leave him, no questions asked. Okay?”


  Mom paced the living room, looking like a caged tigress. Gabby knew better than to open her mouth right now. This was all on Olivia. Gabby sat at the end of the couch, waiting for Mom to either back down or freak out on Olivia. Mom lit a cigarette and continued to pace another few minutes, stopping only to flick her ashes into the ashtray—with more force than necessary, then resuming her pacing, looking extremely pissed off.


  Finally, she stopped directly in front of them, staring at Olivia. She unintentionally exhaled a puff of smoke directly into Olivia’s face. Olivia didn’t flinch—or even so much as cough. They both sat still as statues, waiting to see what was to happen.


  “Here’s the deal, Olivia. You have to show him you mean business. If he thinks he can hit you and there’s no backlash, he’ll keep it coming. Trust me, I know how this works. I’ll let you go back, but not before you give him some time to cool off and let him see you won’t run right back to him. You can stay here a few nights and then go home. Don’t answer his calls and don’t let him in this apartment,” Mom said firmly, expecting and receiving no backtalk. “And in the meantime, he’ll be learning his lesson.”


  At that she walked off.


  Olivia didn’t argue any further. Mom’s mind was made up. Gabby was proud of Mom for stepping in to do something. I just wish she’d done it months ago when Olivia married the jerk. But Gabby knew to keep that thought to herself.


  Olivia leaned out to peek down the hallway, checking to be sure Mom was really back in her room before saying, “Great. I already called off work for the whole day. Now what am I going to do? Do you have to go to work, Gabby?”


  “Yeah, I do. There’s no way I can call in or they’ll fire me. Sorry. Just kick back and relax. You can borrow some jammies and take a long hot bath... maybe watch a movie before Emma gets home from her play date,” Gabby said. That actually sounded pretty good to Gabby. She was now wishing she didn’t have to go to work. “I’ll be off at nine and come straight home. We can catch up!”


  “Gabby, don’t you ever do anything besides work and take care of Emma?” Olivia asked. “Don’t you hang out with friends, or have a boyfriend yet?”


  “I did meet a girl at work and she has a car. We’re going to try to go out some, maybe this weekend—if I don’t have to watch Emma,” Gabby said. “And there is this guy.”


  Olivia raised her eyebrows. “What guy?”


  “Well, his name’s Tom, and he lives close by. I think the next set of apartments over, maybe in Pine Terrace? Anyway, he’s been walking over when Mom & Mark aren’t here, after Emma goes to sleep. Right now we’re just friends, but I know he wants more. I had to practically beat him off me the last time he came over. I like him too, but it’s just too weird with a nine-year-old down the hall who might walk out any minute,” Gabby said.


  “How old is he?”


  “Twenty.”


  “Gabby, he’s too old for you,” Olivia said seriously. “You need someone your own age.”


  “Listen to you, Olivia. Billy’s almost nineteen. That’s a whole year’s difference, oh my God, big whooping deal. Better call the city!” Gabby teased her. “But seriously, I haven’t done anything with him, not what he wants to do, anyway.”


  “If he’s twenty and hanging around here, he’s after something. Do you like this guy enough to let him... you know...?” Olivia asked.


  “Geez, Gab. Enough. No—well, I don’t know—maybe. But right now, he’s just good company when I’m sitting here babysitting, and that’s probably as far as it will ever get. I don’t plan to put out, so he’ll probably eventually give up and go find a real girlfriend, if he hasn’t already.”


  “Well, just be careful with these older guys. They’ll use you and lose you at the snap of their fingers. And if he talks you into something, you better make him wear protection,” Olivia warned.


  “Note taken. Now I got to get ready for work.” Gabby jumped off the couch, excited to have her sister back, even if just for a few days. She hurried to get ready for work, knowing she’d be counting the minutes until she was off and they could stretch out on the bunk beds like old times and catch up on everything.


  “Olivia, I started you a bubble bath,” Gabby told her as she headed out the door. “When I get home, you can tell me all about married life and I’ll fill you in on what you’re missing out on not being single like me,” she said, laughing. “There’s tea bags and sugar in the canisters if you want a cup of hot tea. Mom’s going to leave for work early since you’ll be here when Emma gets home. She’ll be over the moon to see you.”


  “Okay, Gabby. Thanks,” Olivia said as she reluctantly pulled herself off the couch and headed toward the bathroom. “Bye.”


  “Love you. Bye,” Gabby answered with their usual parting words.
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  Emma threw herself into Olivia’s arms, almost knocking her over. “Olivia! When did you get here?”


  “Just an hour or so ago. Where you been, munchkin?” Olivia asked, not able to resist pulling on one of Emma’s pigtails. Olivia loved it that Emma would still wear pigtails even though she was ten years old now. She hoped she’d stay a little girl as long as possible.


  “Taylor’s mom took us skating. We just got back. Taylor lives here in the same apartments and she’s my friend, but she doesn’t skate as fast as me. I’m faster. Taylor doesn’t have any sisters, and I have twins! I get to share a bedroom with Gabby, but Taylor has to sleep all alone in a big scary room. Mama said we might get a cat. Did you see my new clothes Mark bought me? He—”


  “Whoa, Emma, slow down!” Olivia laughed. Emma was so excited that she was trying to tell Olivia everything all at once. “We got about an hour before your bedtime, and I’m spending the night. We have plenty of time to talk.”


  “You are? Is Billy going to be here too?” Emma asked, big-eyed.


  She’s scared of him, Olivia thought to herself. I wonder what she sees that scares her.


  “Nope. Just me,” Olivia answered cheerfully. “I’m going to take your bunk, but I’ll make you a comfy pallet right beside me, okay?”


  “Yay! Awesome, Olivia! So we get you all to ourselves? Really?”


  I need to come by more often if the fact that I’m staying overnight affects her like this.


  “Really, munchkin. Now how about show me those new clothes to start with?”


  Emma and Olivia spent the next hour looking through her new clothes and talking about how much she liked their new apartment, her new school, and her new friends. It was good to see her sweet face. Olivia laughed to herself, remembering her sister’s high-pitched voice used to drive her batty when they all lived together. Now she could listen to her all night—well, maybe not all night.


  “Okay, Emma. It’s time for you to snuggle with your monkey and go to sleep. I’ll still be here in the morning, okay?” Olivia said as she tucked her into her pallet.


  “Olivia, please don’t leave before I wake up. I have so much more to tell you. It’s important stuff that I haven’t told Gabby and Mama yet,” she said, slowly drifting off to sleep. Emma was exhausted from skating and the excitement of seeing Olivia. Probably forgot to tell me about the music at the skating rink, or her teacher’s name, or the boy she was crushing on, or something that was “important stuff” to a little girl, Olivia thought, but she was glad for a reprieve. She was getting sleepy again.


  She walked into the kitchen and made herself a cup of tea, looking at the clock. Thirty minutes until Gabby got off work. She hadn’t thought to ask her if she should pick her up. Oh well, I’m not waking Emma up and I can’t leave her alone. Olivia wasn’t worried; either Mom would pick her up and drop Gabby off on her way to work, or she’d catch a ride. Olivia knew Gabby’s boss was a fatherly type—very nice guy—who tried to make sure Gabby got home safe when he asked her to work nights, which wasn’t often. Gabby definitely needs to get her own car soon, Olivia thought.


  Olivia finished stirring her tea, just as someone knocked on the door. She froze. Crap, she thought, I hope it isn’t Billy. She’d ignored his calls the entire day and it was just like him to show up here looking for her. She crept over and looked through the peephole. Definitely not Billy. If this was Gabby’s new admirer, he was way out of Billy’s league. Not that Billy wasn’t smoking hot, but this guy was on an all-different level of sizzling.


  Olivia opened the door, noticing the stylish North Face sweatshirt, and trendy jeans. He was tall, muscular and had neatly cut jet-black hair, with the exception of one stray lock haphazardly hanging down, drawing her attention to his long, thick lashes and hazel-eyes.


  He looked as surprised by her as she did by him.


  “Yes?”


  “Uh... is Gabby here?” he said, looking confused.


  “No, she’s at work. She gets off in about half an hour,” Olivia answered, smiling at his obvious confusion. Apparently, Gabby hadn’t told him she had a twin sister. They got this reaction all the time. “I’m her twin sister, Olivia. You must be Tom.”


  “Yeah... Wow. You two really look alike... but... different. Unreal. Umm... can I come in and wait for Gabby?”


  Olivia hesitated and then thought, Gabby said he’s been hanging out with her here. So it must be okay.


  “I guess so. I’m sure Gabby would be glad to see you,” Olivia answered, opening the door wider to allow him in.


  Olivia made her way to the couch, feeling self-conscious having just met him in Gabby’s pajamas: a pair of sleep shorts and a SpongeBob tank top. She was glad Gabby hadn’t put away her fuzzy blanket. She quickly grabbed it and sat down, covering herself up to her armpits, then sipped on her tea.


  Tom flopped down into the only chair, seeming to make himself right at home, and looked at the TV.


  “You can change the channel if you want. I wasn’t watching anything,” Olivia told him. Her face burned at the awkward silence between them.


  Tom picked up the remote and typed in the channel number to MTV.


  Wow. Guess he is comfortable here. An old Shania Twain song came on and he got up and moved to the end of the couch. Okay... that’s weird. Maybe he can see the TV better from the couch? Olivia wondered. She wasn’t going to bust his balls for sitting on the same piece of furniture as her, even though knowing that would probably piss Gabby off. So she just kept her eyes on Shania Twain crooning something about life after love... peeking to watch Tom from the corner of her eye without moving her head. She didn’t want him to think she was looking at him for whatever reason.


  “You got a boyfriend?” Tom asked out of the blue.


  “I have a husband,” Olivia answered sternly.


  “Oh, the more mature twin. I like that. I really do,” he said, smiling lazily and looking her over. Now Olivia was getting nervous. Since he’d moved to the couch, she noticed his eyes didn’t look right. He looked stoned. Oh My God, I hope Gabby’s not messing with that stuff, Olivia thought.


  Before she knew what was happening, Tom knocked her tea out of her hand and in the blink of an eye was on top of her, pulling her legs down with one hand while ripping the blanket away with the other.


  “Stop it!” Olivia screamed. “Stop! Get the hell off me!”


  He didn’t seem to hear anything she said and pushed his mouth against hers, yanking her up to him with his hand on the back of her head. Olivia smelled pot and cigarette smoke and fought the urge to vomit when he stuck his tongue in her mouth, slithering it around. She kicked and jerked her head from side to side, trying to avoid his disgusting slobbering mouth. Within seconds, he’d ripped off her shorts and panties.


  “NO!” she screamed at the top of her lungs, getting her mouth away from his and gasping for breath. “My husband will seriously kill you if you don’t stop. Get off me!”


  He wasn’t stopping. He was going for broke. He easily held her bucking body down with his and had both her wrists over her head, held by one hand. When she felt him reach for his own pants and heard the telltale sound of the zipper, she begged, “Please stop... Please don’t do this. My younger sister is right down the hall... Emma, do you know Emma? Please, what if she comes out? What if Gabby comes home? I thought you liked Gabby?” she whispered, crying uncontrollably now. Why would he do this to me? Olivia thought.


  “Your sister’s a cock tease. Just shut the fuck up and this will be over in a minute,” he finally responded, roughly forcing himself into her—with no regard for the fact she was dry—already furiously pumping away.


  “No! Please... I don’t want this... Please stop!” She whimpered loudly at the pain the friction was causing, still trying to push him off. One more rough thrust and he was done, burying his face in her neck and moaning as he released his seed. At least it was quick; that’s all the mercy he gave her. That and he didn’t hit her when she fought him. But it was still rape. Wasn’t it? Olivia was stunned into a confused silence.


  He got up and zipped his jeans, looking down at her guiltily. “Sorry. I really wanted Gabby. I’ve waited for her to come around a long time... and then you were here, married and shit. I thought that made you experienced... and... I... I... I just couldn’t stop. You wearing those short pajamas and looking just like her... Shit... I couldn’t help myself. Was it okay for you?”


  Olivia looked at him in disbelief and thought, Oh my God, this dirt bag just raped me and is asking if it was okay for me? She started screaming. “Aaahhhh... Somebody help!”


  That got him moving. He turned around and was at the door in three seconds flat, running down the stairs two at a time. Olivia slammed and locked the door and ran for the phone, wrapping the blanket around her as she went and scooping up her panties and Gabby’s PJs. Her teeth were chattering and she was so cold. But she stopped before she even reached the phone.


  I can’t call the police. I need a bath. Another bath. Right now. She ran into the bathroom, turning the water on all the way to hot, throwing the clothes to the floor. She sat in the tub, again filled with mounds of bubbles, her arms wrapped around her knees, going through it over and over in her mind. Could I have stopped him somehow? Should I have not opened the door? Should I call the police? Should I call Billy? Should I tell Gabby? Oh my God, Billy will be furious. He’ll never believe it wasn’t consensual. He’ll probably kill me. She wasn’t even crying anymore. As these thoughts rocketed through her head, she just sat there in a stupor, staring at the random collection of shampoo bottles that was inevitable with three females in one home, when she finally heard the door open.


  “Olivia?”


  Oh crap, Gabby’s home. What am I going to say? She’ll be devastated her almost-boyfriend did this to me. I have to lie. Or just say nothing. Maybe Gabby won’t ask anything.


  Gabby barged into the bathroom. Typical, Olivia thought. In our family, there was never any privacy growing up and nothing has changed.


  “Are you taking another bath?” Gabby asked, looking at Olivia strangely.


  “Um... yeah. My back... from the bruises—it’s sore. I just wanted to soak again,” she lied.


  “What happened in the living room? There’s a coffee cup on the floor with something wet all over the couch. It looks like someone had a pillow fight in there.”


  “Oh, I guess I fell asleep and knocked my tea over. I’m sorry. I’ll clean it up. I was trying not to get your blanket wet and just threw it and the pillows off the couch,” she lied again.


  “Oh. Well, do you want another cup of tea? I’m going to fix me one,” Gabby offered.


  “Yeah, that would be cool, Gabby. Thanks.”


  Gabby left to make their tea and Olivia pulled the drain on the tub, then stood up and turned on the shower. She wanted one more rinse with clean hot water, as hot as she could stand. Maybe it would wash away the memory and she wouldn’t ever have to share it with Gabby.


  The Girl in the Box


  She awakes to the sound of fabric rustling close by. She is still in the same pitch blackness, but now she can feel something over her eyes and wrapped around her head. She tries to reach up to see if she’s been blindfolded, but her arms have been restrained. She can’t lift them.


  She can smell the scent of a man. A silent man, but for his breathing.


  He is here.


  Probably just standing there staring at her... deciding her fate. He must have blindfolded her before she woke up.


  Her heart begins to beat wildly out of rhythm; it feels like it is jumping around in her chest. Panic begins to bubble over until she can’t help but yell out in terror.


  “What do you want? Say something!” she screams, trying to sound fierce.


  She pauses to hear his reaction.


  He doesn’t answer; he seems to just stand there, close enough to feel his breath on her face.


  “Untie my arms, you bastard! What are you afraid of?” she provokes, trying to get a reaction from him, just to hear his voice or taunt him—anything to make a change in the situation.


  Even if it were a risky chance it would become much worse, she has to get out of this box; she feels like she’s losing her grasp on reality with the never-ending darkness and isolation.


  She screams her frustration again, and then waits.


  He will not give her a reaction.


  After a few moments of his silent treatment, she hears the fabric rustling and the squeak of his shoes as he walks away, leaving her in her dark and cold prison... alone with only the memories of their past and the sorting of them.


  CHAPTER 7


  Gabby smelled something good and her stomach rumbled, reminding her of the hastily prepared meals she’d eaten in the past few days—macaroni and cheese or frozen Mexican dinners. Her stomach begged for the source of that familiar aroma.


  On random birthdays over the years, when they could afford it, their parents had treated her and Olivia to Olive Garden on their birthday, and Gabby always ordered the same thing—the Pasta Fagioli. But since her parents’ separation, they hadn’t been to Olive Garden even once.


  “Gabby,” Mom yelled, “Mark bought your favorite! Pasta Fagioli and breadsticks! Come eat before you leave for work.”


  While Gabby took too long of a moment pondering the safest response, Mom walked into the bathroom where Gabby was finishing up her hair.


  “Gabby, did you hear me?”


  “Uh, yeah. Sorry, but no thanks, Mom. I’m not hungry,” Gabby lied, trying to sound humble, covering the truth that she was so hungry it felt like her stomach was eating her throat. Lately, anything to do with Mark brought them to an argument. Gabby didn’t want to fight with her; she just wanted to leave and go to work—get away from them.


  “Are you still upset at your sister for going back to Billy?” she asked.


  “Uh... yeah, Mom. I am upset about that. Figured you would be too. It’s bad enough we know he beat on her, but now he won’t even let her call or come over here. I haven’t talked to her since she got up early and snuck out the morning after she stayed over. I barely got to talk to her that night. You know it has to do with Billy. She’d call if she could. I can’t believe you don’t do something about it. She’s still only sixteen, even if she is married,” Gabby answered.


  “Gabby, you’re about to really piss me off. Why don’t you mind your own business and leave your sister alone? I don’t think you not being hungry has anything to do with her anyway. I think it has to do with Mark,” she said angrily.


  “Nope. Just not hungry, Mom,” Gabby answered, not missing the fact that Mom managed to completely avoid dealing with Olivia’s situation again, as if it wasn’t serious or life-threatening. It pissed Gabby off that she had let... no—probably encouraged—Olivia to work it out with that piece of shit.


  “Gabby, why don’t you like Mark?” Mom asked. “He’s done so much for us. He takes us out to dinner, he’s helped fix up the apartment, and bought you and your sister gifts. He even offered to give you that old car he’s not using. Why is it so hard for you to be happy I found someone?”


  “Mom,” Gabby said, her voice growing defensive. “He’s your boyfriend. I don’t have to like him. I just want you to be happy. I’ll be nice to him, but I don’t want his gifts or that nasty old beater of a car. I’ll save up and buy my own later.”


  She couldn’t put her finger on just why she didn’t like Mark. He seemed too perfect. He owned his own business, even if it was just a bar. He always had money. He was clean and dressed very nice. As far as Gabby could see, he treated Mom well, and Emma seemed to absolutely adore him. But something just felt off. She just couldn’t let herself be comfortable around him. But she wasn’t about to tell her mother all that.


  “But if you had a car, you could go out some and meet a boy,” Mom argued. “At your age, I was already married. It’s time you get out there.”


  “When would I, Mom?” Gabby said, trying to keep any attitude out of her tone, so Mom didn’t feel Gabby was placing blame on her. “If I’m not working, I’m usually taking care of Emma. When would I ever have time to meet a boy?”


  “Mark knows a boy that comes into his bar. His name is Gabe. I’ve seen him and he’s really cute. We could get a sitter and take you with us this weekend to meet him,” Mom offered.


  “No, Mom. I don’t want to meet a boy at a bar. Especially at Mark’s bar. Those people in there are nasty—I don’t even want to ever go back into that dive,” Gabby said. “Besides, I’m not supposed to be in a bar. I’m still sixteen. I’ll meet someone else eventually. Right now, I don’t have time,” Gabby said with as much emphasis on sixteen as she could muster without pissing off her mom.


  When would Mom realize this was not her era? Sixteen is still a kid. It was like as soon as she had her new life, she expected her girls to automatically transform into adults. Well, Gabby wasn’t ready, even if Olivia thought she was. Their Mom needed to just step up for a few more years and let them stay kids.


  It’s not that Gabby didn’t want to have a boyfriend either. She just felt she had nothing to offer one right now. Even if she had the confidence to meet another guy, she had no time to spend with him right now. Most days she was either working or babysitting Emma.


  Besides, Gabby had already had a potential boyfriend and look how that turned out. Out of the blue he stopped coming over, never to be seen or heard from again... not even a good-bye or demand to put out or fuck off. Obviously he’d found someone else. She guessed that’s why they used the word “crush.” It certainly applied to Tom. He’d crushed her.


  “Okay, Gabby. Suit yourself with your stubbornness. You know Mark went through a great deal of trouble to drive to Olive Garden and get your favorite for all of us. And it wasn’t cheap either. I guess you can go to work hungry,” she said disapprovingly.


  “Thanks anyway, Mom,” Gabby replied, grabbing her purse and heading out the door, trying to hold her breath on the way from the bathroom to the apartment stairs—the aroma of the food was torture on her empty stomach and she was sure she’d still be smelling it until the end of her shift. Damn my pride! Maybe I’ll sneak in the kitchen and look for leftovers after they go to bed, Gabby thought. Surely, they won’t eat it all tonight.
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  “Gabby,” Mom said, gently rubbing her shoulder. “Wake up. Mark and I brought someone to meet you.”


  “What? What time is it?” Gabby sleepily asked.


  “It’s late. We closed the bar at 2:00 a.m., and Gabe followed us back here,” Mom said. “I know you said you didn’t want to meet him, but he begged me to introduce him after Mark told him all about you. I promise you’ll really like this boy. Get up! Get dressed! I’ll tell him you’ll be out in ten minutes.”


  This is weird, Gabby thought. Mark and Mom bringing home a boy in the middle of the night to meet me. How desperate do I look? I can just imagine the conversation: “Hey, want to hook up with my girlfriend’s daughter? She’s cute—looks just like her mama.” How freaking embarrassing. This guy was probably like all the other weird people at what she’d begun to call “the mutant lounge.” If he was so cute, why was he there with a bunch of drunken old farts?


  Gabby quickly ran a brush through her hair and rubbed on some Burt’s Bee’s lip balm. She looked down at her clothes. Oh well, guess he probably won’t expect me to be dressed at two-something a.m., she thought.


  She walked out to the living room wearing a baby-doll tee and sweatpants. She was speechless. Definitely not a mutant lounge typical customer. This guy was cute. Not just cute, but outrageously gorgeous. Tim McGraw sexy, without the cowboy get-up... and he had to be a few years older than her.


  He was wearing a black leather jacket and blue jeans with biker boots. One sexy green eye sparkled out from under a mop of short, but messy straw-colored hair; the other was covered with a spike of too-long bangs. The muss and spike looked intentional and definitely worked for him. His chin had a dimple, big enough to nibble around the edges. All Gabby could think about, as she stood there looking stupid, was how much she’d like to try out that theory. He stood up and swiped the hair away from his eye, smiling mischievously at her as she entered the room. Her stomach flipped, and her hands started sweating.


  Before Gabby could say a word, Mark said, “We’re just going to leave you two to talk. We’re going to bed.”


  Somehow, in the past few months, Mark had slinked in and wound up living with them. While Gabby didn’t like the arrangement, it was helpful with Emma. Mark worked at the bar at night, so most days he picked Emma up from school and helped her with homework while Gabby was at work, which kept her from constantly asking the store manager to redo the schedule around school hours. Gabby still didn’t like Mark, but at least Mom and Emma were happy.


  “Okay, goodnight,” Gabby said to Mom. Mark winked at her as he walked away, headed down the hall to Mom’s room. Gabby shrugged off the wink defensively, giving Mark an eye roll while hoping Gabe didn’t see her attitude toward his friend. But she just couldn’t help herself. Mark got on every last nerve she had, even if he was trying to do something nice for her.


  After she loosened up, she was actually grateful to Mark. Who would have thought? Gabe did seem to be a super nice guy, on top of being drop-dead gorgeous. Once they got over the awkward introductions and Gabby’s embarrassment, they talked for close to two hours, into the wee hours of the morning.


  Gabby finally got around to asking what he did for a living, but he danced around that. Maybe he was a general laborer and he was embarrassed. She really didn’t care what he did, as long as he had a job. Shortly after that question, he said he needed to be going. Gabby waited for him to ask for her number or give her his number, but he didn’t. As he walked out the door, Gabby realized he must not be interested. I’ll never hear from him again, she thought, disappointed and puzzled.
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  “Mom!” Gabby yelled. “Where’s my new blue shirt?” Gabby was frenziedly trying to get ready for Gabe to pick her up. He had called her the next evening after they met, getting her number from Mark, and after a month of him just stopping by at random times and talking for hours or watching a movie at the apartment, he was taking Gabby out on a real date for her seventeenth birthday. Gabby really liked Gabe.


  The only problem she had was he was still somewhat a mystery—almost a ghost. She never knew when he was going to show up and he never stayed long. They never went anywhere, but when he was here at the apartment, as long as the conversation didn’t steer toward age—and she still didn’t know how old he was, but was guessing eighteen to twenty—or his job, but they got along great and never bored of each other. They talked about music, books, movies, and everything in between. But Gabby didn’t even know where he lived. She was dying to see him outside the apartment. She wasn’t even sure if they were actually considered dating. Gabby had dropped hints repeatedly about which evenings she had off, hoping he’d ask her out. Now finally, they were going tonight, on her birthday.


  “Doesn’t matter what you wear... I’m sure it’ll be off by the end of the night anyway,” Mark said sarcastically.


  Lately he’d been dropping all sorts of sexual comments about the time Gabe and Gabby spent together. Mark was wrong; the most that had happened between Gabe and Gabby was some kissing and cuddling on the couch during a movie. But whatever. Gabby wasn’t going to backtalk Mark. It would only make Mom mad at her and ruin Gabby’s night.
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  Gabby jumped into Gabe’s truck. “Where we going?” She scooted across the bench seat to sit right next to him. This was the first time they’d been in a vehicle together, or anywhere for that matter, other than the apartment. She was so happy to be getting out, especially with him.


  Gabe hesitated, seemingly nervous. “I was hoping we could drive down by the lake and talk. I have a birthday present for you. Then we can go get something to eat.”


  “Sounds good to me,” Gabby said, smiling, barely able to contain her excitement at going out for her birthday.


  Gabe didn’t seem in the mood to talk, so Gabby turned up the tunes and sang along with the radio all the way to the boat landing. Gabe pulled his truck right down to the boat ramp, looking out over the water. It was dark, but there was a full moon shining over the water. It was beautiful and there wasn’t anyone else around. They had the place to themselves.


  “Gabe, this is going to sound cheesy...” She hesitated. “I’ve always been here in the daytime, never at night. At night, with this moon, it’s the most romantic place I’ve ever been,” Gabby embarrassingly admitted.


  He leaned over and kissed her. Now she was beaming. He scooted Gabby over to the passenger door, then slid himself to the middle, lifting her up and putting her on his lap and sliding them both back toward the passenger side for more leg room.


  He kissed her again, deeper and longer, pushing her firmly down onto his lap where she could definitely feel things heating (and hardening) up. She still couldn’t believe he was interested in her, with nothing to offer: a dead-end job, a tiny apartment she lived in with her mother, and no car. With his looks, he could probably be dating some spoiled college girl who maybe had a cool place, a nice car, and a life. Gabby had nothing. It was another missing piece of his whole mystery. Why her? When he unbuttoned her pants, she felt a moment of hesitation but didn’t stop him. All she had to offer was herself, and she hoped that would be enough to keep him. For the next hour, he took everything she had—and more.


  When he was finished, Gabby awkwardly redressed in the cramped truck, while Gabe got out to relieve himself. She was glad for the privacy, feeling slightly embarrassed that her first time was in the front seat of a truck. She had no way to clean up and was sure she looked a mess. Gabby hoped he wouldn’t try to take her into a restaurant; maybe they could just pick up something through a drive-thru and come back to the lake to eat, and he’d give her the present he’d promised.


  Gabe pulled out of the boat landing, and kept his eyes locked on the road. Gabby turned up the radio to fill the awkward silence, and he reached and turned it off, his jaw set.


  “Gabe, is something wrong?”


  “Nope.”


  “Something seems wrong.”


  “Nope.”


  “Are you going to talk to me, or what?” Gabby asked, getting angry and embarrassed. Is there something wrong with me? she thought. How was she to know if everything was all right? It was her first time and it seemed like everything went the way it was supposed to. He sure seemed happy enough back at the boat landing, moaning and groaning and yelling her name at the end. Geesh, are all guys this selfish? She was the one who had to feel the sharp pain, then was uncomfortable—smacking her head on the roof while her back scraped against the dash—not to mention her cramped legs from keeping them bent so long, sitting on his lap facing him.


  Gabe didn’t answer. He drove straight back to the apartment. When he pulled in, Gabby looked at him, confused. “What are we doing back here? I thought we were going out for my birthday?”


  “We did. And you got your present, Gabby. Tell Mark I said thanks.”


  “What the hell are you talking about, Gabe? What’s that supposed to mean?” Gabby was quickly becoming furious.


  “It is what it is. I’m sorry,” he said, looking straight ahead, not willing to meet her eyes. “Happy birthday. Now get out, Gabby.”


  “You fucking pig!” Gabby screamed at him.


  She got out of the truck, brokenhearted, angry, and very confused. She slammed the door as hard as she could and threw in a kick to the side of his truck for good measure. She hobbled up the steps toward the apartment, her toes throbbing from the kick and starting to feel the strain of muscles she didn’t even know she had in her legs.


  On top of the pain, her panties were an uncomfortable, cold-wet mess. She stood stiffly outside with her head leaned against the door, wallowing in her embarrassment and misery, the unfairness—slapped with the cold reality of the emptiness of her life all in one night and on her birthday.


  Gabby took a deep breath and blew it out, resigned to having to face the devil. She threw open the door, stomping through and slamming it behind her.


  “Hi, Gabby. How was your date with Gabe?” Mark smirked.


  “Fuck you, Mark,” Gabby responded with as much hatred as she could put in those three words as she stomped past him to her room. She’d be damned if she’d pass along Gabe’s message, at least not until she figured out what the hell it was all about.


  The Girl in the Box


  She didn’t remember him returning, but he had to have been there. Her arms were freed again. Still lying in the thick blackness of her prison, she is surprised to finally feel warm wet tears sliding down the sides of her face. She swipes the tears and sticks her finger in her mouth, craving the salt as badly as the water. She takes a deep breath and begins to explore the space again. This time she reaches over her head and feels around the other side of the space.


  Oh my God! Water bottles! She feels like a freaking idiot. All she had to do was keep searching. Her fingers find something cold and squishy—has to be water—but in a thick plastic bag? She grabs it and tries to bring it back around to her face, but she can’t. It is stuck. It bounces right back to whatever it is attached to and will not separate. She thinks about getting her mouth to the water instead and tries to twist around, but finds she’s in such a difficult position, she can’t do that either. She wants the water so badly. She pulls again and again at the flexible bag-like object, but it will not come loose. She can’t do it. She can’t get the water!


  Somebody, help! Somebody help me, please! She prays over and over again, not having enough energy to even try to scream or even talk anymore.


  She could have to live days in this cold, dark hole—someone had put her there. But if he wanted her alive, he must not have planned the water right, because she can’t get to it. She feels she is dying of thirst, and she also feels drugged, not in full control of herself. Finally finding her voice, she screams until her throat feels hot and raw, and slowly allows herself to fade back into oblivion.


  CHAPTER 8


  I could care less if that son of a bitch ever calls me again. He’s a user, Gabby thought to herself as she walked home from work. Four weeks had passed and Gabe still hadn’t called to apologize or explain what the hell happened on her birthday, and she refused to call him first.


  She never did give Mark his message. She was afraid of what Mark would say. Would he already know Gabe took her virginity? The two of them probably planned the whole thing, laughing about it over beers at Mark’s bar. I don’t care. I hope they both rot in hell. Mark probably thought he was giving me a helluva birthday present.


  Since Mark had wiggled his way into their home, things were getting progressively worse. Even Emma had seemed out of sorts for the past week or so. Lately, when Gabby got home from work, she’d frequently found Emma just lying on her bed, quietly holding her stuffie instead of running around the apartment or outside playing with her two friends. Gabby wondered if Emma was just going through a growth spurt that was wearing her out. She was still a growing girl, and Gabby could remember her and Olivia having terrible growing pains when they were younger, even taking turns rubbing each other’s legs. Maybe that’s all it was, Gabby hoped.


  Mark and Mom seem to be doing fine—too good actually. Instead of Gabby preparing something to eat for Mom when she came home from her late shift, it was usually Mark now who got her food ready. Always trying to impress Mom with a covered plate of home-cooked food, like he was Paula-friggin-Deen or something.


  At least Emma was eating good food now too, instead of the frozen dinners or mac-n-cheese Gabby usually cooked in a rush. It wasn’t that she couldn’t cook; it was just cheaper and faster to cook a frozen dinner than to cook a whole meal, and so until Mark came along, they usually went that route. He didn’t have anything to do all day anyway, except pick up Emma and help with her homework, so she let him do it. Whatever. She’d go back to cooking for Mom and Emma herself, and this time she’d find a way to cook real food. I’ll be glad to—if he’d just leave, Gabby thought.


  Gabby walked up the steps to their apartment door and turned the knob. It was locked. That was strange at 4:30 in the afternoon. She dug through her purse and found her key. Just as she swung open the door, she saw Mark making tracks down the hall toward Mom’s room, hustling along with his long gait. Good, Gabby thought. Maybe he’ll stay in there.


  She tossed her bag on the couch and was headed into the kitchen to get something to drink when she saw her—Emma, under the table, looking like a frightened kitten. She had on a T-shirt and was squatted in the middle of all six chairs with the shirt stretched down over her knees, barely covering her ankles, her arms wrapped around her legs. She was just staring straight ahead with her big eyes—almost frozen in place without blinking—seeming oblivious to Gabby or anything else.


  “Emma, what’re you doing under there, silly?” Gabby asked her.


  She didn’t answer; she just kept gazing straight ahead like she didn’t even see Gabby.


  “Emma, I’m talking to you, munchkin. What are you doing under the table? Are you and Mark playing hide-n-seek?”


  Emma finally, ever so slowly, like some kind of scary freakin’ doll in a movie, turned her head and looked toward Gabby. “No. We’re playing hide-the-panties, Gabby,” she said in a whisper.


  Oh my God, Gabby thought. She jerked one of the heavy chairs away and crawled under the table with Emma and gently lifted up her shirt. Yep, no panties. Emma just sat there, offering no resistance to the invasion of her nakedness. She looked traumatized. Gabby couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen it before. She’d watched enough sappy Lifetime movies to know the signs. That’s why Emma had been so weird lately: quiet, subdued, and not playing with her friends.


  “Emma, come here, sweetie,” Gabby whispered to her. Her throat was already tightening and she forced back the hot tears. Emma needed someone strong.


  Gabby backed out from their old claw-foot table that had stood protectively over Emma and held out her arms. Emma crawled out and wrapped herself around Gabby, burying her face in her big sister’s shoulder, but not crying. It was as if she were numb, no emotion showing at all. The poor thing, she hasn’t let me hold her like this since she was about three years old, when me and Olivia still liked to play house and take turns pretending Emma was our own baby.


  “Emma, did Mark hurt you?” Gabby hesitantly asked. She was afraid to hear the answer.


  “No,” Emma said in her little girl voice, sounding like she was three years old again. “But he won’t let me have my snack or play with my friends after school unless I play the game with him first, and I don’t want to play that anymore.”


  “Come on, we’re getting out of here right now,” Gabby said, the anger building, as she stood up and grabbed her purse. She headed for the door, holding one hand behind her, expecting Emma to grab onto it. When she didn’t feel a hand grab her own, Gabby turned around to find Emma just standing there, pulling down on the T-shirt, trying to cover herself. Shit. I forgot she doesn’t have on any panties or pants! Well, they couldn’t stay there; Mark was bound to come out of the bedroom any time. And they couldn’t go get her any clothes. Their bedroom door was directly across from Mom’s room, where Mark was. Gabby had an idea.


  “Emma, do you know where your panties are hidden?” Gabby whispered.


  “Yes,” she whispered back.


  “Then why didn’t you just go get them?”


  “Because they’re under the couch. Right in the middle. But every time I find them, Mark is always standing behind me, watching. He takes them away again and puts them somewhere else, where I can see him, and makes me get them again—over and over,” she whispered.


  That bastard is purposely putting them where she’ll have to bend over to get them, so he can have his own mini-peep show with his sick game. Gabby walked over to the couch and reached under and there they were, right where Emma said they would be. Gabby gave them to Emma and she put them on and they marched out the door. Gabby thought about knocking on the door straight across from theirs. They’d watched a cop move in just last week and their doors were literally three feet apart, but then Gabby considered Mom may want to handle it herself, especially since they hadn’t yet met their new neighbor. So Gabby led Emma to the next building over, where Gabby’s friend Angie lived. They weren’t going back home until Mom got there sometime after midnight.


  When Mom did get home, Gabby planned to tell her everything. Now she could finally explain to Mom the reason she didn’t like Mark. He was a sick, perverted psycho. Gabby felt justified that her feelings about him were right on target. Something had just always seemed off about Mark. Now that she had proof, Mom was going to rip him apart. She’d probably—hopefully—have him arrested and put away, and he deserved it.
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  “If you got a problem with him, you can get the fuck out of my house. How dare you accuse Mark of something so sick! I ought to beat your ass!” Mom screamed at Gabby at the top of her lungs, while Emma slowly backed up behind her big sister. They were still standing outside on the sidewalk in front of their apartment building, for the whole world to hear, including their new neighbor, the cop. Gabby hoped and prayed he was asleep. If he heard, he’d think they were just white trash before ever meeting them, with the way Mom screamed at her kids in the middle of the night out on the sidewalk.


  Gabby could feel Emma start to crumble, hearing her quick intake of breath followed by a whimper. It had never occurred to either of them Mom wouldn’t believe what happened. Gabby tried to keep her voice quiet and said, “Mom, I’m not making it up. I swear that’s exactly what happened. Emma was under the table with her panties off and she looked scared to death. At Angie’s she told me he didn’t touch her—yet. But if he’s playing that sick game, how can you trust him with Emma?” Gabby argued.


  “You’re just jealous. You can’t stand that I have a boyfriend and you don’t, Gabby. You couldn’t keep yours happy so he dumped you. Now you want mine gone too! You haven’t liked Mark since the day you met him—and for no good reason. I’ve spent the best years of my life raising you kids, and it’s my turn now. If you don’t like him, you can find someplace else to live,” she said and walked up the stairs, letting herself into the apartment.


  “Mom! What about Emma?” Gabby yelled up in disbelief, not knowing what to do. Mark was in there, and he’d probably been standing above them on the balcony hearing their accusation, with that stupid sneer stretching ear to ear as Mom defended him.


  Mom stepped back out the door, looking down the stairs at them. She looked defeated, the anger having fallen from her face.


  “Gabby, I’m tired. I’m going to bed. And Emma, I’ll talk to you tomorrow and find out what the hell you’re talking nonsense about. I love you girls, but I love Mark too. I can’t deal with any more drama tonight. I’m so tired,” she said while trying to peek around Gabby to see Emma. Giving up, she turned around and walked back into the apartment.


  Gabby couldn’t believe it. Mom was going to just walk away to snuggle up next to that monster and pretend this didn’t happen so she wouldn’t lose her precious boyfriend.


  Gabby didn’t think she’d really kick her out; she had nowhere to go. Mom would never throw out one of her own kids. She talked a tough game, but she was soft inside when it came to her girls. Plus, Dad had moved out of state almost right after the separation, and no one had heard from him since, so that wasn’t an option. Gabby and Billy didn’t get along at all, and Olivia’s place was too small anyway. Anyway, Gabby knew she couldn’t leave Emma behind with that freak still there. She wished Olivia was here to help her figure things out.


  Gabby grabbed Emma’s hand.


  “Come on, Emma. We’ll go in and walk straight to bed. If he’s still up, just don’t look at him or speak to him, no matter what he says to us, okay?” Gabby whispered. Emma slowly nodded her agreement, looking scared to death. They quietly went up the stairs, pausing at the top step just before the open door to listen for him. When Gabby didn’t hear anything, they went in and tiptoed to their bedroom.


  “Gabby, can I sleep up there with you?” Emma whispered.


  “Of course you can, munchkin. Come on.”


  Gabby helped Emma up to the top bunk, where she immediately curled into a ball, wrapping her arms around her knees and facing the wall. Gabby wrapped her arms around her sister and nuzzled the top of her head.


  “It’s going to be okay, Emma. You’ll see. Mom is just too tired to understand what I was telling her. She’ll take care of it in the morning. You just go to sleep and don’t worry about it,” Gabby whispered in her ear.


  Snuggled up to Emma, Gabby stroked her hair until her breaths came fewer and further in between, and Gabby knew she was finally asleep.


  Gabby lay thinking back over the night. It seemed surreal. She had truly thought Mom would immediately throw the stinking pedophile out and put everything back the way it was—but obviously not. They say love is blind, but damn! Mom’s not stupid. She knows we wouldn’t make up something like that. It must be that she’s tired and overwhelmed and needs to think about how she’ll handle it. It couldn’t be she was scared of Mark. Hell, Mom’s tough as nails. She held her own with Dad for years and now works a job mostly held by men, Gabby thought. Mom had always seemed ten foot tall and bulletproof. That’s got to be it, Gabby thought. She just needs to sleep on it, get her strength back, and tomorrow she’ll put her boot in his ass.
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  The smell of bacon and eggs drifted around Gabby’s head. She sniffed, and then sneezed as she pulled her nose out of Emma’s hair. Shit. Mark was up and cooking breakfast—Mom never cooked anymore. Gabby wondered if she’d told him yet that they’d tattled on him last night, or if he’d heard for himself. Gabby didn’t want to face him and definitely didn’t want Emma to have to. She crawled out of the bunk quietly, trying not to wake Emma, and peeked out the door to see if Mom was up. She couldn’t see around to the kitchen and didn’t hear anybody talking. She quietly shut the door and sat on the bottom bunk, thinking. We’ll just wait in here. When Mom gets up, she’ll come looking for them after she throws his ass out, Gabby thought. Meanwhile, Gabby’s stomach was rumbling and grumbling at the smell of bacon frying. She loved the smell of bacon, and lately her appetite had been monstrous.


  “Girls,” Mom yelled. She was up. Gabby heard steps coming down the hall toward their room. Mom poked her head in—smiling. “Come on, we got breakfast!”


  We? As in me, her, and Emma have breakfast? Or “we” as in her and Mark have made us breakfast? Gabby thought but wasn’t brave enough to ask, after Mom freaked out last night.


  “Mom, what about Emma?”


  “What about her? Get her up. She needs to eat breakfast too.” Mom turned around and walked back toward the kitchen.


  What the hell? Gabby thought. Mom’s voice sounded completely normal. She didn’t seem sad or mad. What was going on? Maybe Mom had already thrown him out and had gotten up and cooked for them to make up for last night. That thought got Gabby moving faster.


  Gabby stood up and pulled the covers off Emma, and tickled under her kneecaps, her most ticklish spot. “Come on, Emma, we got to go eat.”


  Emma’s body went rigid as her eyes popped open. “Don’t Gabby! Don’t do that!” She yanked the covers over her legs, glaring at Gabby, her hair all mussed up and lips pouting. This was the same tickle spot Gabby and Olivia had attacked all Emma’s life since the day she was brought home from the hospital. Usually she loved it and would scream for mercy, then beg for more. Mom is definitely going to freak out when she hears Emma’s tickle spot is off limits for the first time—ever. That’s a dead giveaway that something’s been going on, Gabby thought.


  “It’s okay, Emma. You know I would never hurt you. I’ve always tickled you there. But if you don’t want to be tickled, I won’t tickle you anymore. Okay?” Gabby said very softly. “But we got to get up and going or Mama’s gonna come back in here mad that breakfast is getting cold.”


  Emma crawled out of the blankets and Gabby helped her down off the bed. She stood sleepily rubbing her eyes, so Gabby pulled a pair of sweatpants over her legs, grabbing her hand to get her going. They walked toward the kitchen, Emma trailing behind.


  When Gabby laid eyes on the table, she couldn’t believe it. Mark sat at the head of their table like he was king of the castle—as if!—with the table covered with plates of cheesy eggs, bacon, biscuits, gravy, jelly, and a vase of fake flowers—obviously that the cheap ass had picked up from the gas station—sitting right in the middle of the table. He was smiling like a mule eating briars. Gabby wanted to slap that smile off of his face. She stood there staring into his evil eyes with Emma behind her.


  Mom broke the spell by walking by and thumping Gabby upside the head—hard.


  “Where’s your manners, Gabby? Can’t you see the trouble Mark went to for us to have a nice breakfast? Sit your ass down and appreciate it.”


  Gabby walked around the table so Emma wouldn’t have to, and Emma slowly slid into the chair Gabby had been standing in front of. She wouldn’t look at Mark—or Mom. She wouldn’t even look at Gabby.


  “Emma,” Gabby said, “do you want me to butter a biscuit for you and put some jelly on it?” Emma didn’t like gravy on her biscuits, and she didn’t like cheese in her eggs. She liked ketchup on her eggs. Mark knew all this by now, but he was obviously just an asshole. Emma nodded her head and kept looking down at her empty plate. Gabby couldn’t see her being able to eat in the state she was in, and that would bring the wrath of Mom down on her.


  “Mom,” Gabby tried to say in the most respectful voice she could, while buttering Emma’s biscuit, “Emma doesn’t look well. Can we make our plates and eat in the bedroom, just in case she’s contagious or something?”


  “Hell no, you can’t eat in the bedroom. We’re going to eat at this table, like a family. If you don’t want to be part of this family, then go on. But stop trying to baby Emma. She’s fine.”


  Okay, if that’s the way this was going to play out, Gabby would play along. She knew she was already on shaky ground and it was probably going to get worse, because she could feel the filter on her mouth quickly losing its place. But she had to see what this sick pervert had to say for himself. He had to have known why she and Emma disappeared last night when Gabby interrupted his game.


  “Mark, what about you? Do you think Emma is all right?” Gabby asked innocently.


  “Well, Gabby, I think your sis is just a bit embarrassed. I promised her I wouldn’t tell you or her mother, but it seems there’s a misunderstanding here, so I’ll clear it up. Emma hasn’t been going to the potty like she should. Nearly every day when I pick her up from school, she has on wet underpants. I discovered her hiding them a few days ago and tried to keep them washed up so as not to put any more work on your Mom. When you came in last night, every pair of her panties, other than the ones she’d hidden under the couch, was in the dryer, just finishing up,” Mark explained patiently.


  Gabby looked across the table at Emma. She still wouldn’t look up and she’d started to shake. Surely Mom had to be seeing straight through this.


  “Mom, look at Emma. She’s shaking. Do you believe his bullshit? Don’t you think if she suddenly started peeing her pants, years after being potty trained, we would’ve known it? I haven’t even smelled pee around here, have you?”


  Mom finally looked at Emma, long and hard. It appeared Emma could feel her looking, as she began to shake even harder. She still hadn’t looked up since she’d walked into the room with Gabby.


  “Emma, is what Mark is saying true, honey? Have you been having accidents at school?” Mom asked.


  The silence in the room was deafening as they waited to hear what Emma would say. After a full minute had passed, she looked up at Mom, her tiny body shaking and her big blue eyes wet and glossy, and ever so quietly, so they almost couldn’t hear her, she said, “Mama, I—”


  “I think that’s enough,” Mark interrupted in an authoritative tone, as if he were their dad, sitting at the head of the table, acting like they were his family. “Pissing our pants is no conversation for the breakfast table and our food is getting cold. Emma knows she’s too big to skip potty breaks at school, and I don’t think she’ll have any more trouble with it. Will you, Emma?”


  You jerk. You purposely interrupted her because you’re afraid. You don’t have anywhere to go either. If Mom believes us, you’re the one out on the street. Gabby had just recently come to discover through word of mouth that before he moved in here, he was living in a camper trailer behind his bar, which he’d since sold. And the seemingly unending flow of money he’d had when he first started dating Mom seemed to have trickled to nothing. Gabby had heard him several times ask Mom for twenty bucks here and there “until he could get the register balanced.” Yeah, right. Now it seemed all Mark’s money went to his drycleaner to be sure his fancy shirts were cleaned and pressed and his jeans ironed with the crease he liked in the front of the legs.


  Emma didn’t answer. Mom stared so hard at her, studying her, and for a moment Gabby thought she would see what a broken little girl she had transformed into and scoop her up in her arms and deal with this nightmare. But she turned on Emma too.


  “Emma, you answer Mark right now! If he asks a question, you answer yes, sir or no, sir, immediately!” Mom yelled directly into Emma’s face, spit flying.


  What the hell? Gabby thought. It was as if Mom was under a spell from this sociopath. She was throwing her own flesh and blood under the bus, all to keep this man, who basically was just a free-loading mooch. All the gifts and the dinners out and the extra things around the apartment were no more. They were in the same situation as before, only with a bigger belly to feed.


  Emma scrunched her eyes together, as if to dull the impact of their mother’s screams, and mumbled, “No, sir.”


  “No, sir, what... Emma?” Mark asked, in his fake fatherly tone.


  “No, sir, I won’t have any more problems taking potty breaks,” she answered quietly, still staring down at her plate.


  Un-fucking-believable, Gabby thought. Now Emma was too afraid to tell the truth and Mom definitely didn’t believe anything she had to say. What was she going to do now? She knew one thing; she wasn’t leaving her sister with him again. She’d talk to her boss first thing in the morning about needing to be home by 2:30 tomorrow and every day after to meet Emma, and Mark better bring her straight home from school.


  CHAPTER 9


  “Emma, how’s Mark been treating you on the way home from school?” Gabby asked while sitting at the table helping her with her homework.


  Mark had brought Emma home every day after school for the past month. While Gabby watched her sister’s spunky personality melt away, she tried to get her to talk. Was she just still upset about the hide-the-panties game, or was something else bothering her? Maybe it was because of Mom not believing them. Whatever it was, she was slipping further and further away. If Mark came into the room, she falsely cheered up, as if she were afraid to make him mad. It was only when he wasn’t around that Gabby saw the other side of her—the depressed little girl she’d become.


  This was getting hard to understand. If Mark was there—unseen—her spirits were down. But when in his presence, she perked up. Of course it looked to Mom like the whole thing was a misunderstanding and that Mark was the doting father lacking in Emma’s life since Dad’s Houdini act... but Gabby knew better. Something was up; she just couldn’t figure it out. Gabby wished she could talk to Mom about it, but she knew Mom would blow another gasket.


  “Fine,” Emma answered distantly.


  “Well, you know if he says anything to you or does anything weird, like that game he made you play, you can tell me, right?”


  “Okay, Gabby,” she said quietly, almost in a whisper. “You don’t have to keep telling me that. I know.” Emma looked up at her as she finished, flashing haunted eyes at Gabby.


  Just as Gabby was getting up to grab Emma’s snack, the phone rang.


  “Hello?”


  “Gabby, is this you?” a familiar voice asked.


  “Dad! Yeah, it’s me. Where are you?”


  “In Mississippi, selling all-terrain vehicles. Can you believe it? How are you girls?”


  “Dad, why did you disappear? Why haven’t you called us?”


  “Gabby, I’m sorry. I really am. But I needed to put some distance between me and your mom. I was hurt. I saw the notice in the paper about the divorce being final, and I think that was what I was waiting for. I understood our marriage needed to be over. It would have never been over if I’d stayed. I needed space to get my head straight. Can you understand that?”


  Emma was dancing around Gabby, grabbing for the phone as Gabby held her arm as high as she could to try to keep it away from her for just a minute.


  “Is that Dad? Daddy... Daddy... It’s me, Emma! I want to talk to Daddy!” she excitedly chanted until Gabby finally handed her the phone, telling her to give it back before hanging up.


  “Daddy, when are you coming to get me?” Emma asked, bursting with happiness.


  There was a long pause. Gabby watched as Emma’s eyes lost the sparkle and her smile faded away.


  “Oh... how far is Mississippi?” she answered, tears starting to swim in her eyes. It was horrible to watch. “Okay, Daddy, I love you too. Here’s Gabby,” she said, handing over the phone.


  “Dad, it’s me. When are you coming to see us?”


  “Like I told Emma, I hadn’t planned on coming for a while, Gabby. I have a job now and don’t have any vacation days built up yet.”


  “What about summer? Can you take Emma there for the summer? School gets out in a month and I have a job too, Dad. There’s no one here to watch her.”


  Gabby held her breath, waiting for his answer. This call couldn’t have come at a better time. Gabby was worried sick about Emma being out of school for the summer, home alone with Mark. She still wasn’t sure something didn’t happen, or wasn’t still happening, and she couldn’t be here every day, all day.


  “Sure, I’d love to have her visit. I could see if I can find her a sitter while I’m at work. Do you think your mom will let me take her?” he asked, surprised.


  “Yeah. She’ll let her go.”


  The Girl in the Box


  Thoughts race in and out of her perceived consciousness. It was the story of their life: meet a nice guy, give him time to get close. Then he pulls down his mask, abuses you... You try to get away just to fall into the same trap of abuse again—‘round and ‘round.


  Why was it her family’s pattern of repeatedly being the victims of abuse? Was there some undiscovered interwoven thread in their DNA? It was a tragedy for them all, senseless. Did they bring it on themselves? Did they somehow attract it? Whose fault was it? Whose job was it to stop it? Where does the blame lie?


  She shakes it off. She doesn’t want to think about it anymore. She has to concentrate on something else for a while. She has to try to stay awake. He was coming and going while she was asleep, the restraints coming on and off, the blindfold removed several times, but still leaving her in darkness, only to find it on again the next time she awoke.


  Without her sense of sight, having been in the dark for so long—what seemed like days—her ears were especially attuned to all the sounds around her. The heavy darkness was saturated in a disharmony of sounds that never in her life had she paid so much attention to, or spent so long trying to identify.


  These sounds were her only clue as to where she was, and she’d yet to piece together the answer. She could hear a steady hum... maybe there was a refrigerator outside her box? A tick-tick-tick sound and a whir-clink-whir persisted to puzzle her. The ticking sound didn’t sound like a clock, she thought, but could it be cicadas or some other kind of insects? She can’t remember exactly what cicadas sound like, but she is sure it isn’t the sound of crickets. If she concentrates hard enough, she can just barely hear what sounds like a cacophony of beeps, all different in pitch and frequency, almost inaudible in comparison to the other sounds. She tries again, and just when she thinks she’s able to block out the tick-tick-tick, hum, and whir-clink-whir to concentrate on listening for the muffled beeps, they slip away from her to be covered up again, just out of her reach, leaving her to wonder if they were just her imagination, or if she was being serenaded to sleep by a family of tree frogs in the middle of the woods somewhere. At least that would mean she isn’t completely alone. With this peaceful thought, she drifts back off again.


  CHAPTER 10


  “Let her go, you son of a bitch!” Gabby screamed as she pulled backward on Billy’s arm. She’d seen Olivia pull her car into the apartments and rushed down to meet her. As she stepped out of the stairway, Billy drove up, tires screeching. He slammed on the brakes and jumped out, grabbing Olivia, then tried to push her into his truck. He looked like the devil—his sandy-blond hair all sweaty and face bright red, even the tips of his ears on fire.


  “Get in the truck, you fucking whore!” he screamed right at Olivia’s ear.


  Gabby had jumped right in and tried to help, leaping on his back, trying her best to pull him off, Olivia in the front trying to pull away. Neither of them were a match for him in his rage. He probably weighed close to two hundred pounds, about ninety pounds bigger than each of them and a head taller. Billy slung his arm backward—hard—hitting Gabby in the head, causing her to turn loose of his arm. “Stay out of this, you bitch,” he screamed at her, his nasty cigarette finally falling out of his mouth.


  Gabby grabbed the cigarette—the cherry still burning big and bright from him hot-boxing it while struggling with Olivia—took a deep breath readying herself to run, and slapped it against his forehead.


  “Fuck!” He let go of Olivia, grabbing his head. “You stupid cunt,” he screeched at Gabby.


  “Run, Olivia! Get in the apartment!”


  They both took off up the stairs. Olivia made it in first with Gabby following right on her heels. Gabby slammed the door without a second to spare and managed to turn the deadbolt just as Billy slammed his entire body against it. They sank down to the floor, sobbing and holding each other.


  “What the hell is going on, Olivia?” Gabby asked, panting.


  “We got into a fight. It’s every day, Gabby! I gotta get away from him,” Olivia sobbed.


  “Why haven’t you said anything? You know you can always come here.”


  “He’ll find me here and bring me back. I’ve tried to leave over and over. He won’t let me go—”


  “Olivia!! You better open this door if you know what’s good for you. I’m just getting madder and madder every second you make me wait. Open the fucking door!” he screamed.


  Gabby jumped up defiantly and turned toward the door.


  “Billy, I’m calling the police. If you don’t want to go to jail, you better get the hell out of here,” Gabby threatened, meaning it.


  “Fuck you, Gabby. You know she’ll come home any-goddamn-way,” he snarled through the door. “If the police come, I’ll tell them you assaulted me. I got a burn on my fucking forehead to prove it.”


  “Go ahead, Billy. I’ll just tell them you’re too stupid to find your pie hole and thought it was on your forehead, you big dumb ox,” Gabby taunted. “Then I’ll open the door and let them see us hundred-pound girlies that you had to defend yourself against. Won’t look so macho then, will you, big guy?”


  “Gabby, stop it!” Olivia whispered, so scared her nerves were making her teeth chatter, even though she was obviously hot and sweaty from that struggle. “You’re making it worse by taunting him. Just don’t say anything at all. Maybe he’ll leave.”


  “I can hear you, Olivia. And I am leaving. I’m going home right now to set our house on fire with all your shit in it. How’s that sound, Olivia? Looking forward to losing everything you’ve worked for?”


  They listened as he stomped down the stairs. They ran to the glass doors overlooking the balcony. He looked up and flipped them the bird, then kicked the window out of Olivia’s driver’s door with his booted foot.


  That idiot, Olivia thought. He knows we don’t have the money to replace that.


  He ran to his truck, tripping over the curb and falling down. He jumped back up like a jack-in-the-box, looking to see if they were still there, watching his super-cool exit. Gabby clapped her hands high in the air, giving him mock applause. That made him even madder, so he ran back over and kicked out the other front window, looked up, and gave them a double-bird this time, then jumped in his truck and peeled out, burning rubber.


  Gabby looked at Olivia and smiled. “Well, at least he’s gone.”


  They both burst out laughing in relief, breaking the tension.
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  “Why haven’t you called or come over?” Gabby asked. “The last time I saw you was the night you stayed over after we found the bruises on your back. And really, when I got home from work you were so tired you hardly said a word. You acted like a freakin’ zombie, went to bed, and then snuck away in the morning and haven’t called since. That really sucked. Olivia. I’ve been worried sick about you.”


  Olivia thought about the best way to explain this to Gabby without Gabby taking the burden and the blame on herself. There really was no easy way. She’d just have to jump in with the shortest, least painful truth and keep the rest to herself, just like she had been.


  “Gabby, while you were at work that night, your friend, Tom, came by. He asked to wait for you and I let him in. I quickly figured out he was a dirty hound dog after only one thing, and I told him to stay the hell away from you.” So much for the truth, Olivia thought. Oh well, it was partially the truth.


  “Olivia! Dammit! How could you do that? I really liked him. I agonized over why he never came by again. I thought there was something wrong with me... and then I guess you heard about my next screw-up with Gabe, no pun intended...”


  “Gabe?”


  “Yeah, Mark hooked him up with me. We hung out for about a month—he was even hotter than Tom—but it turned out he was only after a piece of ass, and he got it. On our birthday!”


  “Seriously? You lost your virginity on your seventeenth birthday? That is such a cliché! Well, congratulations. But, if he was only after a piece of ass, best to have let him go anyway.”


  “Well, the guy was a mystery. That was one of the things I liked so much about him. It was like trying to figure out a puzzle—you know how I love puzzles—but once he was gone, Mom finally told me Mark knew him because he’s a no-good loser. He runs shine back and forth from Kentucky, supplying all the dives out in the county with that shit. I wondered what such a good-looking, smart guy was doing hanging out at the Mutant Lounge.”


  “What’s shine?” Olivia asked.


  “Moonshine, dummy! Homemade alcohol... really strong. You can light it on fire and it burns a pretty blue flame if it’s the real good stuff. But it’s illegal and expensive. Gabe apparently is a criminal; he just hasn’t been caught yet. After hearing that, I’m glad he disappeared.”


  “No doubt. Better off without him,” Olivia agreed.


  “But back to you... Why haven’t you called?”


  “Billy won’t let me. You know he doesn’t let me have a cell phone, and he says he has friends at my job watching me while he’s at work—when he does work. He’s changed jobs twice since I was last here and was out of work for two weeks. He keeps getting fired for losing his temper or threatening people. I’m not even allowed to leave for my lunch break or I’d call you then. I know it’s hard to believe, but he watches me like a hawk—or has me watched,” Olivia explained.


  “Well, what happened after you went home that night? What’s been going on to get him this mad?” Gabby asked.


  “You name it. Everything pisses him off. He thinks I dress up for work and swears I have a boyfriend there, which I don’t. I wear the same khaki slacks and smock covering my shirt as everyone else there. He’s consumed with jealousy and full of rage all the time. If I put on makeup and fix my hair, he accuses me of doing it for someone else. If I don’t fix myself up, he accuses me of being lazy and not caring what he thinks anymore. He bitches about what I cook and complains if I don’t cook. And every issue turns into a knockdown brawl. I really don’t know what to do. I can’t win with him.”


  “Olivia, do you realize what you’re describing?”


  “What?”


  “Duh... Mom and Dad! Does that not sound like their marriage exactly?”


  “Well, it’s not. I love Billy, and he loves me. We can be happy if I can just figure out what makes him happy. The least thing sends him into a rage and then he gets in my face. If I so much as flinch while he’s screaming and spitting an inch from my nose, he hits me or shoves me to the floor. Even when I don’t flinch, he still sometimes puts it on me. He’s careful not to hit me in the face because he doesn’t want his family to know the truth about him, but he really can’t control much else.”


  “Olivia, you have to leave him for good. You can’t stay there. What if he really hurts you bad? What if he breaks a bone? You don’t have any insurance. Hell, what if he freakin’ kills you?”


  “He has hurt me real bad, Gabby. No broken bones but definitely pulled muscles. My hair is thinned out from him dragging me around. His new thing is to hold me against the wall by my throat until I go limp from no oxygen. My back and hips ache all the time from hitting the floor. Sometimes I feel like I can’t get out of bed in the morning and go to work. But I’d rather suffer at work than suffer his wrath for having a short check. I just can’t win,” Olivia admitted, tears slowly making their way out of her eyes.


  “You do look thin. Your hair still looks good, but I can tell it’s not as thick as it was. He’s going to turn you into a crippled up old woman if you keep letting him do this,” Gabby said.


  “I know... I know. I just got to wrap my head around it and think of how to get away from him. I can’t stay here. He’ll always come to wherever you are to look for me first,” Olivia said, crying.


  “Maybe Dad can help? He finally called! Shortly after the last time you were here. He’s in Mississippi, selling all-terrain vehicles. He’s doing real well now. You can go there!” Gabby said excitedly.


  “No way. I don’t want Dad to know. You’ve got to promise me you won’t tell him. If he finds out, he’ll go after Billy, and I’m not sure which one has the worst temper. I don’t want Dad hurt because of me.”


  “What if you tell Dad you just want to visit? He’s agreed to take Emma for the summer, if Mom says it’s okay. You could go with her,” Gabby pleaded.


  “Well, I’d love to see him. I can’t believe he’s a salesman now. That’s weird, for him anyway. I can’t imagine him at a job like that. But if Billy finds out where Dad is, he’ll just go there looking for me, too.”


  “How’s he gonna find out?”


  “He finds out everything, Gabby. Don’t underestimate him. One of his buddies is a cop. He could probably help him run some sort of computer search, and his aunt works at the courthouse. He’d find Dad, and then he’d find me.”


  “Then what are you going to do?”


  “I’m going to call Billy in just a minute. He’s had time to get home by now. I hope he’s not really burning my stuff. I could care less about the rental—the landlord probably has renter’s insurance—but Billy knows I don’t have the money to replace anything of my own. I think I can calm him down if I tell him I’m coming home—”


  “No! Are you serious? You can’t go home... not tonight when he’s this mad!”


  “Wait, Gabby, listen... If I can get him calm enough to go home, I’ll be able to have some time to think about where to go. I can’t stay here and I have no place else. I’ll still call Dad. I miss him. I wish he had a way to call me, but Billy will just hang up on any of my family or friends that call the house. But I’ll come back here in a few days, whenever I can, and call Dad and see if he has any ideas, okay?”


  “No, not okay. You know, we have a cop that lives right next door now. I think you should stay here and if he bothers us, we’ll just get the cop,” Gabby said.


  “That cop can’t be here twenty-four hours a day, Gabby. It’s not safe for me or any of you if I stay here. Plus, it’s getting a bit crowded here already.”


  “Tell me about it. If we could just lose about 210 pounds of our population, we’d have more room. Then we could all stay together.”


  “You better hush. If Mom comes in and hears you say that, she’s gonna be pissed,” Olivia warned.


  “She knows how I feel. I don’t sugarcoat it for her or Mark. I’m done being nice. I hate that son of a bitch. Mom’s swimming in the River of De’Nial, but he was messing with Emma. He hasn’t touched her, but he was playing a sick game of hide-the-panties with her, getting his jollies off with his own pedophile peep show.”


  “What the hell?! Are you sure?”


  “Pretty sure. I found her under the table in just a T-shirt when I came home from work one day, and that’s what she told me. She’s been acting weird ever since. Mom thought she made it up... or I made it up—I don’t know what she thinks—but she doesn’t believe he did it.”


  “Holy shit, Gabby. I can’t friggin’ believe it! He seems like such a nice guy,” Olivia said, pissed off but totally believing.


  “Yeah, right. It seems that way from the outside looking in. But from in here, you’d see a whole different picture if you look hard enough. He’s evil. I’m just waiting for Mom to catch on before he does something else to Emma. That’s why I asked Dad to take her for the summer.”


  “Oh my God, Gabby! Well, is Emma okay?”


  “She’s not the same Emma, that’s for sure. The weird thing is when he’s around, she acts happy. Then when he’s not, she seems down and depressed. I don’t get it. And she won’t talk anymore about the whole thing. But he hasn’t been alone with her since that day. My boss makes up my schedule around her school hours and I meet her here fifteen minutes after school gets out. I’m going to keep doing that until Dad comes to get her for her trip.”


  “Good. If I find out he really did something to her, I’ll kill him myself,” Olivia said, disgust showing on her face.


  “Well, don’t mention it to her. Right now I got it covered and I’m waiting for her to want to talk. If I ask her about it, she gets freaked out and shuts down. Let’s just wait and see what happens after this summer. Maybe Mom will dump him before Emma gets back.”


  “Let’s hope so.”


  CHAPTER 11


  “Okay, Mom, I’m leaving... Angie and I will be at the college farms, hanging out. Are you sure you’re not going to work or anything?” Gabby asked.


  “Yes, Gabby. I’m sure. And don’t think I don’t know why you’re asking. If you bring up that bullshit about Mark being alone with Emma again, I’m going to whoop your ass,” Mom answered. “Now go. Have a good time. Be with people your own age for once. I promise Emma will be with me the whole day and night, even though she’s fine with Mark.”


  “Okay... whatever. Just remember you promised. Love you!” Gabby said quickly and darted out of Mom’s room before she had a chance to get pissed off and come after her. She made a beeline for the door and ran down the stairs, eager to finally have a friend with a car and some time to go somewhere besides work and home.


  Dad was coming to get Emma and Olivia at the end of the week. They had a long trip ahead of them. Gabby finally confided to her dad what had been happening with Olivia, knowing her sister would probably be pissed, but Dad promised not to confront Billy, if Olivia promised to let him take her back to the Midwest to stay with his brother, Uncle Jackson, for a while on his farm. Billy would never find her there, and if he did, he’d also find four of Olivia’s uncles looking down the sights of their rifles at him. All Dads’ brothers still lived in the same Midwest town and they adored all of three of their nieces; they would protect Olivia.


  After going home the day of the head-branding fiasco, Olivia found Billy had made good on his promise and burnt almost everything she owned. Olivia was tired and defeated, not to mention broke from buying more clothes and stuff, and finally agreed she couldn’t stay anymore. She’d been walking on eggshells since then, using the phone at work to call Dad and Gabby, making plans behind Billy’s back, leaving bags of her things in back of her store for Gabby and Mom to pick up a bag at a time so Billy wouldn’t see it leave all at once. She worked for the biggest department store in the country, and after she was just recently promoted to department manager, it was no problem for her boss to arrange a transfer, so she had a job waiting for her there. But she refused to leave her car behind. Dad didn’t want her driving cross-country by herself, so Olivia would follow Dad and Emma over a thousand miles in her beloved clunker—if it made it—and they were going to make it a fun road trip for Emma on the way.


  As Angie pulled into the college farms, Gabby was still deep in thought, relieved to see both her sisters going. Even though it sounded bad, it meant she didn’t have to worry about them for a while. Five more days and then she could rest easier knowing Emma was out of Mark’s reach and Olivia was finally out of Billy’s. She could take a mental break.


  “Gabby! We’re here. Let’s get our stuff out, space-cat,” Angie teased.


  “Oh. I’m sorry, Angie. I was lost in thought there. Let’s party,” Gabby answered.


  The girls spread out their blanket, strategically placing their ice chest filled with wine coolers buried under Coke cans, in case of a search by campus police, and turned on their radio.


  It was tradition for the college kids, and anyone else brave enough, to spend the week after college was out, before packing up and going home, hanging out, throwing Frisbees, and just soaking up the sun. Everybody wore swimwear around the red-mud pond behind the college and brought blankets and beach chairs, partying and raising hell as if it were the beach. Sometimes there were pick-up bands, and if not, almost everybody brought a radio or CD player. Campus police usually let them slide this last week, unless it really got out of control. There were hot guys and girls in bikinis as far as the eye could see. Gabby and Angie were lucky to even find an open spot to lay their blanket.


  It wasn’t long before Gabby was wiggling, sweaty, and uncomfortable in the sun and had to sit up to get some air. Wiping the sweat from her belly, she’d just done a 360-degree hot-guy check when she saw him directly behind them: the cutest blond-haired, blue-eyed guy sitting not even fifteen feet away... stretched out barefoot in jeans! Gabby laughed and elbowed Angie.


  “Look, Angie, out of what, a couple hundred people here, there’s one guy not in shorts or trunks. Look how cute he is. Wonder what his deal is?”


  “Where?”


  “Straight behind us, but don’t be obvious about looking. You can’t miss him. He’s wearing jeans for God’s sake!”


  “Oh yeah, he is cute. Want a hook-up?” Angie asked while continuing to eyeball him.


  “No! Absolutely not. If he’s interested, he can come to me,” Gabby loudly whispered, “and turn back around, Angie. You’re embarrassing me!”


  “Uh, Gabby. As you pointed out, he’s wearing jeans. That means he’s probably embarrassed that his legs are too white. When he saw me looking at him, his face turned red and he looked away. I’m pretty sure if you want this one, you’re going to have to chase him. He looks a bit shy.”


  “Well, forget it, then. I’m not chasing,” Gabby said, sneaking another peek at him and thinking his hair was actually strawberry-blond—the color of sunset reflecting against sand. Wishing she really was at the beach—with him—she sighed, lying back down on the blanket to give her other side some sun.


  While Gabby zoned out, baking under the sun, she didn’t even notice Angie’s absence. She was just teetering on the edge of sleep when Angie startled her, saying, “There. Done. He’s going to call you tonight. His name’s Jake. Wait ‘til you see him up close and personal. He’s got some nice abs under that tight tank top.”


  “Angie, you bitch. How humiliating. I told you no!” Gabby argued.


  “Too late, sister. You definitely need a hook-up. But if you really don’t want him, you can hand him over to me.”


  “Well, thanks for that. Now he probably thinks I’m desperate.”


  CHAPTER 12


  “Gabby, what you want to do tonight, girl? You feel like going four-wheelin’ after we eat supper?” Jake asked. “Or would you rather go look at a movie?”


  Jake was almost too good to be real. For the next two months, he spent nearly every evening and all of his weekends with Gabby, taking her skating, mud-slinging, to movies, even a drive-in theatre just outside of town. Jake was something she thought she’d never be interested in—a country boy. But he’d changed her mind on that and made her realize country was just a synonym for gentleman.


  Jake never rushed her into anything, always patient, opened doors for her, and treated her like a princess. He was a true southerner, bred and raised with manners. He even offered to cut her meat if she ordered steak at one of the restaurants he frequently took her to. I could sure get used to this, Gabby thought, at least until Emma comes home from Dad’s.


  Jake was nineteen, two years older than Gabby, and had graduated high school the year before, going to work immediately as a mechanic and making good money. His uncle taught Automotive Mechanics at the community college in town and had been teaching Jake since he was old enough to turn a wrench. Jake didn’t need a degree; it was in his blood. He still lived with his parents so he was able to save most of his money too, at least until he started spending it on Gabby, for which she constantly scolded him. But even she could see he was smitten with her.


  Gabby was falling hard for him too, having finally found the perfect person to fill the hole in her heart when Olivia left. Kind, patient, and understanding. He’d listen to her talk all night if she wanted him to, and not a hound-dog, as Olivia would say. But the summer was almost over and Gabby was sure their dates would be cut short. She was still not going to leave Emma alone with Mark—no matter what.


  “Jake, you’ve got to quit spending all your money. I keep telling you that. You don’t have to take me out to eat all the time.”


  “I know, Gabby. But you said your lil’ sister is coming home soon and we may have to stick around your house a lot more, so I want to do all we can together before then.”


  “You’re sweet to say we but you know I won’t expect you to never go anywhere. I know you’re going to want to go out and see your friends, even if I can’t be there. But I’ll be there whenever you feel like hanging out with us at my place. You sure you’re going to stick around once Emma gets home and I’m stuck there all the time?”


  “Yep, I’m sure. And you don’t have to be stuck there all the time. There’s plenty of places we can take her with us—the park, the lake, the bowling alley, skating. She can come. I’ll pay for her if it costs anything,” Jake offered.


  “Thanks, Jake,” Gabby answered, smiling at his generosity. She hoped he meant it; she didn’t want to let this one get away. Gabby could tell by the way he talked about his Mama, and how wonderful she was, that he would make a good husband for someone. Even at his age—definitely not a kid—he still met his midnight curfew every night, without argument, to keep his mom from worrying about him being on the road. He’d almost missed it several times, falling asleep wrapped around Gabby, and thankfully, Mark had been nice enough to wake him up. I guess Mark does have a heart, Gabby thought to herself, even if it is a tiny shriveled-up thing. Mark really liked Jake and didn’t want to see him in trouble.


  CHAPTER 13


  “Mom... wake up,” Gabby whispered quietly.


  “What? What is it? Shouldn’t you be at work?” Mom asked sleepily. She’d only been sleeping a few hours after working her midnight-to-noon shift when Gabby walked back home from work, not able to finish her shift.


  “I think I need to go to the doctor. I’m sick.”


  “What’s wrong with you?”


  “I’ve been throwing up every day for weeks. At work, I’ve had to run from the register to the bathroom, leaving my customers standing there, and today I threw up all over the floor when some lady accidently ripped open her bag of dog food and the smell just made me chuck. I haven’t had any fever or anything, but my boss told me I needed to get checked out to make sure it’s not contagious and to see if the doctor can give me something for the vomiting.”


  “Oh, Gabby, you’re not sick. Dammit, you’re pregnant!” Mom said angrily, sitting up.


  “No, I’m not!”


  “Oh for God’s sake, girl, can’t you figure it out? If you’re throwing up when you smell something strong and it’s been happening for weeks... and you do look like you’ve put on a few pounds now that I look at you—you’re pregnant, dumbass.”


  Gabby sat down on the side of Mom’s bed, in shock. Not possible, she thought, from one freakin’ time? You can’t be serious.


  “I guess you’ll have to marry Jake. I’m not taking care of another baby,” Mom said.


  “Mom... I can’t marry Jake. If I’m pregnant, the baby’s not his.” Gabby felt the tears start to build up. “We haven’t hooked up yet, Mom,”


  “Really? After all the nights Mark has caught you two snuggled up on your bunk and had to wake Jake up to meet his curfew? You haven’t been having sex with him?”


  “No! I haven’t. After what happened with Gabe, I wanted us to date at least a few months to be sure Jake wasn’t like him, and he’s not. Jake is fine with waiting as long as I want to. Now how am I going to explain this to him? I’ve never even told him about Gabe!” Gabby screeched, starting to really cry now. She felt her world begin to crumble.
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  Gabby paced the floor with the phone in her hand. She didn’t want to upset Olivia, but who else could she talk to? She’d always gone to Olivia with her problems, and Olivia had always come to her. Why should that change just because they were so far apart in distance. Her hand shook as she dialed the phone. She wished she could see her face-to-face with this one though.


  “Hey, it’s me.”


  “Gabby, how are you?” Olivia asked.


  “I’m okay. How’s it going at Uncle Jackson’s?” Gabby answered, trying to keep her voice from trembling.


  “It’s going great. Uncle Jackson is so sweet and I love it out here at the farm. Plenty of peace and quiet. My job is going great, and I’ve made a few friends—all girls—and have been going out some.”


  Olivia paused, waiting for Gabby to fill her in. When she didn’t, Gabby continued.


  “I’m going to church again. I feel such a peace here. It’s like I’m remembering who I was before Billy... and speaking of, you’re not going to believe what I did. Since I finally got away from him, for good this time, I got a tattoo! The exact same one Mom got when she finally felt free again. It’s so cool, but it hurt. What about you? You and Jake still doing great?”


  Wow, Gabby thought, Olivia’s life seems to be going wonderful. Gabby hated to even bring her down with her own doom and gloom.


  “Umm, yeah... about that. Olivia, I have to break up with him,” Gabby said, then broke out in sobs. She couldn’t help it. Hearing Olivia’s voice on the other end of the line caused her to completely lose it. Gabby needed her sister here to help her deal with this.


  “What? Why? What did he do?” Olivia asked, sounding disappointed.


  “He didn’t do anything. It’s me. I’m pregnant!” Gabby cried.


  “Oh. Well, that’s a shock, Gabby, but it’s not the end of the world. I thought you guys really liked each other? As a matter of fact, the last time we talked, you said you were sure he was in love with you and you thought just maybe you loved him back... So what’s the problem?”


  “The problem is I haven’t been with him yet. The baby is Gabe’s!”


  “Who the hell is Gabe?”


  “You remember... from my birthday four months ago? That Gabe...” Gabby said, sniffling around her words.


  “Oh shit.”


  “Yeah. Oh shit is right.”


  “So you’re four months pregnant and just finding this out?” Olivia asked in disbelief.


  “Yes. Four months. I’m still not really showing. Jake’s been taking me out to eat almost every night this summer and I’ve gained some weight and got a little pooch belly now, but until I started getting sick a few weeks ago and finally told Mom about it today, I had no idea. You know my monthly is never consistent, and I’ve spotted a few days each month so that wasn’t a red flag. And I guess because we’re so tall and thin, we just don’t show. Mom said she didn’t show until she was six or seven months along with Emma.”


  “Are you sure? Did you take a pregnancy test?”


  “I took three. They were all positive. Olivia, I can’t bring a baby into this apartment, and I can’t afford to move out. What am I going to do?” Gabby said, nearly hysterical.


  “I don’t know just yet, Gabby. First of all, calm down. Let it all sink in. You have options, you know. You just need to be calm enough to think them all through,” Olivia answered steadily. “I think you need to tell Jake right away. He’s a good guy; he’ll help you figure it out.”


  “I can’t! Then he’s going to wonder why I was willing to sleep with Gabe on our one and only date, but I’ve made him wait months! I’ll lose Jake when he finds out I’m carrying someone else’s baby. I just know I will, Olivia...” Gabby cried.


  “Bullshit, Gabby. Jake’s not like that. Just tell him the truth. You won’t be able to keep it from him much longer anyway. Just talk to him. Then call me back. I’m sorry, but I really have to leave for work in ten minutes or I’ll be late. It’s all going to be all right, okay?”


  “Okay,” Gabby squeaked out around her tears. “I’ll call you tomorrow, then.”


  “Wait... Gabby. Just checking, have you seen or heard from Billy?”


  “No. Not since that first week. You knew about that, when our neighbor—the cop—escorted him off the apartment property in handcuffs and assured him he wasn’t welcome here.”


  “Good. If you see or hear from him, give me a heads up. Love you, bye.” Olivia hung up.


  CHAPTER 14


  “Come on, Gabby. No use staying here moping over Jake. Come with me and I’ll teach you how to balance the register and close down the bar,” Mark offered.


  “I’m not moping, Mark. I told Jake to take a night to go out with his friends. It’s not fair for him to be glued to me when I don’t even know what I’m going to do yet about the baby,” Gabby answered defensively.


  Gabby tried not to be too testy with Mark. In the week since she’d found out about the baby and told Jake, Mark had been nothing but kind. Maybe I’ve been wrong about him all along, Gabby thought. She still didn’t trust him, but until she had some solid proof—or Emma told them what had really been happening—Gabby was forced to be civil. According to her mom, he wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.


  “Well, you’re not doing anything anyway, and I could use the help. Your sister’s going to be back this week so you may as well come out and be around grownups for a few hours before you start your mother hen routine with her again,” Mark said, smiling.


  Hmm, wonder if he knows that routine is all because of him, Gabby thought, studying him with new eyes. His typical sneer was gone, replaced by what looked like a genuine smile. If he does, he sure doesn’t act like it bothers him. Maybe he’s not guilty after all?


  “Okay, but what about when Mom gets home. Don’t you think she’ll wonder where we’re both at?”


  “We’ll just leave her a note. You write it. Tell her ‘Mark took me with him to the bar,’” he answered, shrugging his shoulders. “She’ll probably go straight to sleep when she gets home from work anyway. She hasn’t felt like staying up for anything lately.”
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  “Hi, Mom!” Gabby said, stumbling into the door of the apartment at 3:00 a.m., almost falling down, then laughing hysterically, Mark following behind her, reaching out and grabbing her shoulders to steady her, laughing with her.


  “Where the hell have you two been?” Mom asked, looking mad as hell.


  “We left you a note. Didn’t you see it? I took her with me to the bar. A couple of the guys thought it would be funny to introduce her to lemonhead shooters. Looks like she had one too many,” Mark flippantly answered, smiling. This time his sneer was back. But it was directed at Mom, not Gabby.


  Wait a minute, that’s my sneer... Gabby thought and began to laugh again. He always uses the “other smile” on Mom. She made her way to the couch, confused at Mark’s tone and the look on his face. She’d never seen him smile like that at Mom; that smirk was usually reserved for her only, when he was being evil. And she hadn’t ever heard Mom mad at Mark before either. It was always Gabby mad at Mark and Mom defending him. Everything is topsy-turvy. Maybe it’s the alcohol... making me hear and see things that aren’t there, Gabby thought.


  She nearly fell down while trying to sit as the room began to spin around her. She was never one for drinking much, usually two wine coolers and she felt a buzz. Now she just felt sick and her tongue felt like it was wearing a sweater, trying to choke her. She gagged, holding back the urge to vomit, not sure if she could make it to the bathroom without hitting the floor. The floor seemed to be moving too, along with the walls.


  “You stupid son of a bitch... she’s pregnant!” Mom screamed. “How dare you take her out there and get her drunk! What else did you do to her, Mark?”


  “Uh-oh. Mom’s mad. Told you she’d be mad...” Gabby slurred. Wait a minute, Gabby thought with a drunk-induced delayed reaction. Did she just accuse Mark of doing something sexual to me? Ewww.


  “Mom! That’s disgusting. You just made me vomit in my own mouth. I wouldn’t let Mark touch me even if I was dead!”


  “You, shut the hell up before I slap the shit out of you,” Mom snapped at Gabby, putting a finger in her face.


  Mark stepped between them. “Honey, what are you so mad about? It’s no big deal. I just felt bad for her sitting here wondering and worrying about Jake all by herself. So I took her with me. I kept an eye on her.”


  “I’ll just bet you did, you piece of shit. Don’t think I haven’t seen the way you look at her!” Mom screamed, now in Mark’s face, or as far as she could get to it. He was over half a foot taller than she was. “I’ve seen the way you look at all my girls... and I warned you I’d kill you if I found out you touched one of them! So now what? Now I’m too old for you all of a sudden? You got to take my daughter out? You do like ‘em young, don’t ya, Mark?”


  Oh shit, where’d that come from? Gabby thought, abruptly feeling much more sober.


  “You fucking bitch!” Mark said, exploding and grabbing Mom around the neck, lifting her clear off the ground. If you accuse me of that shit again, I’ll fucking kill you!”


  Again? Gabby thought. When did she accuse him of it the first time? Could it be she’d believed me after all, but Mark had talked his way out of it and smoothed it over? Shit... while I’m sitting here analyzing their conversation, Mom’s face is turning blue!


  “Mark! Put her down. Her face is turning blue!” Gabby screamed, finding her feet under her and moving to his side in an instant, beating her fists against him. Mom’s feet dangled a good six inches off the floor as Mark held her up to his face like she weighed no more than a burlap bag of seed, her feet kicking, her hands trying to pry his fingers off her neck. “Mark! You’re hurting my mom! Stop! Please, put her down!”


  “You ungrateful fucking bitch! I cook for you, pick up your brat from school every day, help you all I can around here, and all you do is accuse me and nag, nag, nag...” Mark screamed at Mom, his face quickly turning crimson, his eyeballs bulging.


  Oh my God! She looks like she’s really choking to death, Gabby thought as she continued to beat against Mark, feeling like nothing more than an irritating mosquito. Gabby didn’t know what to do... Wait—Tim! The cop. Gabby took off through the door to the other side of the hallway, beating on Tim’s door as hard as she could, screaming for help.


  She’d met Tim several times, passing him in the stairwell here and also at work, where she frequently rang up his groceries, but with Mom’s crazy work hours, Tim had never met her mother—or Mark—but he was a cop. She knew he’d help. Even if he hadn’t been a cop, he was a real nice guy and would still probably help, if she could just get him to the door. She beat even harder, her fist quickly tiring, having already hit Mark dozens of times.


  Tim opened the door surprisingly fast, in his sleep pants, looking disheveled and groggy—holding a gun at his side. He must’ve been asleep on the couch to get there so fast. Weird time for Gabby’s mind to be racing, but she thought, Cops sleep with their gun?


  “Tim, help me! Mark’s choking my mom. Quick!”


  Gabby grabbed his hand—the one without the gun—and quickly pulled him across the small hallway into their apartment, leaving his door hanging open. Mark and Mom were just as she’d left them, standing just inside the apartment in the living room, Mom hanging in the air, caught in Mark’s grip, her legs barely even kicking now, just randomly twitching back and forth. She was still trying to pry her fingers under his to get loose, but the fight was almost out of her. Her face was covered in tears, her skin blue now. The only sound Gabby heard from her was one strange ehhehhehh sound. Mark screamed at her, out of control.


  In three steps, Tim was at Mark’s side, glaring up into his face.


  “Sir! Put her down. Now!” he demanded in a firm voice, barking the order like a drill sergeant.


  Mark didn’t even look at Tim. He was completely blinded to his surroundings, buried in the storm of his rage at Gabby’s mom, unable to hear over the winds of his own screeching voice.


  “SIR! This is the POLICE! Put the lady down. NOW!” Tim screamed louder at Mark, this time holding the gun to his temple using both his hands. He too could see Mom was close to unconsciousness and got real serious about this business real fast.


  Mark must’ve felt the cold barrel of the gun. He dropped Mom and she fell to the floor, gasping and choking. Gabby was at her side in a second. Mom soon caught her breath, but it was raspy, labored.


  “Mom, are you okay?” Gabby asked, barely able to get the words out, her throat packed with emotion: fear, embarrassment, and relief all mixed together.


  “Ma’am, if you are able to, please move away from this man,” Tim instructed while still holding the gun to Mark’s head, although he’d pulled back just a tiny bit, removing the skin-to-iron contact.


  Mom didn’t move right away, still in shock and trying to suck in precious air.


  “Gabby, help your mom move to the other side of the room. To the couch. Then get her a glass of water, quick,” Tim instructed while still standing guard over Mark.


  Mark had yet to say a word or move an inch. Gabby could see his eyes darting sideways trying to see Tim but not wanting to move his head. There was still a gun next to it.


  Gabby helped Mom to the couch, and then ran to the kitchen for the water. Mom took it and gulped down the entire glass, coughing some more afterward.


  “Sir, I’m going to pull the gun away from you now, slowly. As you probably know, a Glock does not have an active safety. I am keeping my finger on the trigger for now—you’re a pretty big guy and you are clearly upset—I don’t want any misunderstandings here. I’m going to take three steps back. Do not move and do not make any sudden movements.” Tim instructed in his police voice, issuing a very clear warning.


  Tim took three steps back and then instructed Mark to sit down on the floor where he stood.


  That must be degrading, Gabby thought and almost giggled, hysteria threatening to overtake her now that Tim was there. Look at him struggling to get his big-ass lanky frame onto the floor into the kindergarten crisscross-applesauce position. Serves him right.


  Once Mark had settled uncomfortably on the floor, Tim took a position from behind, where he could still watch over him while looking at Mom.


  “Ma’am, I’m going to have to borrow your phone to call this in. I seem to be at a disadvantage without my uniform,” Tim said.


  “Call it in? He’s going to jail? What if I don’t press charges?” Mom choked out in a squeaky, high voice that sounded nothing like her, looking panicked.


  “Ma’am, whether you press charges or not, he’ll have to be arrested. He’ll be processed for criminal domestic violence at the very least. After the magistrate judge sees my report, which I’ll have to write up in the morning, the judge will make the decision whether to refer this to the district attorney to pick up charges or not,” Tim explained.


  “But I don’t want him to go to jail. It was just one fight,” Mom pleaded, holding her hands around her throat as if guiding the words out through the pain.


  “Ma’am, this looked a bit more serious than just one fight. If your daughter hadn’t woke me up or if I hadn’t been there, I’m not sure how much longer you would’ve been. I can see the bruises forming on your neck as you sit there. Are you not seeing the seriousness of this attack?” Tim asked in disbelief.


  Mark sat on the floor, looking directly at Mom with big puppy-dog eyes, silently begging her to forgive him and get him out of this.


  Of course, Mom folded.


  “I understand, officer, and he did get out of control. But he’s never done that before, and it was really my fault. I started it,” Mom said, taking the blame upon herself—typical textbook victim style.


  “Mom. Really? He just tried to freakin’ kill you!” Gabby exclaimed. “Let him go to jail. Let him stay there. I don’t want him here. Please!”


  “Gabby, watch yourself. It’s because of you that we’re in this mess. Mark has never laid a finger on me before. Everybody needs a second chance. He didn’t mean to do it,” Mom insisted.


  There’s no getting through to her, Gabby thought. Tim and I both may as well just give up. Just like with Dad, she’ll listen to his “I’m so sorry” and “I’ll never do it again” and the game is on. Mom doesn’t even know how to stop being a victim.


  “Here’s the phone, Tim,” Gabby said, gladly grabbing it from the end table and handing it over. At least this meant Mark would be gone tonight—even if it was just one night.


  “Thanks, Gabby. Before I call this in, I need to talk to you too. I couldn’t help but notice you smell very strongly of alcohol—and I know you’re not of legal drinking age,” Tim said, raising an eyebrow and looking at Gabby sternly. “So who gave you alcohol?”


  Gabby looked at Mark, who was still sitting on the floor, like a disobedient oversized child in timeout. It was so pitiful looking, it was almost funny. He pleaded with her too, using his eyes, but Gabby returned his look with one of contempt. Mark lowered his eyes to the floor, awaiting and expecting her vengeance.


  If Gabby admitted she was served at his bar, he was in much more trouble, fines and possibly losing his license to sell. That would shut down his bar. She thought about the satisfaction of telling, but in the back of her mind realized it would only cause more problems with her and Mom. She met her mother’s eyes and the plea was there, just waiting on her to do the right thing. Once more, Gabby was expected to be the adult.


  “I swiped it out of the refrigerator when Mom was at work. I’m sorry, Tim,” Gabby lied.


  “Okay, I’m going to let you slide this one time. But don’t think just because we’re neighbors I won’t write you up for underage drinking, young lady,” he answered firmly.


  “Yes, sir. It won’t happen again. I didn’t like it anyway. Made me feel sick,” Gabby answered, thankful to avoid a ticket she really couldn’t afford to pay.


  “You’re welcome. But I think it’s best if you go on to bed before I call in the uniforms.”


  “I was going to bed anyway. I already know how this story ends,” Gabby said sadly, glancing at her mom as she walked down the hall to hide in her room, disappointed. She wasn’t a naïve teenager; she’d lived all this before with her mom, and now here she was, standing right back at the beginning of the story, written all over again with a new main character. She wished for her dad to come back—at least with him she didn’t have to worry about protecting her sister.


  Gabby lay in her top bunk crying, not just for her mom, who was freaking hopeless, but for Emma. And now for her baby. She had purposely tried not to put too much thought into it too soon. She wanted to take it slow and make the right decisions, but she knew from day one that she could never bring her baby into this home with Mark here. But for just a minute, before Mom had jumped to Mark’s defense, Gabby had let herself have a sliver of hope that after they took Mark away, Mom would let her and the baby stay here and would help her. She could see now, Mark wasn’t going anywhere. If Mom was able to excuse that attack so quickly—within minutes—actions that could have killed her, and then even take the blame upon herself, she would continue to do so and it would escalate. Gabby just couldn’t understand how Mom could preach that exact sermon to Olivia about Billy, but not see that it applied to all men. If you take it, they’ll keep giving it. There should be no second chances.


  Tired of thinking, and wishing she was talking to Jake instead of her own head, she drifted off to sleep hugging her pillow, missing him and his big shoulder to cry on.


  The Girl in the Box


  She tries to shed the drowsiness, like a too-tight blanket, when she feels something rub against her face and realizes that something is in her box, with her in the pitch dark.


  She screams and tries to lift her arms to fend it off. She is pinned down, and her reactions are dulled. Lord, help me! I can’t fight anything off like this! She shakes her head from side to side, trying to shake out the cobwebs of sleep to clear her mind. Something manages to slip in her mouth.


  Drugs! That’s why I cannot stay awake or keep hold of my thoughts when I’m awake, she thinks. He must be slipping them into my mouth every time I fall back to sleep, keeping me constantly drugged.


  She works her mouth around it to spit it out, but before she can, she tastes chocolate. She immediately stills her head and stops fighting. She realizes her mouth is no longer dry and parched. She quickly swallows. She doesn’t fight him. Her starved tongue begs for more of the rich taste, producing saliva in hope and anticipation; she waits quietly with her mouth open.


  For her submission, she is rewarded with a few more bites of the smooth chocolate-tasting mixture, trying to savor the flavor in her mouth as long as she can before her stomach snatches it from her throat in its hurriedness to be fed.


  She is more alert now.


  She’d read about the phenomenon. Her captor had been withholding the luxury of food and water until she was desperate enough to be grateful to him for any small human decency. But she could go along with this mock-cooperation long enough to fuel her energy. And when he expected her to trade her body in return for his gift, she’d be in better shape to fight him off. Bring it on, you bastard.


  Like a bird, she obediently opens her mouth after every swallow. When there is a long pause and she realizes disappointedly there is no more food coming, a straw is placed in her mouth, allowing her to drink.


  Oh my God, she thinks, water never tasted so good. She sucks and swallows long gulps until it is slowly pulled away, her mouth still clinging to the straw, and her head leaning with it as it goes farther and farther away, until she can’t move anymore and the straw is abruptly removed from her mouth.


  Now he will strike, she thinks as she swallows the last mouthful of water, and I’m not giving it away.


  Adrenaline rushes through her.


  “Let me go, you bastard!” she screams, trying to struggle out of the restraints that hold down her arms. She tries to kick toward where she thinks the food and water came from—he must still be in here with her—and finds her legs are bound too. Still he doesn’t speak or touch her again.


  “What do you want from me? Haven’t you humiliated me enough? Please let me go!” she begs, starting to sob. “I haven’t seen you yet. I’ve seen nothing! You can still let me go,” she pleads into the darkness, defenselessly tied down, waiting in terror for his invasion of her body. Surely that must be what this is all about, she thinks. Why abduct a woman if you’re not going to rape and torture her?


  She holds her breath, waiting for him to strike, to give her a clue exactly where he is so she can fight. Her body becomes rigid and she begins to shake with the tension, her teeth chattering... still not a sound. She can still hear him and smell the maleness of him around her. She becomes even more frightened of his silence than his intentions.


  She jerks her head from side to side, trying to pinpoint which way he’d be coming from, beginning to feel the soreness from the shaking and struggle settle into her muscles, promising more pain from the stiffness later. She feels a sharp pinch in her arm and tries to jerk it away, but the binds hold and all she can do is struggle helplessly. The sting that follows the pinch is worse.


  “What are you doing to me? Please stop... let... me... go—”


  CHAPTER 15


  “Jake! I’m so glad to see you!” Gabby shouted out the French doors overlooking the parking lot before Jake even had both boots out of his truck.


  Gabby turned around, excitedly heading out the door to meet him, running down the steps and throwing her arms around his neck before he’d made it to the stairwell. She felt her world brighten just because he’d stepped into it. His humbleness and spotless life represented everything she wasn’t, and she wanted to hold on to him and never let him go.


  “Great day, girl. It’s only been since night before last I was here. What’s got into you?” Jake said, laughing and hugging Gabby back. “You could have fallen and hurt yourself or the baby running down them stairs like that!”


  “I know, Jake. But I got something to tell you. It’s been a rough twenty-four hours,” Gabby explained. She sighed. “I got drunk last night. Mark asked me to go with him to close up the bar and I got talked into my first shot. After that, they didn’t have to talk hard for the other five or six. That stuff tasted real good the first time around, but I don’t ever plan to do it again. I’m sorry I went out and was drinking without you,” Gabby admitted, wanting to get that out of the way right off.


  “Shoot, is that all? That’s okay, babe. I know you got a lot on your mind right now. I don’t mind if you go out without me, as long as you ain’t drinking and driving. Well, and maybe you’d better wait to do any more drinking until you ain’t pregnant anymore too,” Jake said.


  “You’re not mad?”


  “Heck no, Gabby. You’re almost a grown woman now. I ain’t gonna tell you what you can and can’t do. You’ll have to figure that out for yourself, honey,” Jake answered, squeezing her hand.


  Gabby just looked at him in disbelief. She’d never been around another relationship where the man didn’t try to tell the woman what she could or couldn’t do. The thought never occurred to her that if she committed to Jake, or anyone, that she wouldn’t have to let them have the final say, that she could make up her own mind. She smiled back at Jake and hugged him again.


  “Well, let’s go up yonder to your room, and you can tell me all about your excitin’ night,” Jake said, rolling his country-boy southern drawl off his tongue that Gabby found absolutely delicious, and she thought, if given the chance, she could listen to it forever.
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  “Shee-it, Gabby! Tim actually pulled a gun on him?” Jake asked in disbelief. Gabby had filled him in on most of the details of the night before getting home, which consisted of sitting at the Mutant Lounge, surrounded by smelly, old alcoholics and used-up women, and getting drunk. Then she’d moved on to the interesting part.


  “He did, and he looked like he was going to have to use it in about ten more seconds. I didn’t think anything was going to get Mark’s attention away from Mom, but that gun did. Maybe Mark’s had experience on that end of a gun before.”


  “Well, I know they were havin’ problems, but I never thought he’d hurt her,” Jake said, shaking his head.


  “What? What problems?”


  “Him and your mama. They been fussin’ since I started comin’ around here.”


  “Jake, what are you talking about? I’ve never heard them even argue before—ever.”


  “Oh, I have, Gabby. Lots of times. When we’re in your room and you talk yourself right to sleep, sometimes I lay still, not wanting to wake you, and hear ‘em through the wall. I guess they think I’m sleepin’ too. Several times in a middle of a fuss, your mama would send Mark over to wake me up and send me home.”


  “Why didn’t you ever say anything?”


  “Not my business to talk about... and I thought you knew. I had no idea she was keepin’ it from you. But now that he’s done went and laid hands on her, I’m making it my business. Here in the South, only the weak pick on women. He won’t be doing that while I’m around.”


  “What do they fight about? Do you mind telling me?” Gabby asked.


  “Well, I think it must be another woman. I can’t exactly hear what your mama says to start out, before their voices turn to yellin’, but I’ve heard Mark say over and over again that he swears he didn’t touch her and usually his voice starts to gettin’ louder when your mama doesn’t answer him back. He keeps askin’ her why she can’t get over it. He gets pretty mad, sayin’ she can’t keep bringin’ up the past once they done worked through it.”


  “Jake, that’s not about another woman; that’s about Emma! Mom must have her doubts about him after all. That’s good. Maybe I don’t have to worry about her leaving him and Emma alone anymore. Emma is coming home this week and I’ve been worried to death about it. I need my time away too. I know I’ve enjoyed it with you this summer.”


  “Well, have you decided what to do about the baby yet?” Jake asked, squeezing her hand.


  “No, I’m still thinking.”


  “Gabby, you know I’ll help you all I can, if you want to raise that baby. But I can’t make any promises about how much I’ll be around because I want you to do what you want to do, without considering me at all. Pretend I’m not in the picture and do what you’d do if that was the case. But just know, whatever you decide, I’ll stand behind your decision.”


  “Thanks, Jake. I appreciate that. You don’t know how much,” Gabby said, near tears.


  “I told my mama about you, Gabby. I told her she’d love you and you’re in a heckuva mess. Mama said my cousin got in the same way last year and talked to some fancy lawyer right here in town. This guy works with people who can’t have kids on their own and helps them adopt babies. I got you the number just in case that was something you been considerin’—but don’t think I’m pushin’ you toward that. I just promised Mama I’d pass it along.”


  “Adoption? I never even thought about that option. It sure sounds better than an abortion. I can already feel this baby inside me... It’s a real life, Jake, with a tiny beating heart. I just don’t think I could do it.”


  Jake nodded. “Mama said it’s all in your own personal beliefs. Some people say it ain’t right to blame the baby—and get rid of it. But other people believe it’s a choice, not a sin, Gabby. You have to decide what you believe for yourself.”


  Gabby realized in all their talking, they’d never talked about their beliefs. She needed to set that straight right away.


  “Me and Olivia got saved as little girls, in a one-room church, in a very small town. They didn’t have much there, just a tiny post office. On the counter was a small white box with a hinged door and a big red button on top. When you pushed the red button, the door swung open and a tongue-shaped sponge popped out, like a jack-in-the-box. It was wet, to moisten your stamps before putting them on your mail. There was also a grade school and then just the church.


  “Our preacher and his wife came in from out of town just to preach to a few dozen people in that church. We called them Uncle Bert and Aunt Edith. They planted that mustard seed of faith in our hearts, and I know mine probably has weeds all around it now, but it’s still there trying to push its way out. I never stopped believing in God. They never talked about abortion to us kids, but they talked about His rules. If you consider the baby a person, abortion might fall under one of those rules—one of the thou shalt not’s. I remember some of them because they gave me and Olivia charm bracelets with the Ten Commandments on them. We lost them when we moved, but we had to memorize them for a prize at Sunday School. So if I have an abortion, does that mean when I die, I’ll burn for eternity? That’s a long time, Jake.”


  “I don’t know, Gabby. If you’re considering the abortion and are worried, maybe you should talk to a preacher. All I know is it’s your choice.”


  Gabby considered Jake’s words and paused, taking a moment to think.


  “I’ve been putting off the decision because I didn’t want an abortion, but I know I’m not ready for a baby yet. I won’t even be eighteen when it gets here. I want to wait and have babies when I get out of this mess and can do better for my kids. I want to do it the right way: get a good job, get married, have a husband and a house, then start a family and give them a good childhood, something different than what I had,” Gabby finished.


  “Gabby, I think that sounds like a good plan. Like you done put a lot of thought into it. I’ll put the number right here on your dresser, and if you decide you want to make the call, you do it. I’d be happy to drive you over there if you want to go talk to them,” Jake said. “And while I don’t like it, and I can’t go in there with you, if you choose to have an abortion, I’ll drive you to the city and wait outside in the car for you there too.”


  “Jake, thank you. I don’t know what I’d do without you,” Gabby whispered around her cracking voice while snuggling up to her favorite spot on his shoulder. This was the first time she’d been able to get her thoughts about the baby outside her head to anyone else, and it felt like a huge burden had been lifted.


  “Jake, what if I carry the baby for nine months and give it up? Don’t you think you’d get sick of seeing me fat? Or that people would say something to me about where’s my baby? People would talk bad about me. I don’t know if I could carry it that long and show the world I’m pregnant and then give it up,” Gabby said, her thoughts now fixated on adoption.


  “I don’t care if you get fat. And if anyone has anything to say about it, then you don’t need that person in your life. It doesn’t matter what other people think. It matters what is best for you, Gabby. And that could be having the baby, abortion, or adoption. You got choices, girl.”


  Gabby knew if she kept her baby, with no education and a minimum wage job, she would have another choice to make: apply for low-income housing and state-assisted daycare vouchers, or stay with Mom. She wasn’t sure which was worse, staying with Mom and having more help and security, or living check to check on their own, on welfare... seeing and hearing the police sirens and fighting and carrying on that happened in the low-income housing areas. She’d been to a friend’s house and seen it; they were low rent but high crime.


  She knew then her mind was made up. She’d give her baby up for adoption. As long as she got to pick them: the perfect mom and dad. No signs of fighting and a good long history of living in one place with deep roots already planted so a child could grow up in a familiar community with lifelong friends. A couple with good, steady jobs that could afford to raise her baby with all the good things she hadn’t had, and without the fighting and drama she’d seen plenty of in her own childhood.


  Gabby was going to call that attorney first thing in the morning.
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  Gabby sat alone on one side of the table in the huge conference room, facing the attorney and his paralegal. Mr. Sparrow was a very nice man. He and his wife were unable to have children years ago and they had adopted a child. He showed Gabby pictures of her. Having a daughter had changed his life and he soon changed his specialty to adoption to help other people like him and his wife.


  Gabby had been there over two hours, first going over her medical history and completing lots of preliminary paperwork, then moving on to discuss the kind of family she hoped to find for what she just knew would be a son and looking through the eight folders of prospective couples. She finally settled on a strong-sounding couple, a nurse and a pilot who had failed to have a child the entire eight years of their marriage. Surely people employed to take care of others—trusting them with their lives in both the air and in a hospital—would be good parents.


  Mr. Sparrow had immediately put them on a conference call with Gabby, which lasted well over an hour.


  Gabby felt sure she was asking all the wrong things and probably sounded like a child, but she’d always been one to say or ask exactly what was on her mind, so she did. The call was mostly one-sided with Gabby pelting one question after another. Do you believe in God? What is your religion? What kind of neighborhood do you live in? Are you rich? Do you have a swimming pool...? Those are too dangerous with a baby. Are you planning on staying in one place while your child grows up... or moving around? What do you do as a couple if you disagree about something? How do you fight when you do fight? Do you put up a Christmas tree? Are there lots of presents under it even though you are childless? Would you try to adopt more babies? Siblings were important, actually crucial, to Gabby growing up and she didn’t want her child to not have them. Do you intend to tell your baby about his birth mother? Will you agree to an open adoption?


  They had agreed to a partial open adoption: they would tell their baby he was adopted from the beginning and allow the attorney’s office to keep the file open, rather than sealed. On or after his eighteenth birthday, if he wanted, he could reach out to Gabby, finding her information with Mr. Sparrow. Gabby was allowed to write a letter to her son for his file, explaining her decision if she wanted to, but Gabby wasn’t allowed to know who or where he was and agreed not to try to reach out or interfere with his life. Gabby was satisfied with that agreement. She wanted plenty of time to get her own life together so if one day they did meet, he would be proud of her, not ashamed.


  All her questions had been answered to her satisfaction and she was sure she’d chosen the right couple. At the end of the call, Gabby told them she wanted them to have her baby. They were ecstatic. Mr. Sparrow said he would be back in touch later and the call ended.


  “Okay, Gabby, now that you have this couple in mind and you’ve asked all your questions, if you ultimately decide to follow through with the adoption, what do you want for the baby?” Mr. Sparrow asked, looking at Gabby over the top of his glasses perched on the end of his nose.


  “What do you mean? I think I was pretty clear on the call with those people as to what I wanted,” Gabby answered, confused at the question.


  “No, what I mean is... are you looking for something for yourself, maybe monetary, in exchange for your baby?”


  “No way! I’m not trying to sell my baby,” Gabby exclaimed, insulted.


  “I’m sorry I had to ask that. In this state, selling a baby or exchanging anything of monetary value for a baby is illegal. I just wanted to be sure that’s not why you are here,” he explained. “Of course it is standard and legal for the adoptive parents to pay any and all attorney fees and medical care, including prenatal up to the delivery, and for any complications that result from the same... if the child is placed in their legal custody. Do you understand?”


  “Um, yes, I think so. They will pay for my lawyer bill and the doctor’s bills unless I change my mind and keep the baby. If that happens, I am responsible for the bills, right?”


  “That’s right, Gabby. Sounds like you understand completely. Now what about the birth father? Will he have any problems with your decision because he will have to willingly sign his rights away, since you have acknowledged him without question as the father?”


  “No... there won’t be a problem there, Mr. Sparrow. Although he’s a good-looking guy who seems intelligent when talking to him, he obviously makes a lot of bad decisions. He’s been arrested recently for running moonshine over state lines. It could be tried as a federal crime, and he has another girl pregnant too. We’re due about the same time. He doesn’t want his baby—either of them—and is hoping it will all just go away so he doesn’t have to pay child support. I’ll give you his number and you can call him to get his medical history and arrange his signatures.”


  “Okay. Well, you have my number if you have any questions between now and the birth date. The paperwork you signed is not final and binding. That cannot be done until a full three days after you deliver. Understood?”


  “Yes, sir. Thank you for your help,” Gabby answered gratefully, getting up to leave. “You are sure about your people, though? Have you checked them out? Run criminal background checks and checked with their local police to see if there’s been any disturbance or domestic violence calls on record from their home? You’ve done all that, right?”


  “Gabby, I receive thousands of requests from people hoping I’ll help them make a connection to adopt. I pick only the best of them and only contact them after thoroughly having them checked out. I promise you, they are as they seem. Good people,” he answered patiently, smiling at Gabby, looking impressed by her concern to uncover any inconsistencies that would affect her child’s life.


  “Okay, then, Mr. Sparrow. I’ll call you when he’s ready to come out,” Gabby said with relief and turned to walk out the door.


  “Thanks, Gabby. But you’ll be hearing from me before then. We’ll be setting up your prenatal care and getting you an appointment immediately. So we’ll call you in the next few days to confirm. If you need a ride to the doctor’s office, we’ll arrange that for you. It’s important to get in there and be sure everything is all right, especially at almost five months along.”


  “Oh. Okay. Thanks... I guess,” Gabby said, trying to smile and falling short, realizing in there probably meant her first gynecological exam—ever—and who knew what else?


  CHAPTER 16


  Gabby’s dad sat in the corner of her hospital room, reading the newspaper, trying to disguise his awkwardness at being in the hospital with one of his girls—having a baby. The paper was blocking his face so she couldn’t see his expression. He probably wasn’t even reading it. She knew he was tense, how could he not be? Dad had always been embarrassed about ‘female’ stuff as they were growing up. Even the word period could not be used around him. It was always a quick and easy out if he tried to tickle them or play mercy. They’d just claim they were on their period. That sent him running immediately in the opposite direction. And this was about as female as it could get.


  She sure as heck wasn’t comfortable either; she had been in labor, with the contractions worsening every hour for the entire day. Each time they checked her cervix she prayed she had dilated enough to get the show on the road and get this baby out. She was already so tired and just wanted this to be over. They had finally given her an epidural about an hour ago, and it couldn’t have come too soon. She had tried not to struggle through the contractions, or make any noise at all. She was mostly successful, with a few exceptions, at which Dad began freaking out, asking if he should get someone... what he should do, did she want him to hold her hand, did she want more ice chips? He was so lost in all this. But at least he was here. That was something. Otherwise Gabby would be completely alone.


  All she really wanted was Olivia. She couldn’t believe she was actually going to deliver a baby, in this cramped room, alone... without her sister there. The room barely had space for the bed and Dad’s chair, but the nurse assured her the bed would become much shorter when it was time to push, and Dad wasn’t staying in the room for the grand finale. He just couldn’t.


  The door swung open and a nurse came in.


  “Gabby, there’s a young man out there asking to come in and see you. His name is Gabe. Do you want to see him?”


  “Oh my God, no!” Gabby panicked. She hadn’t seen Gabe since the day he signed over his rights to the baby. Refusing to meet at the attorney’s office, they’d arranged to meet him in a parking lot. They’d spread the paperwork out on the back hood of the attorney’s car to go over and then sign... just a few moments of his time in a rush, then vamoose, never to be seen since—similar to how she got into this mess.


  Before then, the last time she’d seen him was the night of her birthday, the night her baby was conceived. If he was here, did that mean he was having second thoughts? This could not happen!


  Gabby looked desperately at her father. “Dad! Can you get rid of him? This room is kinda small and I don’t want any visitors. Especially not now!” Gabby’s face began to turn red as she felt the pressure of another contraction coming. She started huffing and puffing.


  “Gabby... calm down, I’ll take care of it.” Dad answered patiently, folding his paper under his arm and looking relieved to have something to do that was more up his alley. He followed the nurse out of the room.


  Dad left to deal with Gabe, and Gabby’s thoughts went back to Olivia. If she’d been here, she wouldn’t have to be told to get rid of Gabe; she’d probably snatch his head off. She didn’t show her temper in public often, but in this situation, Gabby thought she’d make an exception.


  A few minutes later, what seemed like eternity to Gabby as she went through the contraction alone, Dad came back in.


  “He gave me his number and went downstairs to the cafeteria. He said if you wanted him in here, he would come. He also asked me if you were sure the baby was his and if it was, were you sure you didn’t want to keep it?”


  “What’s that supposed to mean? Of course I’m sure the baby is his! He knows that. And yes, for the thousandth time, I’m sure I want to give the baby up, Dad!”


  “Gabby, I wasn’t asking... he was,” Dad answered, ignoring the bite in Gabby’s voice.


  “Okay. Sorry. But yes, I’m sure. If he comes up here again, get rid of him. He didn’t want a baby either, and he sure didn’t want me, so I don’t know why he’s even here. I’d like to know who the hell told him I was having it today... I just want this to be over, Dad,” Gabby answered, even more irritated now than when she began the conversation.


  She was definitely not in the mood for this. She huffed. She didn’t want to run Dad off; he was the only one there for her. Although she was bitchy, she was scared and wanted him to stay. She wished again that Olivia could have found the money to fly back from the Midwest to be with her, but since her sister was safe from Billy, she hadn’t wanted to push the issue. She could do it alone—or at least with just Dad by her side.


  Gabby’s dad gave her a reassuring smile, then sat down and raised his newspaper to read (hide behind) again.


  “Hi! How are those contractions coming now?” Nurse Sally asked, coming into the small room with a smile.


  “I don’t know. Just tell me when to push,” Gabby answered, knowing she sounded impatient and petulant but unable to help it.


  “Uh-oh... are you wearing out on me? Can’t do that... The hard part is just about to begin,” she said cheerfully, standing next to her bed, reading the contraction chart that was dangling to the ground.


  Gabby’s dad stayed hidden behind his newspaper.


  After reading the chart, she began to mess with the bed. She pulled out what looked like foot rests—cold metal stirrups—and Gabby sucked in a huge breath, wondering if she’d actually have to spread her legs that far.


  “Watch your legs, honey, I’m going to drop the bed,” the nurse instructed.


  Watch them how? What did she want me to do? Gabby thought as the bottom of the bed quickly dropped right out from under her legs, leaving them dangling on the short bed now.


  Dad stood up and cleared his throat.


  “What are you doing?” he asked hesitantly.


  “We’re having a baby, sir. Will you be staying in for the delivery?”


  “Uh, no. Unless.... Gabby, do you need me to?”


  Gabby watched the color drain from his face, and he hadn’t even seen anything yet.


  I’d love to say yes and freak him out, Gabby thought. But that would be mean.


  The room felt heavy with silence as Nurse Sally looked again at the latest reading on the contraction chart.


  “No, Dad. I know you can’t handle the delivery. But can you stay with me until we really get started?” Gabby could feel her face blushing, starting at her neck and moving straight up, hot as fire. She sucked in a huge intake of breath and exhaled, trying to cool down. She hated to ask anyone for anything, even if it was one of her parents.


  “Yeah, sure. Of course I will.”


  Dad walked to the side of the bed, opposite the nurse, and awkwardly took Gabby’s hand. His big hand was sweaty and he seemed shaky. Their family was not a touchy-feely family. It was unusual to touch at all, even hugs—except for Emma. Everybody loved on Emma. But physical displays of affection for her or Olivia were very rare growing up: hugs, kisses, pats on the back or just holding hands rarely ever happened. Dad must really be freaked.


  Gabby wondered if he was holding her hand, or she was holding his.


  “Gabby, do you want me to get your mom in here to help you during the delivery?”


  “No. I can do this. If she’s not here... then she’s not here. I’m not asking for her,” Gabby said stubbornly, trying to brush off her need for someone—anyone, to help her through this. “I can handle it, Dad. I don’t want to talk about her.”


  Gabby was angry at her mom. Up until the last moment her mom had supported her decision to give the baby up for adoption. Now she was questioning—causing Gabby to doubt herself—if this was the right thing to do. She just wanted her mom to be a typical mom, just this once: support her decision and be there rooting for her... not against her.


  “Gabby, your mom may not be here for you now, but she was here for you before. She did this same thing for you, times two. Double the trouble. And then again for Emma. When you see your son for the first time, and know you did all this for him—even if this is the last thing you do for him—I hope you’ll feel some gratitude and forgiveness towards your mother, who went through hell for all you girls, too.”


  The nurse cleared her throat.


  “Okay, sir. You may want to leave now. It looks like we’re probably ready for Gabby to start pushing. I’m going to get Gabby fixed up and ready and we should be having a baby here soon. I’ll page the doctor while you say good-bye. And we’ll let you know when you can come in and say hello to your new grandson.”


  She could feel the tears spilling out the corners of her eyes at the mention of the word good-bye. She hoped her dad wouldn’t see them standing where he was. She didn’t want anyone to think the tears were for dread of the delivery, or regret about her decision. The tears that she was trying to hold back now were for her son. Every moment closer to delivery was one moment closer to not having him. She was holding back tears in fear of their good-bye—not their hello.


  Dad squeezed Gabby’s hand and knelt down to kiss the top of her head before he left. She could see he was too choked up for words, and she was thankful. She was pretty choked up too.
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  Childbirth sucked, but Gabby got through it. After two days of taking care of the baby herself, she had just a small break while the baby underwent some tests. The nurse returned with him and laid him in the pallet Gabby had made for him on the side of her bed, just beside her hip but separated by a rolled-up blanket. She wanted him where she could still reach him to feed him or change him when necessary but didn’t want to be too close to him. He was hungry; he started crying the minute the nurse tucked him in. Luckily, she’d brought a bottle in with her, anticipating it may be time, and handed it to her. Gabby’s mom stood there as if she wanted to snatch the baby and the bottle from them and do it herself.


  “Can’t you feed him, just this one time?” Gabby begged the nurse, not wanting to do this in front of her mom, attracting unwanted attention and oohs and ahhs during the feeding.


  “No, I’m sorry. Like I’ve told you before, we aren’t allowed to do that. The birth mother has to do everything for the baby for the first three full days. This gives you a fair chance to bond with your baby and make the right decision before signing the legal documents,” she explained patiently for the third time in two days.


  Gabby sighed, resigned, and gently rubbed the nipple across his lips until he latched onto the bottle. She propped up her arm with a pillow so she could take the weight off while she prepared to keep it extended for a while.


  “Gabby, why don’t you hold him to your chest, in the crook of your arm? He’ll calm if he feels your heartbeat. It’s what he’s listened to for nine months, and it’ll be easier on your arms and back if he’s up close to you while you feed him,” Gabby’s mom instructed her.


  “No, Mom! This is how I’ve been doing for the past two days before you showed up... I got this. You don’t get it, do you? I lay him there, as far away from my heart as possible, because he needs to get used to the beat of his new mother’s heart and forget mine!” Gabby screamed spitefully at her mother, finding it hard to maintain her strong charade, partly wanting her mom to just wrap her arms around her and comfort her, tell her she was doing the right thing—a good thing—and that she loved her, and partly wanting to lash out at her for being who she was and this turning out this way.


  The nurse cleared her throat, a quiet admonishment for Gabby’s temper around the baby, and soundlessly left the room.


  “Gabby. I told you I couldn’t come up here and watch that baby be born, knowing you were going to give away my grandchild to strangers! I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you, but that’s asking too much, don’t you think?” Mom asked, infuriating Gabby by making it all about herself.


  “Don’t you think it’s too much to not be here with your child having a baby, knowing I’m still seventeen years old and my twin sister is over a thousand miles away and I had no one else except Dad, who tried his best, but couldn’t handle being in the delivery room? Don’t you think it’s too much that the only two people that were with me during the hardest struggle of my life were strangers? A doctor and a nurse? Really, Mom?”


  “Gabby. Calm down. I changed my mind about coming up here for a reason. Mark and I talked, and rather than you give that baby to strangers, we’re willing to adopt him and raise him as our own,” Mom said, smiling, as if that were the best news Gabby could possibly hear.


  “Are you crazy? Why do you think I’m giving him away in the first place, Mom? I don’t want him to live the life we live. I don’t want him to grow up around the bullshit you constantly surround yourself with. I don’t want to walk in and find Mark playing hide-the-undies with my son one day! I wouldn’t let Mark adopt a stray dog, no less my son! You are so in denial when it comes to him. How many more times has he roughed you up since Tim intervened, Mom? I know I hear you guys in there fighting all the time now. He’s really taken off his mask and laid the law down on you now, hasn’t he? And you let him. You guys don’t go anywhere. You come straight home from work where you’re busting your ass to make enough money to pay ninety percent of the bills, while he hangs out at the house sleeping all day or eating the food you pay for, then goes to his dumpy-ass bar to hang around a bunch of drunk women and doesn’t come home until the ‘bar closes’ at two or three in the morning! All while you just work, work, work and wait, wait, wait... You’re pitiful, Mom. You’re right back where you started—a willing victim of abuse. Face it.


  “You know what? You should have just stayed with Dad. At least with him you knew exactly who he was and where he was,” Gabby spewed out, finally finishing her tirade.


  Gabby could see Mom’s hands grasping the arms of her chair, her knuckles and fingertips turning white with the pressure it took to anchor them from flying up and slapping her own daughter unable to defend herself in a hospital bed. Good, Gabby thought, let her feel some anger. Maybe she’ll slap me and I can show her how she cannot even restrain her drama in front of her newborn grandson, thus proving my point. Then I’ll have her physically removed by hospital security. I’d love that—keep her out of here until this is done and over.


  “Okay, Gabby,” Mom said then, taking a deep breath and blowing it out before continuing. “I’m going to let that go because I know the pressure you’re under right now to make the right decision. But you are wrong about Mark—way wrong. He loves you, and he loved that baby without even seeing it yet. He watched it grow in your belly right under his eyes. He did his best to try to get you to eat the food he cooked so you and the baby would be healthy. He’d be a good father to him... but if your answer is no to us and no to raising it yourself, then I’m going to have to ask you to find somewhere else to live,” Mom said firmly.


  “What? Why?” Gabby asked in disbelief.


  “Here’s where the rubber meets the road, Gabby. You want to make a big grown-up decision all by yourself, then be prepared to be a grown-up afterward. You are welcome to come home—with my grandson in your arms—but without him... don’t come home.”


  “But, Mom, that’s the point. I’m not an adult. I’m not ready to raise a baby like a ‘grown-up’ yet, so where am I going to go?” Gabby answered back, the desperation finally seeping through the edges of her anger.


  “I don’t know, Gabby. You’ll have to figure that out... I have to let you go sometime.”


  Gabby was stunned into silence. She knew who was pulling Mom’s strings, but she was shocked by the viciousness Mark was capable of and the hold he had over Mom. They both knew the doctor had spent hours sewing Gabby back up because the baby had been almost nine pounds traveling through Gabby’s narrow hips—she had to lay up and recover somewhere for at least a few weeks until her stitches healed—and her only options were a thousand-mile road trip to Olivia or six hundred miles to Dad, who was already gone to make the drive back and be at work by Monday. Neither option was possible in her condition; she could barely sit up for five minutes as it was.


  Even if she hadn’t been in bad shape, she still had nowhere to stay if she wanted to keep her job—and Jake—if she still had him... Gabby didn’t want to pull up the delicate roots she’d been tending and move again. She had all intentions of staying here in this town the rest of her life. She couldn’t just pick up and go like Olivia or Dad; she’d had enough of being transplanted... She loved it here. She had to stay.


  But Gabby was too proud and stubborn to grovel or beg.


  “Fine, Mom. If that’s how you feel. I guess this is good-bye, then,” Gabby answered, an expression of defiant self-righteousness on her face.


  And with that, Gabby’s mom got up and walked out the door.


  The next twenty-four hours were hell, the worst in Gabby’s entire life. Alone now with the baby, the silence of the room crowded in on her. She spent her time tending the baby when he needed changed or fed, or when he slept, staring at the ceiling, trying not to look too long at him but unable to sleep herself.


  She was beginning to doubt her decision now, but not willing to admit it out loud. She felt sure it was just the stress and the hormones lending credibility to the questions in her brain. She had been so sure for so long, no doubts at all... until she saw him. She wanted to claw the unspoken “what if” and “maybe” nonsense out of her head, smash them so no one would see they were ever there. She cried non-stop and cursed her life until her face was so swollen and blotchy she didn’t recognize herself in the mirror, and then she cried some more.


  She could stay strong in the presence of her mother and father and the nurses—even Mr. Sparrow who had popped in periodically—all constantly examining her through shuttered eyes for any crack in her armor, looking for the slightest hint she would change her mind. When anyone walked through the door, she was careful to turn her face away toward the window, keeping her distance from the baby and answering their questions with cold formality, in monosyllables when she could.


  She’d learned long ago how to keep her grief private, and she’d managed to do that in spite of the lack of privacy and constant interruptions of her mourning. But she loved her baby, no matter how she acted to her mom and the nurses. He was beautiful—dark, curly hair and shiny blue eyes, a perfect miniature dent in his chin that would grow to mirror his father’s cleft chin that she first noticed the night they met. Tiny miniature fingernails and toenails dipped with flawless crescent moons. He was amazing—perfect. She wanted him. Not because he was so flawless, but because he was hers. But she wouldn’t let her heart melt her resolve. She had already decided. She may be young, but she felt wise beyond her years and knew she had made the right decision for him.


  Mr. Sparrow had included a pad of blank lined paper and an envelope in the folder with the final adoption papers for her to look over. The paper was for a letter to her son, if she decided to write one. He’d told Gabby to place it in the envelope when she was finished and he would add it to her son’s permanent file. Gabby had put off reading the papers and writing the letter for almost three days and she couldn’t avoid it any longer; it was almost time for Mr. Sparrow to arrive. He and Gabby would be signing the papers together, his paralegal coming along to witness and notarize them. With the baby sleeping quietly, she finally picked up the pen and pad and tried to think how to even start. It seemed like such a long story. She had an idea. Instead of a letter, maybe she could do exactly that—write him a story, a fairy-tale. That might work. She was very good at coming up with stories for Emma when she was younger.


  Her thoughts coming quickly now, she began feverishly writing:


  Once upon a time, there was a young maiden who lived with her beautiful mother and an evil tyrant in a sometimes dark and scary forest. The maiden was very lonely, so to win the favor of the maiden's beautiful mother, the evil tyrant brought home a handsome young suitor late one evening. The maiden was twitter-pated with the dashing young man, so much that she mistakenly gave him a gift, one she had kept her entire life for her intended. The suitor, in return, gave her a tiny bundle, and then took off on his shiny black horse, never to be seen again. When the maiden unwrapped the bundle, she saw a perfect, precious baby boy and immediately knew he must be a prince! She kept him close to her, protected for nine long months, but knew this dark place in which she lived was not good enough or safe for such a special child—


  Gabby's tale was breaking her own heart, making it hard to continue. She quietly cleared her throat and began to write again.


  So the young maiden spoke to a Healer, with a heart for the people, and her mystical husband—who was said to fly... like the birds up in the sky! It was well known this couple lived in a grand castle and wanted for nothing, except that which could not be bought. They had for many years suffered a magical spell placed upon them: They would forever be in love, but never able to bear their own children. So the young maiden gave this nice couple the baby prince freely for safe-keeping in their beautiful castle and asked only one thing in return: to raise the child as their own, surrounded with only love and sunshine, until one day, many moons from now, when he was grown and strong enough to traverse the dark and scary world on his own, they would tell him of her and let him find her again, if he so chose.


  Gabby hesitated, not able to bring herself to write “The End.” Instead, she scribbled at the bottom of the page:


  Please, little prince, don't forget me.


  The paper blurring so much through the tears, she was barely able to see to finish.


  I'll be waiting... to tell you how the young maiden’s story ended.


  
    Forever waiting with love,


    Your Birth Mother

  


  Gabby folded the tear-stained letter and placed it in an unsealed envelope inside the folder with the unsigned final adoption papers. She knew the attorney would probably need to read her letter before sealing to be sure there weren’t any untruths indicating this decision was against her will or anything. But she trusted Mr. Sparrow to keep his word and leave the letter in the file that would be awaiting her son.


  The period of her forced time with her baby was almost up and she would be signing the papers soon and relinquishing him to the attorney, who would hand him over to his new mom and dad. Against her better judgment, she finally picked him up and snuggled him to her chest, breathing in the smell of him, running her lips across his silky smooth curls.


  “I just want you to know, there was never a baby more loved and wanted than you. But your new parents will love you to the moon and back too. And they will be able to give you so much more than I can right now, but they will never begin to love you or want you more than me—and that won’t change... ever,” Gabby whispered, her silent tears running rivers down her cheeks, holding him close to her heart one last time, swaying with him side to side—as close to a first and last dance as she could have with her son. Please come back and find me one day, she thought. I promise I’ll have my life straightened out by the time you can.


  Gabby wished for the thousandth time she’d let Jake come to the hospital. He had repeatedly offered to stand beside her every step of the way, even during the delivery. But Gabby hadn’t wanted him to feel in any way responsible for her decision, or to be swayed by his presence, so he had respectfully honored her wishes.


  Now she had said her good-byes to her baby, signed the paperwork, and was packed up and rolled down to the lobby, where her nurse reminded her to buzz someone when her ride arrived so they could roll her out—hospital rules.


  But there was no one coming. Gabby was truly alone with nowhere to go. She sat there, time seeming to creep by in slow motion but actually passing by the hour, staring at the incoming and outgoing people: happy couples strapping their bundles of joy into their new car seats, ready to take them home to their new life; fast-walking fathers rushing to get back in to their wives’ side to gaze again at the new life they had made together, scrutinizing their fresh faces, trying to decide whose eyes he/she had... whose nose, whose ears; anxious mothers-to-be waddling in or being rolled in with big round bellies, their husbands beside them.
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  “Great day, Gabby! Why didn’t you call me?” Jake asked, startling Gabby out of her stupor.


  “What are you doing here, Jake?” Gabby answered, embarrassed to be caught by Jake looking such a mess, hair matted and eyes hallowed with dark circles. She knew she looked absolutely terrible. “Umm, how’d you know where to find me?”


  “Your nurse called me. She got buzzed from the reception desk sayin’ you’d been sittin’ here staring at the doors for hours and no one had come to pick you up. They got my number from the emergency contact sheet you filled out when you got in here. Couldn’t get to you by phone, so I called your mama to see if she forgot to come get you. She told me the rest,” Jake said, sympathy rolling off him in waves.


  “Oh.”


  “You coulda called me, Gabby. I know you got nowhere to go. You know I would have helped you figure it out,” Jake reprimanded gently.


  “I know, but I can figure it out on my own—just not making much progress yet. I just didn’t have the energy to even begin to look for a free place to live before I was released, and now... Well, I don’t know, Jake. I’ve got no money, no car... and I can’t go back to work until my stitches heal. The only thing I can think to do is call a shelter to start with and maybe someone there can point me in the right direction. I was going to use their phone and make some calls, but I got distracted and lost track of time,” Gabby was embarrassed to admit all this to Jake.


  “You don’t have to call no shelter, Gabby. You’re comin’ home with me, girl.”


  “Seriously? What about your parents? They would freak out... wouldn’t they?” Gabby asked, not able to keep the hope and relief from her voice. I got a place to go, and I still have Jake?


  “You don’t worry ‘bout my parents—they’re very understanding,” Jake said as he grabbed Gabby’s bags, throwing them over his shoulder and rolling her wheelchair out of the lobby straight to the fancy car parked in the breezeway.


  “Let me help you in,” Jake said, taking her arm while Gabby crawled into the front seat of his mom’s car, where someone had been kind enough to pad the seat with layers of soft towels. “Mama insisted I drive her car so you wouldn’t have to step up in my truck, and she made you that silly pallet for your bottom. Said you’d be needin’ it and that’s all I needed to know...” He blushed and turned his face away.


  “That’s really sweet of her, Jake. I can’t believe she’s taking this so well. I’m excited to finally meet her and your daddy.”


  “Well, it’s not like she was goin’ to let you be homeless or somethin’ when you just had a baby—and dang, Gabby, you are my girlfriend. I wasn’t surprised at all she offered for me to bring you home when she found out about your Mama’s crazy crap. Mama’s always been one for taking in strays,” Jake joked while pulling out of the hospital parking lot.


  All Gabby could hear echoing in her mind was, Gabby, you are my girlfriend... over and over. Jake still wanted her! After withholding sex from him for months, then finding out she was already pregnant with someone else’s baby, looking as ugly and haggard as she did right now, homeless and broke too, and on top of that, no wheels to get her back and forth to work. Shee-it, as Jake would say, I am a lucky girl, Gabby thought.


  CHAPTER 17


  Gabby felt her stomach clench as the phone rang. It had been weeks since she’d left the hospital and she had yet to call anyone to tell them where she was, not even Dad or Olivia. Gabby wasn’t sure if Mom had told Olivia yet about kicking her out, so as far as she knew, Dad could still think she was at home, since he never talked to Mom.


  “Dad. It’s me, Gabby.”


  “Hi, Gabby! How are you feeling?” Dad answered, seeming happy to hear from her.


  “I’m good. Well... I’m up and about, so I guess I’m healing okay,” Gabby answered. “Dad, I’m not at home anymore. Mom kicked me out,” she said quickly, feeling her throat strangling with grief over those last four words.


  “What? When? For what, Gabby?” Dad answered angrily.


  “For not bringing the baby home... for not keeping him,” Gabby sobbed.


  “Oh, for Pete’s sake, she already knew you’d planned all along to give that baby up... How long have you been gone?”


  “Since the day I got out of the hospital. She never came to pick me up,” Gabby said, sniffling.


  “Well, where the hell are you, then?” Dad asked.


  Gabby paused.


  “Dad, I’m okay. I’m staying with a friend and she’s taking very good care of me while I heal. That’s all I want to say right now. I don’t want Mom coming over here embarrassing me with her drama,” Gabby explained, hoping her dad wouldn’t try to force the answer.


  “Gabby, I’m sorry you’re going through that on top of what you just did with that baby. You are always welcome here, you know that. Is there anything I can do from here? I know your eighteenth birthday is coming up in a few months... What can I do for you or get you?” Dad offered.


  “No, nothing for me. You did enough just by driving all the way from Mississippi to come to the hospital and be with me. Thank you for that, Dad.” Gabby sucked in a big breath, trying to clear her emotions about herself to deal with the next issue. “But Emma needs you now. She needs you to move back here and spend time with her... lots of time.”


  “Did she say that?”


  “No... I just know. Look, Dad, she’s still eleven years old—almost twelve—but she seems like she’s a lot younger than that. She still needs looking after and I’m not there anymore to do that, and I’m worried about her. She’s... she’s not herself lately,” Gabby said, walking a delicate line, not wanting to make any accusations but needing Dad to take this seriously.


  “Gabby, I have a job here, a good one. I hadn’t planned to leave any time soon,” Dad answered. “She seemed happy when she visited last summer and fine when I popped in to visit her when you went in to have the baby. Has something changed since then?”


  “No, not exactly... I mean, I don’t know... I’m not there—with her,” Gabby answered choppily. She needed to redirect this away from Emma and back to Dad before he wiggled the truth, or what Gabby thought was the truth, out of her.


  “Dad, you know you can’t stay put for too long with your itchy foot. Why not come back and try again to find a job here so Emma can stay with you on the weekends while Mom works?”


  “Hmm, it would be nice to be close to you girls. But I’ll have to think about it, Gabby,” Dad promised. “And if you’ll send me your address, I’ll send you a card and some money for your birthday.”


  “Okay, thanks, Dad. Love you. Bye.”


  “Love you too. Bye.”


  [image: C:\Users\Lisa\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\Temporary Internet Files\Content.IE5\CN8E3JFP\MC900438024[1].png]


  Gabby paced her temporary bedroom at Jake’s parents’—their spare bedroom normally—looking around again in amazement at her surroundings. Jake’s mom had been shopping since the day Gabby had arrived and never seemed to stop “picking things up” that she thought Gabby needed. The room itself had been redone with the bed covered in luxurious baby-blue sheets with a soft, yellow chenille spread. It was finished with assorted bright accent pillows of different shades of white, blue, and yellow and a thick white fur throw at the foot of the bed for cuddling up in. Gabby had never slept in a bed dressed up so beautifully.


  The golden-oak floors shined with fresh lemon oil, the smell bringing back fond memories of her and her sister spending hours pampering their beloved dressing table. It was amazing the weird things they found to do when they were kids that brought them pleasure.


  Just in front of the bed in Gabby’s temporary bedroom, the floor was covered with the soft fabric of a braided rug—yellow, blue, and white. It was obvious to Gabby that this repeated color scheme was purposely chosen to remind her that even in her darkest hour, during her recovery, the sun would eventually come out again and the sky would be blue.


  To further combat the war against depression, Jake and his mama had hung a huge painting of a young lady on a swing, hanging from a gorgeous old oak tree, with dozens of sunbeams finding cracks between the full, leafy branches to shine down upon the young lady’s face. She was painted from behind, leaning way back in mid-swing, long brown hair almost dangling to the ground, holding on to the rope sides while she kicked up her dusty bare feet to the sky, swinging in abandon.


  The girl in the picture could have been Gabby, or Olivia—or even Emma in a few years. She was so similar in appearance to them. And she looked happy. This was hung directly in front of the bed where Gabby had spent hours upon hours staring at it, sometimes imagining it was one of her sisters when she worried about them or just missed them and sometimes imagining it was herself when she longed to get up but the depression held her there.


  It was no coincidence that Gabby had once told Jake her favorite thing to do was to swing and that she loved big, sprawling oak trees, or that his dad had hung a similar swing in the back yard just outside her window.


  Jake and his family made a formidable army against Gabby’s postpartum depression topped with the grief of giving up her baby and her mom in the same day. They just wouldn’t let her wallow in her self-pity. They surrounded her with the colors of sunshine, blue skies, and white freshness... a blank palette—hope. That’s what she saw when she paced this room... the colors of hope. And it worked. She had never felt better.


  Gabby took a deep breath, exhaled, and dialed the phone. It seemed to ring in slow motion with long drawn-out pauses between each ring, falsely giving Gabby the excuse she was looking for to just assume no one was home and hang up before proven wrong. It had now been over three months since she’d left the hospital, and she was sure Olivia was fit to be tied and would be ready to give her an earful.


  On the other end, it rang normally, three times before being picked up.


  “Hello?” Olivia answered, breathless from running all the way downstairs to pick up the only phone Uncle Jackson had, an old-timey wall-mounted phone with a long stretchy cord twisted in knots from being pulled around the corner for the couldn’t-live-without-it-adolescent-needed privacy of two generations of children and grandchildren during its long life here in this old farmhouse.


  “Hey, Olivia! Happy Birthday!” Gabby said, masking her anxiety with cheerfulness.


  “Gabby, where the hell are you? I’ve been worried sick. I haven’t heard from you since the day before you went into the hospital. I’ve even called Jake’s number, which has been changed, and I couldn’t find hide nor hair of you. For all we knew, you could’ve been dead! You should’ve called me!” Olivia spilled out in one rushed lecture.


  “I know... I know! I’m sorry! Okay?” Gabby said, trying to get the apology out of the way so they could really talk. “Listen, Olivia, I’m at Jake’s parents’ house, but I don’t want Mom to know. You have to promise not to tell anyone. If she wouldn’t let me come home after having the baby, then she probably doesn’t care about where I am anyway,” Gabby said with her voice full of bitterness.


  “I promise, but what are you going to do, Gabby? You can’t stay at his parents’ forever,” Olivia said. “Where are you going to go?”


  “I’d love to stay with his parents forever, Olivia. His mom and dad are so nice. Everyone is just happy here. It’s so different from our home life. It seems like I’m watching an episode of Leave it to Beaver or something, except it’s real... They really mean it. His mama treats me like a daughter. She’s been taking really good care of me. Now that I’m back on my feet, I’m looking for a new job, and Jake and I are looking to get a place of our own—and I got big news, Olivia...” Gabby teased her playfully.


  “What? Tell me!”


  “Umm...” Gabby teased, drawing it out. “Jake and his daddy got me a car.”


  “Cool. What kind?”


  “A five hundred-dollar beater, a very old Honda. It didn’t have a motor. So they got one from the junkyard and rebuilt it. It runs like a top. Jake’s uncle let them borrow his paint booth and Jake taped up the windows and painted the whole car blue, the same blue as my eyes. It was sweet.


  “The inside still needs lots of work, especially the driver’s seat. It’s broken, so for right now, Jake wedged it up with an empty two-drawer toolbox to keep me from lying down when I’m driving,” Gabby said, laughing.


  “That is big news, Gabby. You needed a car,” Olivia said, trying to sound enthusiastic but obviously expecting something bigger.


  “I’m just kidding you! That’s not it! I mean, yeah... they did get me the car and I love it. But that’s not my really big news,” Gabby said with giddy anticipation.


  
    “Well, out with it. I ain’t got all day, Gabby,” Olivia answered impatiently.

  


  “Okay already, crabby... I mean, Olivia... Jake asked me to marry him! He gave me a friggin’ real diamond ring!”


  “Awesome! Slam dunk, girl! I knew you two would work out. He really is your knight in shining armor—if you count camo and boots as armor,” Olivia teased. “Seriously, though, when’s the date? Maybe I can sneak into town just for the wedding.”


  “We haven’t set a date. But you’ll have to come... There’s no way I’m standing there without you beside me,” Gabby said, her voice cracking, taking its cue from the stinging behind her eyes. “I miss you, Olivia... It’s just not fair that he did all that to you, but you are the one being punished—and me.”


  Olivia took a deep breath and let it out.


  “I miss you too, but you know I can’t come back for good yet,” Olivia said firmly. “I’m finally free from him, Gabby. I’m good here. I actually like my life here, surrounded by all our uncles and cousins and all my new friends and church. I feel welcome in this part of the family—and loved and embraced; it’s a good feeling, from so many people at once. Foreign... but really good. Uncle Jackson has even taken me deer hunting and taught me how to drive his tractor!” Olivia said convincingly.


  “The only downside is I’m not crazy about being in all this snow again,” Olivia rambled on, trying to get Gabby past the upset by piling her with bits of random information. “I’m sure you remember, although spring is probably poking its head out there. The snow was beautiful to see again the first time it fell, but it never gets warm enough to melt and go away. The snow plows just kept pushing more and more of it to the sides of the road and then it looks like big, dreary mud mountains the rest of the winter. They seem to be shrinking a little each day now, so I’m hoping in a few more weeks the last of it will be gone and I can see some buds on the trees around here. But everything else is going great.


  “Maybe one day Billy will find someone else,” Olivia continued in an upbeat voice. “If you keep tabs on him and tell me, then maybe I can come home,” she said, her voice beginning to waver on the word “home.”


  “If I come home before then, Gabby, after hiding from him for so long... he might just really kill me,” Olivia finished, not nearly as strong as when she started.


  “I know... ” Gabby said sadly, but agreeing completely with everything Olivia said, just needing to hear it reiterated out loud so she didn’t forget why Olivia had to stay so far away. “And I think he’s capable of it too. I ran into his cousin the other day... and she asked about you. I told her I had no idea where you were. She says if I hear from you to tell you Billy has changed and wants his wife back,” Gabby told her against her better judgment. “But you know that’s bullshit, Olivia. He’ll never change.”


  “Yeah, I know he hasn’t changed—and never will. Don’t you worry about that. I’m never going back to him. I’ve learned my lesson, Gabby. I can be happy without a man,” Olivia said. “You just make sure your friend that works with him lets you know if Billy gets a serious girlfriend. I’ll have to keep my eye out for the divorce announcement if he does, because you know if he dates someone seriously, she’ll push him to pursue a divorce... and he has to be the one to do it and publish it nationwide for a non-contested divorce. If I do it, then he’ll know where I’m at.”


  “I’ll keep my ears open,” Gabby said. “Have you talked to Dad lately?”


  “Yep. He said you sucker-punched him... and got his foot itchin’ real good, so he went back. He got a job and was able to find an apartment right down the road from Mom—for a few weeks until she moved to the country—but he’s been picking up Emma every weekend. He also pops in every once in a while to take her to dinner. He says she’s fine when she’s with him. He doesn’t know what you were so worried about. I guess you didn’t tell him?”


  “Hell to the no! I wouldn’t say that to him unless I knew for sure. He’d kill Mark, but I feel better with him being here. That might keep Mark from picking up his game again with Emma—or worse—if he knows ‘Daddy’ is just down the road.”


  “Well, she’s not a baby anymore... She might look younger, but she is twelve now. I think she’s old enough that she’d say something, especially to Dad, if something freaky was going on. Oh, and Dad said if you called to give you his number so you could call him. Maybe you could get together for lunch or dinner or something. He’s lonely when he’s not with Emma,” Olivia said.


  “Not right now, Olivia. I just need some space from everyone to concentrate on me and Jake. Maybe I’ll get it the next time I call. My life is finally starting to take off. I feel like there’s been a big parachute dragging behind me for the last eighteen years and someone has finally just cut the strings. It’s like what you said, but for me, being away from our family gives me a sense of peace and freedom from the drama and stress of it all, which reminds me... We’re totally twins again! I got the tattoo!”


  “Seriously? Does it look just like mine and Mom’s?” Olivia asked enthusiastically.


  “Just like it! I took the artwork copy back to the same tat artist that gave Mom hers. Now we’re identical again... and free.”


  “What did Jake say about that?”


  “He paid for it. He said if it made me feel better, then he wanted me to have it. He loves it too, says it’s sexy—but we have to be sure his mama and daddy doesn’t see it. They are a tattoo-free family,” Gabby said and laughed.


  “Cool, now the only one who doesn’t have one is Emma. Let’s hope she doesn’t find out about yours and find a way to get one at her age! But seriously, Gabby... I got to run. I’m working out at the YMCA with my friends before work today since I’m working the late shift tonight. We need to finish this later. Can I call you back?” Olivia asked.


  “No... I’ll call you back as soon as I can—I don’t want to give out Jake’s parents’ number to anyone. If I can land a good enough job, I’m getting a cell phone. Then you got to get one too. ‘Talk anywhere... anytime,’” Gabby mimicked the baritone voice on the commercial and then giggled.


  Gabby sounded happy, and that made Olivia happy.


  “It’s good to hear you laugh, Gabby. I know emotionally, especially with the postpartum stuff, it hasn’t been easy for you”—Olivia paused—“but I want you to know I think you did the right thing. I’m sorry I couldn’t be there because of my jerk of a husband, but I am proud of you. Do you think of the baby much?”


  “Every day, Olivia. I make myself think of him every day. I don’t want to forget his smell, or his eyes, or that adorable tiny dent in his chin. I pray that his life is wonderful, but I’ll never give up on the hope that he finds me again one day. The pain is still there, but I haven’t cried for him in weeks. I think my heart is healing some.”


  “Well, it sounds like you’re making peace with it. And you and Jake will have lots of babies one day, when you guys are ready,” Olivia answered reassuringly.


  “I hope so. Well, I’m going to make you late if I don’t hang up... I’ll let you go. Love you, bye.”


  “Hey wait, Gabby!”


  “What?”


  “Happy birthday to you, too. Looks like we’re finally adults now,” Olivia said mischievously.


  “Yeah, looks like. Always wondered what that would feel like,” Gabby joked back.


  “Well, I think we’re through the worst, so the next eighteen are going to be the good years. Love you, Bye,” Olivia said and hung up, ending their conversation with their usual quick farewell—like a Band-Aid, pulling it off quickly so as not to drag out the pain.


  CHAPTER 18


  Olivia had enjoyed a day on the farm by herself. Uncle Jackson had been out fishing with his brothers while Olivia climbed up into the hayloft with a good book, two bottles of water, and a family-size pack of Cheetos. The mixture of fresh hay, horse, and leather tack always tickled her nose to remind her of their childhood, where she and Gabby had explored every barn they could come across, as well as chasing each other with cow prods and playing “dodge the cow patty” while racing from one end of the pasture to the other.


  So she’d fudged the truth with Gabby again. She didn’t feel bad about it. Gabby had enough to worry about—giving up a beautiful baby boy. She didn’t need to know that Olivia had dropped to less than a hundred pounds, unable to eat for the fear and worry over Billy finding her. She also missed her family. It was her first time away from Gabby and the others. Her uncle and cousins were great, but she’d barely known them. Now she lived off canned liquid vitamin juice, and even swallowing that was hard to do. But she’d learned one thing through it all: she was a damn good actress. No one suspected how bad off she really was.


  She lounged in a bubble bath, having washed the itchy hay off before a rash could set in, when she heard the front door open and close. Uncle Jackson was home early. She dried off quickly, throwing on some sweatpants and a T-shirt before quickly opening the bathroom door, not wanting to disappoint Uncle Jackson with no supper but getting caught up short with him home early.


  “Hey, Uncle Jackson. You’re home early! What do you want for supper tonight?” Olivia asked, smiling at her favorite uncle.


  “Girl, ain’t I ever gonna break you of that ‘hey’ stuff? Hay is for horses! You been here over a year now. It’s time you starting saying ‘hi,’” he teased her gruffly.


  “Whatever, Uncle Jackson... I think I’ll keep that smidgeon of southern with me,” Olivia said, winking at him over her shoulder before going back to digging through the refrigerator.


  “We’ll see about that!” he said, followed by a forced huff. He was all hot air; he loved all the bits of southern Olivia had brought with her—wouldn’t change a thing about her—and fondly referred to her as his southern belle when talking about her. He just wouldn’t admit it to Olivia. Olivia was a godsend coming when she did. His kids were now grown with families of their own. He’d gotten pretty lonely out there all alone on the farm with never any company, save his brothers and their wives. After his own wife died, he didn’t have the energy to pursue another wife and didn’t think he could ever replace the one he’d had anyway.


  “I think I’d like to make us some potato soup. Does that sound good?” Olivia asked.


  “Sounds good to me, honey,” Uncle Jackson answered.


  “Okay, I’ll be back. I’m going to run to the store for some fresh milk. The soup doesn’t taste right unless the milk is real fresh. Need anything else, Uncle Jackson?” she asked.


  “Nope. Be careful.”


  [image: C:\Users\Lisa\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\Temporary Internet Files\Content.IE5\CN8E3JFP\MC900438024[1].png]


  Olivia felt the fine hairs on her neck nervously tickle her as if in giddy expectancy as she walked to her car. Her nerves tightened like a fist to her stomach. Why hadn’t she listened to Uncle Jackson when he’d issued his standard “be careful?” That would include parking near a light pole, except it hadn’t been dark when she went in, only when she came out. She threw a long look over her shoulder... No one was there, but that didn’t convince her fluttery nerves, so she stopped walking abruptly to listen to the sounds around her: a car passing, the sound already fading away, the end of a long whistle on the Santa Fe train system that was such a part of this town she almost didn’t notice it, the faint buzzing of the Safeway grocery sign... nothing else—just the beat of her own heart, which sounded louder than anything else to her.


  She shook off the feeling as having too much caffeine and resumed a hurried walk, almost a run, toward her car, wishing she hadn’t let Uncle Jackson talk her into that late-night scary movie last night.


  Olivia climbed in, shoving the two bags of groceries into the passenger floorboard and quickly locking her door. She let out her breath that she didn’t realize she’d been holding, then laughed. She felt silly for getting herself all worked up about nothing; she was fine. Locked up tight, safe in her car.


  As she leaned over to look for the keyhole—there was no working interior light in this old thing—someone grabbed her head from behind, roughly pushing her down into the passenger seat and hulking over her to grab the keys out of her hand before she even knew what was happening.


  “It’s me, Olivia. Don’t scream,” said the voice from the back, his arm still through the bucket seats, holding her down firmly.


  Olivia’s blood ran cold. He had found her, after all this time. She was speechless; she wasn’t sure what to say or do. Thoughts raced through her head. Here was her past, looming over her, already having her at his mercy with one shove.


  “Olivia, I’m not here to hurt you. I just want to talk,” Billy said, his tone very un-Billy-like. “If you promise to hear me out, I’ll let you up.”


  Olivia didn’t answer—couldn’t answer. Her breath was coming faster and faster, in a panic. She didn’t know how to respond. He was probably going to kill her. Finally.


  “Olivia? I’m going to let you sit up, then I’m going to climb through the seats to the passenger side. I promise I’m not here to hurt you. You gotta believe me. I just want to talk,” Billy said again, his voice pleading.


  She’d never heard him sound this way. She felt his arm leave her, and she slowly sat up, looking all around for anyone that could help. Billy quickly climbed into the passenger seat, his big feet crushing her groceries, shoving them aside to place his feet on the floor. An image flashed across Olivia’s mind, those same boots roughly moving her across their kitchen floor, one kick at a time. She shuddered.


  Olivia walked her eyes up from the old familiar boots that had carried him here, a thousand miles and a year later, to the face she was still married to but had divorced over and over in her mind. Billy looked the same but different in some way. The anger—that’s what was missing... There wasn’t so much as his familiar muscle twitching forewarning her of the storm.


  “What d-d-do you want from m-m-me?” Olivia stammered, forcing the words out around her fright.


  “I want to tell you I’ve changed, Olivia. I want to go somewhere and talk.”


  “Billy... Uncle Jackson... he... he’s expecting me... right back. If I’m not h-h-home soon, he’ll start looking. All my uncles will—they’ll call the police. I c-c-can’t go anywhere with you,” Olivia forced the words out around the fear gripping her heart—stuttering in her hesitation—not wanting to invoke Billy’s temper in this confined space.


  “Then we’ll go there. I’ll ride with you. All I want to do is talk... Will that prove I’m not here to hurt you if we’re at your uncle’s?” Billy practically begged.


  Olivia hesitated. If I can get to Uncle Jackson, he’ll protect me. He can make him go away, Olivia thought. Then I’ll have to leave—find somewhere else safe—and start over again. Or maybe...


  “I agree on one condition. You follow me,” Olivia answered, looking for any way to keep her distance. She realized if she could just get him out of the car, she could drive straight to the police station.


  “Okay,” Billy said. “Agreed. But Olivia, I followed you here from your uncle’s house. I already know where it is. So if you’re trying to lose me, I’ll still end up there, with him.”


  There was no way Olivia could pull this off without putting Uncle Jackson at risk. She was going to have to do this Billy’s way—at least to begin with.
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  “Uncle Jackson, I’m home,” Olivia called out, trying to keep her voice steady. “I have someone with me.”


  “Just a minute, girl. I can’t hear you in here,” Uncle Jackson answered from the bathroom. Olivia heard the toilet flush and the water start. He’d be out any second. She chose to stand closer to the hallway, nearer the bathroom than the living room. When Uncle Jackson came out, it would be them on one side with Billy on the other.


  As Billy made himself comfortable on their old couch covered in a patchwork-square afghan that had seen its better days, Uncle Jackson came out of the bathroom, immediately seeing his guest and looking to Olivia, sensing her fear.


  “Who we got here, Olivia?” he asked.


  “This is Billy,” Olivia answered.


  “Her husband,” Billy added firmly but politely, following up with a respectful nod of his head.


  A look of confusion passed over Uncle Jackson. He looked again at Olivia and back to Billy, seemingly unsure of what to say. He glanced to the right of him, to his open bedroom door, where he kept his gun rack. Billy seemed to sense his thoughts.


  “Sir, I’m not here to make any trouble. I just want to talk to Olivia, that’s all,” Billy said evenly. “You can even sit right here with us if you like, sir. Or get your gun. It doesn’t matter to me... I still have to say what I came here to say.”


  “Well, young feller, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll take you up on that,” Uncle Jackson said, already midstride toward his room, taking advantage of the offer and trying to get a head start in case there was a changing of minds.


  Billy just waited patiently, looking at Olivia. There was not the slightest bit of fear showing on his face. He looked determined, resolved.


  Olivia felt frozen in place. She couldn’t move. In all her nightmares of facing Billy again, none of them bore any resemblance to the strange scene unfolding this night. She began to shiver, the cold creeping up from her bones to consume her entire body.


  Uncle Jackson came back quickly, carrying his shotgun, also holding a gritty look in his eye. His back looked straighter, his gait stronger. Olivia wasn’t sure if it was her imagination or hopeful thinking, but Uncle Jackson really looked resilient enough to take on her husband, with or without that shotgun.


  “Now what, young feller?” he asked, then pursing his lips and chewing on the inside of his mouth while he measured Billy’s intentions.


  “Sir, if you and Olivia would have a seat, I’ll try to say my piece and leave y’all alone to think about it,” Billy answered politely.


  “Throw that there afghan behind you onto this here chair,” Uncle Jackson said, pointing to the chair with the butt of the gun, not willing to take the scary end off Billy. “And Olivia, you sit down and cover up. You’re shaking, girl.”


  Billy reached slowly behind him and grabbed the afghan, tossing it to the chair, then looking at Olivia with a smile—a patient smile. Olivia just gawked at him for a moment, trying to figure him out, and then did as her uncle told her, picking up the blanket first and wrapping it around herself before sitting.


  Uncle Jackson sat stiffly in the matching chair, the one directly facing Billy. Taking another quick peek at Olivia and seeing her shaken pale face, he looked back at Billy.


  “You go ahead, then, young fella. Say what you came here for. Then you need to be gittin’ on out. It’s suppertime and me and Olivia were about to have some tator soup,” Uncle Jackson said, his voice tight with formality.


  “Okay. Olivia, I’ve—”


  “Shut up, Billy,” Olivia said, seeming to break out of her trance at the words she didn’t want to hear again. She knew from experience it could never happen—change—and she wanted to know the only important thing to her.


  “How did you find me?”


  “Here’s what was so funny, Olivia,” Billy said, following it with a small laugh, not even getting flustered at her rude interruption, acting as if they were friends and had been chatting for hours. “It was my dad that helped me figure it out. We talked a few weeks ago and he asked about you again. I told him I didn’t know where you took off to. Dad said something that really struck a bell with me. He said, ‘That’s so unlike Olivia... She always seemed so predictable.’


  “I thought about him saying that all night, Olivia. And you know what? I figured it out. He was wrong; you were never predictable... You were responsible. And responsible people don’t just up and quit their jobs and take off to parts unknown and mooch off someone else. I knew you wouldn’t do that. You would have had to be responsible enough to get a job first. So after I worked that out in my head, it hit me that you probably didn’t quit your job after all. You probably asked for a transfer.


  “I was mad at myself for not thinking of it sooner. I called my friend at your job—the one you never quite believed I had—and all he had to do was sneak into the office and look for an employee report and boom,”—Billy slapped his hands together so loud Olivia jumped in fear and began to tremble all over again—“there you were, still employed... same job, but different location.”


  Billy stopped talking. He noticed Olivia was shaking and her Uncle Jackson had raised the gun again.


  “Olivia! I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to startle you. Seriously, I’m really sorry,” he said, starting to get up.


  “Sit down!” Uncle Jackson’s voice roared across the room. It startled Olivia even more than the unexpected clap of Billy’s hands. She’d never heard him raise his voice before.


  “I’m sorry, sir. I was just going to—” Billy said, caught in that funny position between sitting and standing.


  “Don’t make no matter to me what you thought you were just going to do. You’ll sit right back down on that couch or you’ll leave followed by the spittin’ end of my gun,” Uncle Jackson said through clenched teeth.


  “Okay. Let me start again,” Billy began hesitantly. “Olivia, I know you’re afraid of me, and you have every right to be. I did you wrong, as I’m sure your uncle knows,” he said, trying to maintain eye contact with Olivia but sneaking a peek at the gun as well. “And I didn’t come here to try to deny it or blame you for it in any way. It was my fault. I take full responsibility. You didn’t do a thing wrong. I understand all that now,” he said, pausing to take a big breath.


  “You may already know this from your sister, but after you left and I couldn’t find you, I got all kinds of mad—crazy mad. I couldn’t control myself or stay out of trouble. I was taken out of your mama’s apartments in handcuffs by her neighbor first. That was just the start. I spent a good bit of time at the bars, drinking. By myself. I picked quite a few fights. I was struggling, Olivia. I was so alone and mad; I was looking for anyone to take the heat and get it off my back. So I ended up getting arrested. The first time I got off with just night in jail and a fine. The second time, the same thing... but the third time I spent thirty days in jail, had to pay a fine, and was ordered to go through some anger management classes while on probation.


  “I didn’t want to go to those bullshit clas—”


  “Watch your mouth, son!” Uncle Jackson interrupted. “I’ll have none of that in my home. Ya hear me?”


  “Yes, sir, I apologize, to you and Olivia,” Billy said respectively. “May I go on?”


  Olivia felt like she was in a dream. This polite young man in front of her looked like her Billy, but he wasn’t acting like him.


  “Go on, then,” Uncle Jackson agreed cantankerously.


  “I didn’t want to go to those classes. But I had to,” Billy continued. “After the first couple, I started to think they’re talking about me, describing me perfectly. It’s like when you go to church and feel like someone musta been talkin’ to the pastor about ya because he’s preaching something that you just know is directed right at ya? It was like that. It all started to make sense then and I learned... I really learned where my anger was coming from and how to handle it without my fists. I haven’t been in a fight since, Olivia. And I’ve been under some heavy pressure. Missing you, wanting you back... I’d started drinking, too much drinking. I lost my job. But I never lost my temper again, and I promise I’ll never raise a hand to another woman in this lifetime,” he finished.


  Billy sat gazing at Olivia, who was looking back at him thinking she had no idea how to respond to that, her heart for him still frozen. Uncle Jackson sat still as a sniper, the pointy end of his gun not quite aimed at Billy now, but still within deadly blast range. His eyes were fixed on Billy too. Nobody spoke for a moment. The silence in here is thick enough to hear a cricket fart, Olivia thought, unwilling to be the one to break it but bored by Billy’s story of change.


  “Olivia, that’s not all,” Billy said, finally breaking the stillness. “When my anger management classes let out, I had to walk past another class going on in the same building. Every day I overheard parts of their conversations as I was walking by. When I finished my required hours for the judge, I stopped by that class one day and asked the lady if I could sit in. She let me after I told her I was separated. It was a marriage counseling class, Olivia. I was the only one there without a wife, and it was embarrasin’, but I really wanted to know what I did wrong in our marriage. I already knew it was all me and had a lot to do with my temper, but I also wanted to know what were the right things to do. I went to every class they had, Olivia. Never knowing if I’d ever see you again and not knowing I’d figure out where to look... I still went.”


  “Did you, now?” Olivia said sarcastically, finally interested in his story and feeling slightly braver having seen Billy bowing down to Uncle Jackson’s vigilance this long without snapping.


  “Yep, I did. There’s too much to tell you sitting here tonight. But I’ll do my best to sum it up for ya. From the other couples in the class, I learned ya could love someone ya hate and hate someone ya love—and I know you hate me, Olivia—but there’s lots of people who have rebuilt their marriage starting from there. I also learned my biggest problem was probably my constant criticism of you. It started nearly every fight we had. I was killing your love for me with those words. I know that now, and I’m sorry. I learned that a strong marriage cannot continue with that kind of pattern without destroying it, and I realized that’s what happened to us—I mean me. I did it... not you. I know how to give constructive suggestions without being demanding now. I also know that a woman’s needs are different than us men, and I wasn’t taking care of those needs for you, mostly emotional, but also the type of physical touch a woman wants: holding hands, rubbing her back, touching her hair. I’d stopped doing that, Olivia. I don’t know when or why, but I know now you can’t ever stop.” Billy paused again, taking a deep breath and letting it out before beginning again.


  “I also went to church. I found peace there. I think the most important thing I’ve taken from church is when the pastor read about what Luke wrote, when Jesus was speaking. He said, ‘Love your enemies. Do good to those who hate you. Bless those who curse you. Pray for those who mistreat you... And do unto others as you would have them do to you.’


  “It was like a lightning bolt to my heart, Olivia. You had done all that. You had done what Jesus said, but I didn’t.” Billy finished, tears sparkling in his eyes, overflowing to run rivers down his cheeks and drip off his strong jaw.


  Olivia sat across the room, gazing back, mirroring his tears. Her heart had melted. She was going home.


  CHAPTER 19


  Two Years Later:


  Emma puttered around in her pajamas, putting away her clean laundry she’d brought home from Mom’s, who was living in the trailer across the street and had taken the washer and dryer with her. At fourteen, she basically had her own place and was responsible for her own clothes and housekeeping. Life happened fast—that much she was sure of.


  Even months after the fact, Emma still could hardly believe Mom had actually kicked Mark out. They’d fought and she let him return—after only a day or two—so many times it seemed like it would never be the end of their nightmare.


  Mom had moved them out of the apartment and into the country almost two years ago, with Mark coming along, of course, shortly after Gabby left home. Things had gone from bad to worse here—for Mom and Emma—especially after Mark lost his bar. Mom put up with his moods and his laziness on top of his random outbursts of abuse and watched him lie around and not contribute anything for nearly a year. Then came the big one—a major brawl.


  Emma was thirteen then and Dad had just brought her home from a weekend visit when he heard the battle going on inside the trailer. Although he and Mom still weren’t friends, had barely even spoken since the separation, Dad couldn’t stand to hear her screams or bear that someone else was hurting his children’s mother, especially after what she’d been through with him. He’d stormed in, with his old temper flared back to life, and attacked Mark, defending Mom. He didn’t stand much of a chance, being about half a foot shorter than Mark and having a much shorter reach, but he’d done his best and had at least distracted Mark from Mom before being shoved out and down the stairs, where he received his own share of bruises and scrapes.


  It had happened, finally. Dad saw something with his own eyes—thank God—without me having to tell our secrets, Emma thought. Dad had a serious conversation with Mom, telling her he didn’t want Emma around that mess and reminding her that was the reason for their own divorce, to keep the girls from seeing that same thing.


  Mom hadn’t needed his reminders. She was finally done with Mark; she had taken enough of his abuse and threw him out. And miraculously, this time he stayed out—disappeared—not even in town anywhere. No calls begging Mom to come back. No threats to Emma when Mom wasn’t home to talk her mom into letting him coming back or else. Emma waited for months, holding her breath, waiting for that phone call or the knock on the door when Mom was at work. She barely ate or slept. But gradually she lowered her guard. This time he really did go—vanished. It was a blessing. It finally felt like the nightmare was over.


  Emma knew it was really over for Mom when she started dating the guy across the street—another drinker—but this one was a happy-go-lucky drinker. He was all about good times and making Mom laugh; he could make anyone smile. After six months of inseparable dating, she said she was moving in with him.


  Emma wasn’t risking it again—no matter how nice this one “seemed.” Even if this one never looked at Emma twice, she still didn’t want to stick around and take the risk of watching someone else drop his mask and start knocking her mom around.


  When Mom announced the move—to just across the street—Emma told her she wasn’t going. It was time for her to spread her wings and fly, or actually dig in her feet and nest, in this case.


  Daniel, her boyfriend, had a job working on a paint crew and had offered to keep up the rent and utilities on Mom’s trailer for Emma. Emma hadn’t let any moss grow under her feet. She told him yes! Pack his things! Then she defiantly told Mom that same day she was staying—expecting a brawl—but surprisingly Mom didn’t put up any fight; she just said, “Fine, you’ll be across the street where I can keep an eye on you.” She wasn’t even concerned about Daniel moving in. Mom had just let her go, even if it was only across the street. She didn’t even make her attend school anymore. I’m only fourteen years old, for God’s sake, Emma had thought, but didn’t want to say it aloud and cut off her nose to spite her face.


  Keep an eye on me? Right, Emma thought. Like that was going to happen. If Mom had really wanted to keep an eye on her, she should’ve done it in her own home. Mark would have gone, Gabby would have stayed, and this last chapter of her life could have been rewritten with a much happier storyline.


  “Daniel, wake up,” Emma whispered while giving him a gentle nudge. “It’s time for you to go to work. You’re going to be late!”


  Mom had been in denial about Daniel too, always claiming to everyone that he and Emma were just friends, telling the high and mighty Gabby when she visited a month ago that she was ridiculous to imply that Emma was having sex with that boy! Gabby just happened to drive up as Daniel crawled out her bedroom window—rotten timing—and Gabby had to dust off her big-sister superwoman cape as she pulled it out and started asking him his age, rank, and serial number—immediately reporting it to Mom and claiming she needed to watch Emma closer. So much for that, Emma thought.


  It was too late for that bullshit, anyway. Gabby should’ve been here instead of running off and getting all fancified like Jake and his family, leaving her to fend for herself. While Gabby was living the easy life in her pretty new house, Emma would rather mooch off the welfare of Daniel, no matter what the cost, than live one more day with one of Mom’s boyfriends or ask one of her big sisters for help. If she did, they’d just ask questions, and her life consisted of things she wasn’t answering to—secrets to be kept and forgotten, buried with her someday.


  Emma had seen Olivia a few times before Mark had left, and before Dad had taken her on that last road trip back to the Midwest. Olivia had been back home with Billy for a while by that time, but Dad still took Emma to visit her uncles and the Midwest, wanting her to be familiar with her roots.


  That had been a needed escape from her daily life. If only Dad had known how needed and how much of an escape, he would have never brought her home. He’d gotten into sales soon after Olivia and Gabby talked him into coming back from Mississippi and was gone travelling most of the week. She clung to the anticipation of the upcoming weekends he would spend with her like a fevered castaway to a raft, floating aimlessly in shark-infested waters, taking on water until he scooped her up—saving her—if only for a short time before unknowingly throwing her back into dangerous waters.


  Looking back, she should have just told him, or Olivia. But there were some things a daughter just couldn’t tell her daddy. She had sort of told Gabby when it first started and Gabby went to battle for her, losing and almost getting thrown out of the house over it. When she realized her mother didn’t believe them, she’d lost all faith in ever telling again, fearing Mom would blame her and throw her out, just as Mark said she would. She was a child when it all started—easily influenced by the lies of grown-ups and afraid of losing her mother. But she wasn’t a child anymore. That little girl was gone.


  It had seemed Olivia wasn’t ever coming home for a while, like she was just going to forget about them here and live her life out on her uncle’s farm so far away. Then to everyone’s surprise, here she was—back with Billy—but she didn’t have much time for Emma, or anything except her job, and the new Billy. Or so she said, but everyone knew the truth. Billy didn’t allow her to see her family. He hadn’t changed so much after all.


  Before Mom had thrown out Mark, Emma had hoped Olivia would see, now that she was home. But Emma was powerless to give her any clues; she was terrified of what Mark would do if she did, and Olivia was so absorbed with making things work with Billy that she looked right past Emma the few times she did visit.


  If only she had looked through her instead of past her, maybe she would have seen the poison hiding just within, trying to bubble up and consume her... but she didn’t. Olivia may as well have still been a thousand miles away. But Emma was still hopeful and afraid each time Olivia asked her how she was. She wanted to be brave enough to tell her the truth but was too scared. She despairingly gave her what she needed to hear—what everyone needed to hear—her go-to answer of “fine.”


  Yep, just fine, she thought. I survived it on my own and came through it. It’s done.


  “Daniel! Get up!” Emma insisted again. “It’s Friday... last day of the week. Come on!”


  She was excited about their plans tonight. Daniel had a friend that was going to loan Emma her driver’s license; the friend was eighteen. Emma had swiped a good close-up picture of Mom lying on the beach with a clear shot of her dragonfly tattoo. Tonight she would finally join her mom and sisters, united by their marks of freedom, even if divided by miles and the hidden parts of their own lives.


  She was just glad it was over. Finally, she was free.
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  Bang, bang, bang... As Emma tried to open her eyes, the sunlight stabbed her with hot pitchforks straight to the brain. What is that noise? Emma thought as she looked around to find herself sleeping in the chair. The room was covered in beer cans and liquor bottles and overflowing ashtrays filled with cigarettes and blunts. The smell was terrible.


  Bang, bang, bang... again.


  “Emma, open this door!” Mom yelled.


  “Just a minute, Mom,” Emma answered back, hoping Mom could hear her barely-more-than-a-whisper response. “Give me a minute!”


  “Hurry up. I’m standing out here in my pajamas,” Mom demanded impatiently.


  Emma jumped up, swaying as soon as her feet hit the floor, with both her hands against her head, trying to hold it together. It felt like someone wiggling the shiny end of an axe right into her skull; the pain was ripping it apart.


  She tried to hurry the few steps into the kitchen, grabbing the trash can and bringing it back to the living room where she leaned it over on one end of the coffee table and using her arm, swept everything inside. Then she quickly picked up the remnants from the party off the carpet and moved to the kitchen table, using the same concept to wipe paper plates with half-eaten pizza, chips, and more beer cans into the trash can. She twisted the top and tucked it in, hoping to block the smell, and dragged it into the hallway, away from the kitchen and living room.


  “Coming, Mom!” she yelled a bit louder, quickly walking to the door and unlocking it.


  “What the hell were you doing?” Mom asked, looking around as she came in.


  “I wasn’t dressed. I was trying to find something to put on,” Emma lied as she slumped back down into the chair she’d slept in, holding her head in her hands.


  “Emma, I’ve been hearing all kinds of stories of parties going on around here later than usual—sometimes all night—when I’m working third shift. Is that true?” Mom asked.


  “I wouldn’t call them parties... I mean, it is okay to have friends over, right? Daniel’s paying for this place now, so I don’t think I can tell him his friends can’t come hang out, Mom.”


  “Well, it smells like beer in here... and worse. You need to get off your ass and clean it up. I raised you better than this.”


  “Mom... you know I usually keep my place clean. I’m just not feeling good today,” Emma said, defending herself.


  It’s true. When I’m not drinking, I do keep my place neat as a pin, Emma thought. I’ve just spent more time drinking than cleaning lately, trying to feel good... feel right... feel anything and kill the pain. Ask me, Mom... Just ask me... You can see I’m drinking; don’t deny it... Help me put the pieces back together again, Mom. Help me put me back together... See me!


  “Well, I like what you’ve done with the place, all your fairies and stuff,” Mom said as she looked around. “You’ve really done a good job redecorating, Emma.”


  Mom had always been a dreamer—she loved fairies and moons and stars—but had kept her stuff mostly in her room, choosing not to press her whimsical nature onto her girls and keeping the decor neutral throughout their home.


  Apparently it had rubbed off on Emma anyway. She had strands of glassy, vibrant beads hung to separate the bedroom doors from the living space, magical-looking fairies with petal-like wings hanging from the windows, and a few beautiful prints of Orion shining his twinkling stars peppered around the living room and kitchen. Warm afghan blankets covered in starbursts of color snuggled over the couch and chair with embroidered footstools holding stacks of inviting books, hugging the corners. Emma had made her home warm and friendly—welcoming even.


  “I brought you some leftover Chinese from dinner last night. Here you go,” Mom said, dropping a Styrofoam box in Emma’s lap, the smell immediately emanating to her nose, tickling her gag reflexes.


  Emma jumped up and made a run for the bathroom, making it to the john just in time to have a sneak peek at what all went in the night before. That was the only way she’d know, as she’d started having blackouts.


  According to Daniel, she could be acting normal—as normal as you can when you’re drunk—walking and talking, even eating, but wouldn’t remember a darn thing about it the next day, as was the case today. She didn’t even know who had been there last night, other than Daniel.


  Mom followed, grabbing her long hair just in time and pulling it back to keep it from getting wet and nasty in her vomit. Emma heaved a few more times and then sat back against the wall, wiping the long streams of thick spit with one swipe of her arm.


  “What the hell is wrong with you? Are you pregnant?” Mom asked.


  “No, Mom. Just hand me a washcloth, please,” Emma answered.


  Mom reached into the cabinet and pulled out a washcloth, wetting it and handing it to Emma. “Well, then, what is it? Why are you throwing up?”


  “Because I got drunk last night, Mom,” Emma said, deciding to throw some truth out and see how Mom could deal with it.


  “Oh, Emma. You’re not even old enough to drink,” Mom answered. “Seriously, did you pick up a bug?”


  “No, Mom. I told you. I got totally wasted last night. I also got the tattoo,” Emma insisted, stooping again over the toilet, feeling another wave coming on.


  Mom pulled out the neck on Emma’s stretchy pajama top and gasped. Emma snickered. Mom’s righteous indignation was enough to strengthen her stomach for one good laugh.


  “How in the hell did you get that? You aren’t even old enough to get a tattoo!” Mom shouted, causing Emma to put her hands over her ears.


  “Yeah, yeah... I’m not old enough to live on my own or quit school or a lot of other things either, Mom... but here I am,” Emma said, the sadness dripping through her sarcasm.


  “Well, you wanted all those things, so don’t come bitchin’ to me about it now. I never could control you girls,” Mom said, walking out of the bathroom. “Call me or come on over if you need to go to the doctor to see about that virus.”


  Emma threw the wet washcloth out the door where it hit the hallway wall and splattered, then slid to the floor. Mom had jumped back into the River of De’Nial and there would be no pulling her out.


  Emma had been drinking frequently, in secret, for a year—the hard stuff—to get through her life, even leaving the empty bottles in the bottom of her closet in plain sight. The bottles were invisible to Mom, just like Emma seemed invisible to the whole world—except Mark—who she had never seemed to be able to disappear from when she needed to.


  Now she’d outright told Mom the truth—one of her truths—and she still basically accused Emma of being a liar. Why would she lie about doing something she wasn’t supposed to be doing? What the hell sense did that make?


  She really was on her own, but at least she was free.
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  Emma and Daniel kept house—two kids playing grown-up, without interference from anyone. Emma spent her days cleaning house, doing laundry, and getting dinner ready for the two of them, sometimes inviting Mom and her new boyfriend over when she’d taken special care to learn a new recipe.


  The evenings were a different story. It was quickly made known to all the teenage kids within a twenty-mile radius that Emma and Daniel had a cool place to hang, without the meddling of parents. If someone wanted to hang out and party all night, cool. If they wanted to bring their friends too, even better.


  Life was one big party to Emma and although she had given up her childhood, being an adult wasn’t so bad without fear’s ugly shadow breathing over her shoulder, keeping her on red alert, listening and watching for the slightest hint that her privacy was about to be invaded.


  She slept in the comfort and protectiveness of Daniel’s arms and thought life couldn’t get any better. Daniel provided for them well enough, and when they needed something, Mom was right across the street, picking up the slack.


  She didn’t need Gabby’s perfect husband and house or Olivia’s wonderful but broken life. This was all she wanted; this was what it felt like to be free. At fourteen, she had it all.


  CHAPTER 20


  Gabby pulled into the parking lot of her new job. It was full as she arrived for her first day as an executive secretary for the French-owned company. She was extremely nervous. She still couldn’t believe she applied, made it through the interview, and was chosen for the position: a fancy title, a five thousand-dollar increase in salary, and a bump up in the world!


  Gabby had started her life with Jake with a new job, working at a ladies clothing distribution center. No one—not the supervisors, coworkers, or the management team who periodically walked through the distribution center—thought she’d last a week. At barely a hundred and fifteen pounds soaking wet, she was tasked with working the denim line. This included pulling a picking ticket, finding the location to be shipped to, waiting for the proper boxed and banded product to come down the conveyor, and pull it off, sticking the address label onto it, then swinging the box onto a different conveyor to be checked by the next person in line.


  It’s amazing how much a box of jeans weighed when there were two dozen pairs of them together. But Gabby figured out a way to do it, different than everyone else, getting the job done by using the yellow bands around the box to sling it onto her right leg while she balanced on her left and taking a big hop to the next conveyer, then sliding it aboard while slapping on the label she’d positioned just barely in her mouth in anticipation of it coming down the line. It was hard work, but she never complained and never fell behind the few months she was “on the floor.”


  When a clerical position was posted for upstairs—the corporate office—she was encouraged by her supervisors to try for it... adamantly refusing, saying she had no office experience. But they pressed her to apply anyway based on her attitude and perseverance, and they had backed her with glowing references.


  Gabby knew the only reason she got the office job was because of them. She could just picture them upstairs hulking over the “office people,” bullying them into taking her. However it happened, she was moved upstairs. At that time, being promoted to the accounts payable department seemed like huge and exciting break for someone as young as Gabby, having no experience or accounting degree. Looking back, it wasn’t exciting, just a break... another stepping stone.


  She’d been assigned a claustrophobia-inducing cubicle, processing accounts payable bills for their seven hundred-plus locations. Boring didn’t begin to describe her typical day there.


  There were five other accounting clerks surrounding her in their own cubicle worlds—each day not unlike the day before, filled with wearied sighs mingling with the sounds of six adding machines, seeming to race in their quest to crunch the numbers and burp up matching tapes. Six rubber stamps roughly massaging the utility, lease and sanitation bills and six electric staplers pounding almost in rhythm with one another... completing each package, only to start all over with the next one on the never-ending, never-changing stacks of invoices. She felt lost amid the mounds of paperwork and symphony of adders, stampers, and staplers—the life being sucked out of her, burying her alive in her own cubicle where one day they would dig through the pile looking for past-due bills and find her body. Cause of death: excessive boredom.


  After a combined year at this company between the two positions, Jake had encouraged her to try for something different. He believed she could do anything, so she answered an online ad for an executive secretary that offered a much higher salary. The timing was perfect.


  She and Jake had just moved into their new home two months ago and money was very tight. While a small ranch-style home and a piece of the woods might not seem like much to some people, to them it was a dream come true. To save money, they’d suffered through living with his parents for over a year while the house was being built. While they adored them, they missed their first place together. Any four adults in one house can take the patience out of anybody. It had taken every dime of their savings to build and they were mortgaged up to the huckleberries, as Jake liked to say. It was by far the nicest home Gabby had ever lived in during her twenty years and the only new home.


  As Gabby stepped out of her car in her new Anne Klein suit and chunky heels, she felt on top of the world. Having met the controller and the assistant controller offsite for the interview, this would be her first time seeing the office. If the way the controller had been dressed was any indication of the dress code here, she was far from it but as close as her already-extended budget would get her, this suit and shoes being the nicest outfit she’d bought.


  At the interview, she couldn’t help but notice the controller’s crisp French-cuffed sleeves with gold-monogramed cufflinks, his tailored suit with Italian leather shoes, and his gold Rolex. The tie he’d worn looked like it probably cost as much as Gabby’s entire new suit.


  She’d been creeped out at the interview as Mr. Arnaud, the controller, just sat at the end of the table with his fingers steepled under his chin, watching her the entire hour. Mr. Hort, or Danny as he told her to call him, facilitated the interview, sometimes looking to Mr. Arnaud as if to ask if he had anything to add. But he never did. An introduction and handshake was all Gabby got from Mr. Arnaud... and a handshake out the door. She really thought she must have botched the interview from the lack of interaction she’d gotten from him. She went home depressed and defeated and resolved to just stick to accounts payable a while, but no sooner had she walked in the door when Mr. Hort called to ask when she could start. She was ecstatic. She gave her company two weeks’ notice, and here she was today, feeling polished and professional and ready to start something new—and better.


  Gabby straightened her suit, took a deep breath, and walked through the front door. She found herself standing in a foyer looking directly upon an L-shaped desk set back against the wall. The person at this desk had a view directly to the doors and beyond. It must be nice to be able to look outside while stuck inside for eight hours a day, she thought. I can’t wait to see if my office has a window. She didn’t see anybody so she just stood there waiting. It was only a moment before Mr. Hort came from right around the corner. Uh-oh, she thought, he’s wearing khakis. No suit. A button-up shirt without a tie? Is this office business-casual? Maybe this is a special casual day?


  “Hi, Gabby! So glad to have you here,” he said while shaking her hand. Mr. Hort—Danny—looked to be in his late twenties, with an easygoing smile. He was extremely friendly and made her feel at ease instantly. “Let me show you to your desk.”


  They walked directly to the desk in front of them. Crap... Gabby thought. She’d really been dreaming of an office. Now she felt like she needed to take herself down a peg or two, but at least she hadn’t asked Danny where her “office” was. This seemed more like a receptionist desk than an executive secretaries, but it would do. At least it had a view outside, not surrounded by dirty cubicle walls isolating her from any and everything else.


  “My office is just right there,” he said as he pointed to the first office across and to the right of her. Gabby could see his desk, which meant he could see her at her desk. That might be awkward all day long. Hopefully as the assistant controller, he would be too busy to worry about what she was doing. “I’ll let you get comfortable and I’ll be back in a half hour to give you the tour and go over your duties.”


  “Thanks, Danny,” Gabby said as he walked away smiling. She took a look around and her heart nearly froze. Directly to her right, about twenty feet away, was the start of a row of three more L-shaped desks, all directly facing her work area and all containing middle-aged, mean-looking women staring right at her. She gave a wave. No reaction. Okaay... wonder if I’m replacing someone they must have liked? Oh well, we’ll just have to work past that, Gabby thought to herself. She walked directly up to the first desk and introduced herself. “Hi, I’m Gabby.”


  “I’m Susan,” the first lady answered, standing up to walk around the desk and shake Gabby’s hand. Upon seeing the way Susan was dressed, Gabby thought she understood the problem. The next two ladies got up and walked over and introduced themselves as Eileen and Joanie. All three ladies were wearing what appeared to be very worn clothing: sloppy slacks, baggy shirts, and cheap sandals. Gabby was overdressed and couldn’t have looked more out of place if she tried.


  “So what do you ladies do?” Gabby asked, trying to look as if she didn’t notice their choice of fashion.


  “We do everything,” Eileen said smugly. “We run this place—taking orders, processing picking lists, and sending it to the back to get picked. Then we check it when it gets boxed up, process the packing list, reconcile the inventory, cut an invoice, tape it, and send it out the door.”


  “Oh,” Gabby said. “What do you... umm... pick and pack?”


  “Seriously? You just walked in for your first day on the job and you don’t even know what we sell here?” Susan asked, surprised but not nearly as spiteful as Eileen had sounded.


  “Well... at the interview it didn’t come up. I... I think I’m going to be handling—”


  “Ladies, I see you’re welcoming our new girl, Gabby. Gabby will be the executive secretary, handling anything Tom, myself, or Danny might need,” Mr. Arnaud said as he walked out of an office facing what Gabby would later hear referred to as the bullpen: the area where these nice ladies sat.


  The looks that passed between the three ladies were contemptuous to put it mildly, but Mr. Arnaud gently steered Gabby away and back to her desk. “Never mind them,” he said. “They will warm up to you. You’ve outclassed them with your lovely suit.”


  “Mr. Arnaud, I apologize. I assumed this was appropriate attire. I didn’t mean to make anyone else feel bad,” Gabby said with a desperate tone in her voice. She was afraid he was going to tell her she wasn’t the right fit for the job within the first five minutes of her first day and send her home, but she couldn’t help but notice he was dressed very similar to what he had worn to her interview, much nicer than she herself was dressed.


  “I wore clothes like theirs at my last job. I still have all of them... It’s no problem at all. Tomorrow I can be here in business casual.” She wanted to fit in. Besides, all her other new things still had the tags; she could take them back.


  Mr. Arnaud looked Gabby up and down and smiled. “That won’t be necessary, Gabby. Your attire is perfect for your new position. I expect you to set a standard that maybe they will eventually reach for. You look very nice.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Gabby said, getting that same weird feeling she had during the interview. Maybe she just wasn’t used to getting compliments from men who seemed twice her age and not her husband. She could feel the blush creeping up her neck.


  “I’ve arranged for Danny, my assistant, to give you the tour of the place and go over your assigned duties. He should be with you in just a few moments. Help yourself to some coffee if you like and make yourself comfortable,” Mr. Arnaud said while gesturing to a small nook containing a table with chairs and a recessed wall housing a refrigerator, sink, and cabinets. A full coffee pot sat brewing on the counter.


  “Thank you again, sir, but I don’t drink coffee, and I’ve already had my tea this morning,” Gabby answered.


  “Hmm... tea? How interesting. Well, if there’s anything you need, I think you saw where my office is. But Danny should be able to answer all your questions.”


  Mr. Arnaud walked back to his office, while Gabby sat down in her chair. There appeared to be three offices going straight down the hall, all facing out toward the bullpen where Susan, Eileen, and Joanie sat. Two of the offices belonged to Mr. Arnaud and Danny, so the third must be the president of the company, which Gabby had not met yet. His was on the end.


  Gabby focused on arranging the few items she’d brought for her desk until Danny returned to take her on a tour of the business, both front office and stockroom, explaining they sold parts for textile equipment. Good. At least now Gabby knew what they did here and was prepared for Eileen’s next catty attack. As the executive secretary, Gabby was assigned with taking care of the president, Mr. Hinson—taking his calls, handling his correspondence, mail, calendar, traveling arrangements, and such. Gabby was also to provide administrative assistance to Mr. Arnaud and Danny as needed, after her duties to Mr. Hinson had been completed. Oh crap, Gabby thought. Travel arrangements? She’d never even been on a plane and certainly didn’t know the first thing about arranging for travel. She’d also never used a word-processing system in her job in accounting. She was in over her head! This was going to be far different from accounts payable. Oh well, fake it ‘til you make it. She’d figure it out as she went along.


  Part II
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  Don’t hesitate, dragonfly—fly...


  CHAPTER 21


  “Let’s go, Olivia,” Billy said tersely, with a mean look in his eyes, walking straight past her with his bag over his shoulder, leading the way, not breaking his stride.


  She apologized to her friend, one of the other player’s wives, who she’d been chatting with during the game and while waiting for the team to come off the field. Billy had rudely interrupted her friend in the middle of a sentence with his abrupt order to leave, but she knew she’d better not linger. She said her good-byes in one wave to all the ladies and followed Billy.


  Olivia could see he was mad; that was obvious in his rigid, red face and the way he was walking: long, strong, fast steps... bobbing and weaving around the other players and their families huddled around, talking details about the game—or details for the next game—cooling down with a drink from the cooler, some sitting down to eat a snack their wives had brought for them.


  “Hey, Billy! Next game maybe we’ll just let Olivia bat for you,” his buddy Chad yelled out, starting a round of laughter with the guys—their way of playing off a loss or someone’s bad game by throwing insults at each other, acting as if it didn’t matter. To some, it really didn’t. But to Billy it did.


  Billy had struck out. Not once, but twice. He let the jibe go unanswered as he continued his march away from the bleachers and out of the park with Olivia quickly following behind, dragging the heavy ice chest and trying to keep up.


  They reached their car and Billy popped the trunk, throwing his bag in and leaving it open for Olivia to drop in the cooler. He got in before she’d made it to the car. She hurried the last few steps so as not to make him wait, slung in the cooler, slammed the lid shut, and rounded the corner too quick in her rush to get to the door, ungracefully smacking her hipbone against the side of the car.


  She got in holding her hand against the ache and settled into the seat, breathing hard from the half-run, carrying the cooler, to keep up with him.


  “What the hell was that?”


  “What?” Olivia asked.


  “That damn noise, Olivia,” he answered angrily.


  “Oh, I just bumped my hip on the car. I’m fine.”


  “Better not have put a mark on my car.”


  Olivia didn’t answer. She knew better. But in her head she thought about all the marks he’d put on her and wondered how a car could be so much more important than your wife. She could see a storm coming and hoped they could make it home first—or completely avoid it—by not antagonizing him with any sort of answer.


  A few moments of silence passed and Billy glanced to Olivia, ready to try again.


  “I guess you don’t need to come to any more games, Olivia,” Billy snapped out at her.


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t bring you to watch all the other players. I saw you watching the game but looking away when I was up to bat. I saw that shit. Every time I left home plate you were chatting away to your friend. But when someone else was up to bat, you only had eyes for them,” Billy answered.


  “Billy, I wasn’t watching them... I was watching the game. I watched you almost the entire time,” Olivia insisted, although she had looked away when he struck out because she knew he’d be looking at her to see if she saw. She was trying to save him from being embarrassed.


  “That’s bullshit,” he screamed, slamming his hand on the steering wheel.


  Olivia flinched, but did not answer or try to deny it again. She knew from experience if his rage spiked she’d be lucky to make it out of the car alive. It was like being on a roller coaster, not knowing where the big dip was until you were already at the top looking down.


  “Well, I guess if you were watching, you saw me strike out, then?” he asked, trying to find a point to stick her on.


  “I saw it, Billy. I felt bad for you so I looked away. But you weren’t the only one to strike out and you played better ball than almost everyone out there today,” Olivia said, trying to defuse his mood.


  “Yeah, Olivia. And if I hadn’t been so distracted by my wife wearing shorts, trying to catch the eye of every guy out there, I wouldn’t have struck out,” he accused.


  “Billy. I’ve worn shorts to every game; all the ladies do. It’s hot on those bleachers in the direct sun,” Olivia answered hesitantly. She didn’t want to argue with him, but she sure didn’t want this turning into a jealousy fight. Those were the worst. Better he be mad about the game or something else.


  “You can just keep your ass at home from now on. I’ll play better without you there to worry about,” he spat out hatefully.


  Olivia wouldn’t argue, but she hoped he didn’t mean it. She loved watching softball, not just for the game, but because it was one of the few things they did together, and he usually treated her better in front of other people. It was a welcome respite from how things were at home.


  She was also happy to engage in some female conversation, which was rare. Billy blew a fuse if she talked to one of her sisters or her mom, so she had avoided their calls and rarely called one of them. That would just encourage them to call her and she didn’t want to tell them not to. She was ashamed and embarrassed that things didn’t work out like she thought they were going to and she didn’t want them to know everything.


  They pulled into their drive and Billy was the first to get out, slamming his door and stomping through the front door, leaving it hanging open for Olivia.


  Only a few seconds passed before he yelled out, “Hurry up and shut the damn door, Olivia. The a/c is running!”


  Olivia sighed and got out as fast as she could with her hip still hurting. She fished the cooler out of the trunk, taking it in to unload it and dump the ice. Billy would be mad if she left it there or didn’t have it wiped out and dry when he was ready for his next game.


  While he lay on the couch, glaring at the TV, she flittered around their kitchen, trying to prepare supper in a hurry. Billy was hot, tired, and grouchy and that made her even more nervous in trying to choose what to put together. She wished she’d planned earlier so she would have been better prepared for this mood.


  She heard him get up and walk into the kitchen. He stood right behind her, looking over her shoulder at the stove. She could feel his breath move her hair and it sent a chill down her spine.


  “What are you making?” he asked loudly, much too loudly for this small kitchen.


  Olivia jumped. She couldn’t help it and hoped he wouldn’t make a big deal of it.


  “I’m making you a hamburger steak with grilled onions and some fries. Is that good with you?” she answered cheerfully, hiding the fear in her voice. Billy loved hamburger steak with onions, so thanks be to all that was holy, she already had burger defrosted.


  “Hell no, that’s not good with me!” His voice thundered through the kitchen. “I just finished playing ball in the hot sun for hours, Olivia! Do you think I want something hot and heavy on my stomach now?”


  “I’m sorry! I didn’t think... Okay... I’ll put this up for tomorrow night. I’ll make... um... something else. Let me look,” Olivia stammered while opening the refrigerator to look for something else he would like.


  “How about a salad? That would cool you off. I could fry some chicken strips to put on top,” she asked timidly.


  “Cool me off!? I haven’t said a damn thing since I walked in and you’re naggin’ at me already. I need to cool off?” he screamed as he roughly shoved her against the kitchen wall, his hand around her throat.


  “No, Billy! I meant cool you off from the heat. You said you were too hot for hamburger steak, didn’t you?” she answered uncertainly. Isn’t that what he said?


  “You’re a friggin’ idiot, Olivia,” he said, taking his hand off her throat. “Just finish the hamburger steak. I’ll eat it.”


  Olivia held still against the wall where he’d left her—like a statue—while he opened the refrigerator, nearly hitting her with the door, and grabbed a cold drink. He stomped back to the couch where he continued to watch his TV.


  She let out a deep breath and walked back to the stove, where she stood for a moment with her eyes closed, thankful he’d gone away and hoping his hamburger steak came out perfect. God help her if it was undercooked or burnt on the edges...


  CHAPTER 22


  “Emma, are you up?” Mom yelled through the door after knocking loudly. “Open up. I got something to tell you.”


  Emma slowly made it to the door, feeling the hangover from the night before wanting to drag her back to bed now that she’d just put some greasy bacon in her stomach.


  She’d been on her own now going on two years and thought being free from Mark—and responsibility and supervision—would finally allow her to be happy. She was wrong.


  Her nights quickly lost the comforting security of Daniel’s arms—not because he wasn’t there—he was—but so was Mark. He came to her in her dreams and turned them into nightmares—every incident, every game, every touch. She’d wake up drenched in sweat, hating herself—hating her own skin and wishing for death.


  Emma longed to tell her mom, to get the guilt and shame and anger off her chest. But the fear that had been sown so deep in her psyche by Mark had continued to grow and grow until it loomed over all else. She couldn’t lose her mom. After Olivia and Gabby started their own lives, she only had her mom and dad, and her mom was her best friend. How could she tell her the truth that would shatter her into a million little pieces?


  Emma couldn’t risk it. Mom had been through so much already and finally seemed really and truly happy with her new boyfriend. He hadn’t so much as touched a hair on her head in a threatening way, and he treated Mom like gold. She deserved this after everything she’d gone through.


  And what if Mark was right? What if he could weave a different story in which her mom and dad believed she wasn’t the victim, but was willing? Emma would rather carry her burden of truth all alone than lose her mom or have her dad listen to the lies and garbage Mark would spew if he had to defend himself against such charges.


  The fantasy of her new “free” life had quickly dissolved into reality, and the only way she could maintain the illusion of freedom and happiness was to escape from the memories temporarily with the help of a few... maybe more... drinks.


  Every day when Emma woke up and before she went to sleep—if she was sober enough to remember—she reminded herself she was okay and no one was touching her now. She just had to find a way to forget and let it go.


  “What, Mom?” Emma asked while pulling the door open to let her mom in.


  “Guess who I found out Mark ran off with?” Mom asked, excited to share some gossip. She waited, getting no response from Emma, who wasn’t interested in hearing about Mark today or any other day, so she continued. “Sarah! You remember that ugly redhead from the bar? Her husband’s in prison for a long time, so she took off. I think she divorced him. They have three girls. Mark took them all and hauled ass to Missouri, from what I hear. He even got a job working for a mortician.”


  Emma stared back at her mother, trying to run the words back through her brain—something about Mark and three girls... she needed to back up and think about what Mom just said. It clicked together: before he was gone, she’d lain awake so many nights, praying for her freedom from that psychopath, but it never occurred that once she was free, he too would be free to hurt another girl—or three—for God’s sake. She felt her breakfast threatening to reemerge.


  She half-ran, half-dragged herself to the bathroom, hitting the cold vinyl floor with her knees as her breakfast of Dr. Pepper and bacon came right back up.


  “Emma, we’ve got to get you to a doctor. All that throwing up you do all the time, and as thin as you’ve gotten... you must have an ulcer,” Mom said, doing the back float in her river as she made her way out the door.
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  “Wow, Emma, this is some serious stuff. You got to talk to someone else about this, someone who knows what to do to help you,” Daniel said, looking shell-shocked from the stories Emma had finally confided to him in her drunken stupor.


  “Daniel, I told you! You can help me... Please help me,” Emma slurred. “We have to stop him from hurting those girls. It might already be too late.”


  “Emma, you need to go to bed. There’s nothing we can do tonight. Tomorrow I’ll talk to your mom about what you’ve been telling me and we’ll figure out something.” Daniel answered her patiently, wanting to go to bed himself but still up babysitting Emma while she was drunk.


  “NO! You cannot talk to my mom about it. Or anyone else. You swore it to me, Daniel! My mom would never believe me anyway. I have to do this myself. I... have... to...” She trailed off as she finally passed out.


  [image: C:\Users\Lisa\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\Temporary Internet Files\Content.IE5\CN8E3JFP\MC900438024[1].png]


  Emma spent every day of the next few months at the library, first learning how to use the internet and email and then searching the web tirelessly for Mark. She thought about going to the police, but she knew they would ask questions, which would lead to more... humiliating and horrible things she would be forced to tell them eventually. She still wasn’t ready to put her life on display for everyone. She couldn’t face the questions. Why did she let him? Why didn’t she tell her mother? Why didn’t she tell her Dad? No one could understand this monster’s manipulative and evil madness, not unless they’d been through it themselves. She had to try to stop him without anyone’s help; that would keep her secrets safe.


  Finally, she found him.


  He wasn’t working for a mortician; he was managing a funeral home. And he was in a podunk town, but not Missouri. She finally found him in Texas. He was serious when he made a move. That was a long way off. He was probably running with his forked tail between his legs, scared now that Mom was really over him, I might finally do the big reveal—or maybe he was afraid of the jailbird ex-husband. I’ll have to pull his release date the next time I’m in here, Emma thought. That could be helpful. But how’d he pull off a funeral home gig? He was a snappy dresser and an intelligent speaker, could even pass for a friggin’ doctor in the right clothes, and God knows he’s a helluva liar, but where did he get the experience for a job like that? Doesn’t seem like something you could just wing...


  Emma took down the phone number and headed home, where she opened a bottle of vodka to help with her thoughts.


  She was well past thinking straight when Daniel came home from work. He walked in and looked at Emma, disheartened by what he saw.


  “Emma, this has to stop. You can’t keep drinking like this,” Daniel said disappointedly but with concern. “After the things you told me, I know this is your way to deal with it, but this liquor’s gonna to kill you. You ain’t as big as a minute and you drink like a man!”


  “I f-f-found him, Daniel. I gots the number... It’s... right... here,” Emma answered, barely understandable. “I’m go-going to c-c-call him right nu-nu-now...”


  “No, Emma, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


  “I don’t care! It’s the ru-ru-ri-right thing to do for those g-g-girls,” she slurred and began to dial the phone.


  Daniel snatched the phone out of her hand before she could complete the call.


  “Look, if you still want to call him in the morning, I’ll let you,” he said. “But first you need some food, water, and sleep. Let me take care of you, Emma.


  “One of my buddies on the crew knows about a girl who went through the same shit you did. The girl was all kinds of messed up for a long time. She went to a counselor about it and they worked through the whole thing with this program, brought in the mom that was living in the home during that time and everything. It all worked out for her. She’s doing great and she and her mom are still close.”


  “No, Daniel... I c-c-can’t tell my mom what he did to me. I just c-can’t. What if she doesn’t believe m-m-me again?”


  “She will, Emma! Why wouldn’t she?”


  Even in Emma’s drunken stupor, she could still feel the burn of shame and guilt. She was old enough and smart enough to know it wasn’t her fault. When he did it, she was a child and he was a big, scary adult keeping her when Mama was at work, doing things to a child that wasn’t right, and then acting like nothing was going on when Mama got home. But that didn’t erase her shame and guilt. Nothing would.


  She gave up.


  “Okay, Daniel, tomorrow morning, then,” she slurred and then dropped her face on the arm of the couch, immediately knocked out.
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  “Filmore Funeral Home, may I help you?” the receptionist answered.


  “Yes, may I speak to Mark Nathens, please?”


  “May I tell Mr. Nathens who is calling?”


  “Just tell him it’s an old friend from the South.”


  Music filled the line as Emma’s stomach starting feeling like it had a set of swooping barn birds entertaining themselves in there. She started to shake and perspire, the sweat running off her temples down the sides of her cheeks.


  “Hello? This is Mr. Nathens. May I help you?” Mark said.


  Emma sucked in a deep breath, and then blew it out with no regard for it blowing directly into the phone, and she was ready.


  “Mark, I found you,” she said confidently.


  “Emma? How nice to hear from you, honey. I didn’t know you were looking for me!” Mark answered as if he were her favorite old uncle, making Emma cringe in disgust.


  “Well, actually, I wouldn’t have looked for you—probably wouldn’t even walk across the street to piss on you if you were on fire—but I was concerned about your new girls that you got when you dragged Sarah with you,” Emma said, her voice full of accusation.


  “Sure... sure. I’ll go over those numbers with you. Let me shut my door,” Mark said hurriedly and put down the phone. It was only a few seconds until he picked it back up and said, “Listen here, you little bitch. If you ever call here again, or in any way contact me or Sarah or say a word about those kids, I’ll tell your mother—everything—the way I always explained to you I would,” he threatened.


  “Fine. I can deal with that,” Emma answered back evenly. “She won’t believe your version. It wasn’t my fault; I was a child. You were the monster.”


  “Really? You think she’ll see it that way, Emma? You think your daddy will see it that way? His scared little girl running off to his protective arms every weekend, not ever telling him a thing, and then agreeably coming back into mine afterward? Won’t he wonder about that, Emma? You think after what you’ve become they don’t see you? Look at their faces. You’re nothing to them now but a troublemaker, a wild child... Why would they believe you?” he taunted.


  Emma felt herself breaking down. Mark always knew how to do this—twist the truth with his manipulative games, confuse Emma each time she threatened to tell with the way others would perceive it. She felt herself begin to shake. He was getting to her—again. She couldn’t let him. She had to stand up to him.


  “They don’t feel that way about me, Mark. That’s more of your mind games!” Emma shouted into the phone. “My family loves me. I trusted your authority. You were the grown-up. But they’ll believe me, not you! Everyone will see past your mask when I’m done!”


  “Sure they will, Emma. And they’ll love you so much more after you tell your story and then have to go to court and tell the whole world every detail of everything. They’ll still love you, won’t they? Poor little dirty, used-up Emma. Too weak to defend herself against such a big, bad monster...” he mocked.


  “Shut UP! Shut UP!” Emma screamed. “I don’t care what happens. I’ll tell the whole world, but I won’t let you damage those girls, or any other kids, like you did me, you freak!”


  “Okay, okay Emma. Calm down. Listen, there’s no reason to scream. Let’s back up a few steps. Listen. Betcha wondering how I got this job, huh?”


  Emma paused. He had her off track again. She didn’t answer. She was winded, trying to quietly suck in enough air to fill her lungs and calm herself so he couldn’t hear her fear. Though, the breathing did nothing to slow her wildly beating heart.


  “Well, let me tell you about it, Emma. See... I don’t think I ever mentioned to you and your mom that my father owned a funeral service. I grew up helping there after school and in the summers. Always hated it. But I learned a lot with ol’ Dad. And it turns out they have a shortage of people around these parts with that type of experience. I fit the bill nicely, and I’m paid well. So well, actually, that I bought a coffin—a beautiful mahogany coffin. It was just sitting in the basement, gathering cobwebs and dust bunnies, wasn’t even showing on the books anymore. But I—being an honest, upstanding community man—gave them a fair price. It seems someone had ordered it years ago and didn’t need it after all. Lucky them.”


  He paused. The line went quiet for a moment while Emma’s mind raced as to where he was going with this.


  “Now, the inside hasn’t been done up yet, so no comfy pads or silk lining—just a basic box—but let me put it this way... It would do in a pinch. I have at my fingertips the ability to transport my mahogany box there, and I have all around me, in the wide-open plains of Texas, plenty of places to bring it back and plant it,” he threatened.


  “I’m not afraid of you,” Emma said slowly, her hands beginning to shake. “I’m not... anymore.”


  “But are you afraid of the dark, Emma?”


  CHAPTER 23


  “Gabby, you earned it. Just accept the promotion and move into Danny’s office,” Mr. Arnaud said, exasperated with dealing with Gabby’s stubborn personality.


  “Mr. Arnaud,” Gabby answered, “I’ve been handling his work out here for three months. I can keep on doing it from here. But I will take the raise that comes with it,” she said and laughed, though actually quite serious about that.


  “But why wouldn’t you take his office?”


  “Because of the ladies in the bullpen! They haven’t liked me since I started here, and that will make them like me even less. I’ve already heard them refer to me as ‘the chosen one’ several times when they thought I was out of earshot. I don’t want to add more fuel to the fire by taking a new title and an office.”


  “Gabriella... you’ve been good for these ladies. See the difference in the way they look, the way they dress and fix their hair? I told you when you started you would set the bar, and you see... They are reaching for it. This is good. Don’t let their pungent attitudes keep you down. You have to keep raising that bar.”


  “Mr. Arnaud, it’s Gabby... Seriously, no one calls me by my full name, except sometimes my dad. If you’re that insistent, I’ll take the office and title. But how about that raise? Will my salary be refigured based on my accepting Danny’s responsibilities in addition to the work I was hired for?”


  “Okay... Gabby, yes. The pay will be an annual increase of six thousand dollars. I’m sorry we cannot pay you what Danny was paid, but he held a bachelor’s degree.”


  “Annual? Does that mean I have to wait until next year to get it?” Gabby asked.


  Mr. Arnaud chuckled. “No. It means I averaged your normal paycheck times fifty-two weeks to see your average annual salary with overtime. On top of that figure, I added the total of six thousand dollars and then divided it by twelve months for your new monthly gross pay. You will not get a weekly check again. You will be salary and paid by the month. You’ll see a substantial monthly increase on your paycheck, starting with this one, Gabby,” he said, handing over her payroll check.


  “Thank you!” Gabby said, wanting to rip it open right then to see her new bring-home pay but maintaining her professionalism, discreetly placing it in her purse.


  “Don’t thank me. You earned it. I’ve never seen someone learn accounting so fast.”


  “Well, it helped that Danny told me he was planning to leave and that you usually didn’t move too fast in replacing people, so I was able to go to night school and take those two accounting courses,” Gabby admitted. “And I had two good tutors.”


  In just a few short weeks after Gabby’s started, she had mastered the computer programs used in the office and also managed to organize Mr. Hinson so her own work was normally completed within a few hours each morning. Danny soon confided in her that he was sending out resumes, hoping to become a controller himself, and started teaching her the basics of journal entries, account reconciliations, and general ledger while he was still there.


  After Danny had secured a position and worked his notice, Mr. Arnaud had taken up where Danny had left off to show Gabby the more complex tasks of the job, and she’d been running with it independently for over a month, finally closing last month’s books almost to perfection, earning her the title of Assistant to Controller, not to be confused with an assistant controller, which she was not degreed for, as Danny was.


  “I believe it was mutually beneficial, to you and the company. We have saved money by combining the jobs and not having to pay you as much as we did Danny. I am happy with the arrangement... and you?” he asked.


  “Oh yes, of course. Thank you again, so much!” Gabby exclaimed while she began to pack up her bag to leave. She was anxious to get home to tell Jake about her new title and pay. “I’ll move my stuff into my office tomorrow.”


  “I think we need to spend some more time talking about how to handle that, Gabby. Would you like to meet me at The Pub next door? We can have a drink and unwind while we discuss how to best handle your new position with the staff. I, unfortunately, will not be in tomorrow and will also be gone all next week. I’m on vacation at my cabin in Georgia,” Mr. Arnaud said.


  “Umm, well, Jake will be waiting for me. Since I finished the night classes, he’s been looking forward to me getting home at a decent hour and having dinner together again,” Gabby answered hesitantly.


  “Gabby, in this position, there will be many nights we have to work late—many nights. That is the nature of real accounting and middle management. In addition, I want to teach you how to process and approve payroll so I have a backup. Danny has always been my backup in case I need to be gone. I don’t trust anyone else on staff with that sort of information, other than Mr. Hinson, who you know doesn’t get involved in the day-to-day running of the company.


  “Danny was always my soundboard for all things pertaining to staff: payroll, evaluations, raises, reprimands. He was able to always keep things very confidential, and we usually had these conversations offsite, after work. This comes with the job, Gabby. It’s not always eight to five. It’s a salaried position, not hourly. Do you think Jake will be understanding about that?” he asked, raising his eyebrows in concern.


  “Oh, yeah. Sure. That’s not a problem. I’ll meet you there. Save us a table. I’ll just call Jake from the car to let him know I’ll be late,” Gabby answered, smiling on the outside while cringing on the inside. Jake will not understand, Gabby thought. He’s never worked in an office, or “had drinks to unwind and discuss personnel situations” with his boss—especially a female boss—but he’ll just have to try. Gabby was moving up fast and she had to keep up with the big dogs or get off the porch.
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  “I’d like you to come in at seven tomorrow, have your things moved to your office, and be working when the staff comes in at eight. I will send an email to Mr. Hinson when I get home later this evening, wording an announcement to be sent from him to the staff, acknowledging the load you’ve been carrying, hence the promotion. I doubt you’ll hear any backlash in my absence if it comes directly from him,” Mr. Arnaud finally explained after more than an hour of small talk while they “unwound” with some drinks.


  “That sounds like a good plan, Mr. Arnaud,” Gabby agreed, trying to remember as much as she could before the words floated away. She rarely ever drank alcohol, usually just an occasional wine cooler, and since she wasn’t yet twenty-one, she wasn’t expecting to drink tonight anyway. She’d planned to order a sweet tea while Mr. Arnaud had his drink. When she walked in, there had already been a vodka tonic sitting on the table for her. She’d thanked Mr. Arnaud and started sipping, not wanting to make a big embarrassing deal of it.


  Mr. Arnaud was drinking scotch on the rocks, and with a nod of his head, the bartender kept bringing fresh drinks. She was almost finished with her third one, with nothing on her stomach since lunch, and she was feeling very tipsy... actually, closer to sloshed.


  “Mr. Arnaud, I’m sorry to have to party this poop... I mean poop this party... I mean be a party pooper.” Gabby finally managed to get it out, and then started laughing hysterically, altogether too long and too loud.


  “Gabby, are you okay?” Mr. Arnaud asked with concern etched across his face.


  “Yep! I’m good... but I gotta go. See you tomorrow,” she said, standing abruptly, nearly knocking over her chair, and making a beeline for the exit.


  “Uh, no, Gabby. You won’t. I already explained to you, I’m not going to be in the office. Let me walk you to your car,” he called out to Gabby’s staggering backside, as she was already nearly at the doors.


  Mr. Arnaud threw down some money and hurried out to catch her.


  “Gabby, wait a minute,” he called out, jogging and finally catching up to her.


  “Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were talking to me,” Gabby said, then giggled.


  “Gabby, I don’t think you’re okay to drive. Do you normally drink?”


  “Nope! But I can learn to do that too, sir!” Gabby said, following it with a salute to her forehead, nearly knocking herself over, then laughing so hard she had to bend over and hold her stomach.


  Mr. Arnaud grabbed her arm to steady her. Always such a gentleman, Gabby thought.


  “Come on; let me help you to my car. We’ll talk about what to do from there,” he said, looking around to see who was watching the show.


  He helped Gabby into the passenger side, and then got into the driver’s seat, starting the car.


  “Where we going, Mr. Arnaud?” Gabby wailed, her head bobbing.


  “We’re just moving out of this parking lot. It’s too small and the people at the window already saw you staggering out here. I don’t want them to see us just sitting in the car,” he explained while driving across the street and down a small distance to another parking area, this one empty and nearly dark. He pulled into the back corner and turned off the car.


  “But, Mr. Arnaud... what about my car!” Gabby wailed, looking back to see if she could still see it.


  “Gabby, first of all, please call me René. Secondly, I don’t think anyone is going to steal your car,” he said, a bit of impatience starting to seep in. “Let’s see if we can sober you up some. I’ve got some water and chips in the back seat.”


  “I can call you René?”


  “Yes, you can—the same as Danny did and Mr. Hinson does, as well as our sales team.”


  “So why do the office and stock room peeps have to call you Mr. Arnaud, then?”


  “To keep things impersonal. When you have to be the controller, payroll, and the human resources department, it helps to put some distance between you and the hourly staff,” he answered while digging around the back seat, looking for the water and chips.


  “Guess the kids ate the chips, but here’s a bottle of water. How about drink some of this, Gabriella,” he instructed kindly and handed Gabby the bottle.


  “René,” Gabby said, stretching the word out and giggling at the foreign sound of it, “I told you... Please don’t call me that. I like Gabby.”


  “I’m sorry. You just look like a Gabriella to me,” Mr. Arnaud said, then reached over and turned on the radio. It was tuned to an oldies station and the music was soft and slow.


  “I’m just going to lay my head against here for a second,” Gabby said, leaning on the door. Without warning, she felt like she was barely able to keep her head up straight.


  “No! Gabby, you cannot go to sleep. Remember, Jake is waiting on you,” Mr. Arnaud said, patting her arm, and then pulling his hand back to just look at her, lying still against the door, her eyes barely open.


  “Gabriella, you are beautiful. I knew the day you interviewed with us that I had to have you—working for us—regardless of your lack of secretarial skills.”


  “Seriously?” Gabby asked, her own voice sounding so far away. “I wondered why I was hired. I knew there had to be someone out there with more experience than me.” She paused. “That’s real sweet of you to say, Mr. Arnaud. I’m glad you gave me a chance,” she finished sleepily.


  “René... you can call me René,” he answered softly as Gabby closed her eyes, needing to rest them for just a second.
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  “Mmm... that feels good,” Gabby moaned softly.


  “You like that?” he whispered.


  “Mmhmm...” Gabby answered as she wiggled around the seat, trying to move her legs apart but being met with resistance.


  “Here, let me,” he whispered.


  She felt something smooth slide up over her bottom to wrap around her waist and felt her damp panties slide down her legs. Oh, that feels better, Gabby thought, pulling her legs apart, trying to get some air down there. She was hot... very hot. All over. She felt like there wasn’t enough air, but she didn’t want this feeling between her legs to stop. She turned her head to the side, eyes still closed, and opened her mouth, trying to capture more air.


  Something entered her again... smooth and slow, stroking her insides—back and forth. It felt so good, wet and hot and slick. Gabby tried to lean back but was stuck sitting up. She arched her pelvis, trying to lift herself up to the feeling. The stroking got faster and seemed bigger, filling her up, stretching her a little. Still, it was good. It felt dreamlike, surreal. Just as she thought she couldn’t take anymore—she would explode from this ever-building ethereal feeling—she felt her entire body flipped sideways, her legs pushed up and spread uncomfortably, wide open, before a heavy weight settled over her.


  She opened her eyes to look straight into the face of Mr. Arnaud just as he finished guiding himself into her and giving her his first thrust, hard and deep.


  Gabby gasped, and then tried to move out from under him. There was nowhere to go. He had her pinned on the seat, being much heavier than her. He kept pumping. He mistakenly took her gasp for a cry of passion.


  “Oh, Gabby,” he moaned as he pulled up her shirt, roughly grabbing her breast, squeezing it in his hand, then painfully pinching her nipple.


  “No-no-no-no...” she cried out as she continued to struggle, not making any progress at getting out from under him but at least swatting his hand away from her breast. “S-s-stop! Mr. Arnaud. Stop!”


  “Gabriella, you weren’t saying that a few minutes ago,” he said, then slipped two fingers into her mouth. “Taste yourself. You are so wet and delicious.”


  Gabby jerked her head away, removing his fingers from her mouth, and screamed this time, “Mr. Arnaud. Stop! I don’t know what you’re doing. I must have passed out! Please stop!”


  “You... were... liking... it... before...” he said through huffs of breath, almost incomprehensible in his frenzy, reaching for her other breast, squeezing even harder, grinding his hips furiously in rhythm with his rough handling of her, pumping harder and faster.


  “No! I wasn’t awake!”


  She cried out again in frustration at her inability to move him or make him listen.


  “Ohhh, my Gabriella,” he whispered to her, holding his head against hers as he pushed into her one last time, deeper yet. He groaned, and then collapsed in a sweaty heap on top of her.


  “Get off me!”


  Mr. Arnaud slowly got up, delicately moving Gabby’s legs back to the floor so he could sit, then began dressing, placidly putting back on his briefs and pants, then sliding into his shoes as Gabby slammed her legs together, pulled down her shirt, and scrambled for her panties. She found her skirt still intact, just pushed up wrapped around her waist. She pulled it down and stared, astonished, at Mr. Arnaud, still slightly drunk and completely at a loss for words.


  “Gabriella, that was divine. Thank you,” Mr. Arnaud said as if he’d just complimented her on a finely cooked meal, while reaching for a pack of wet wipes he had in the back seat, first wiping his entire face, then his hands.


  He folded the wipe carefully and slid it into the visor strap, then held out the pack, offering one to Gabby with a smile. “Would you like to use one of these to umm... clean up?”


  Gabby was still speechless. She looked around. It was dark and she couldn’t place exactly where she was. She tried to wrap her head around it. She remembered leaving the restaurant and wondering how she was going to make the thirty-minute drive home as drunk as she was. She could remember getting into Mr. Arnaud’s car, but how had it come to this?


  “Mr. Arnaud, please just take me to my car,” Gabby said calmly but feeling anything but calm, trying to match his unruffled behavior long enough to get to the safety of her own vehicle.


  “Sure. No problem,” he answered and started the car, quickly pulling out of the dark corner to point toward the road.


  Gabby saw the restaurant just across the street. She saw her car sitting forlorn and forgotten... like Jake. Oh my god! she thought. I’ve just cheated on Jake. Didn’t I?


  Mr. Arnaud backed in next to Gabby’s car and she slammed her shoulder against the door, trying to get out before she’d even finished pulling the handle. She tried again, this time getting the door open and nearly falling out onto the pavement in her rush to get away from him.


  She ran around to the other side of his car to get to her driver’s door, digging in her purse for her keys, feeling a tidal wave of panic wash over her. Still fumbling to get her fingers on the keys she could hear jingling at the bottom, she looked over her shoulder to see Mr. Arnaud still sitting in the next space, four feet away, with his window down, chin resting on his arm, watching her panicked struggle with a deviant smile.


  “Goodnight, my Gabriella,” he said and pulled away.


  Gabby dropped to her knees, spilling up the vodka tonics over the parking lot, praying no one watched her through the window, seeing the sick, used, and guilty girl on her knees.
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  Gabby crept through the house quietly, trying not to wake up Jake, who’d fallen asleep in front of the TV. She had three missed calls from him on her cell phone, and she hadn’t been able to bring herself to call him back before she got home.


  She reached the bathroom, closing the door quietly, and ran a tub of hot—very hot—water. She stripped off her clothes, pulling all the dirty clothes out of the hamper and putting hers on the bottom before replacing the others on top of them.


  Starting to shake now—either from the cool air-conditioner or nerves, she wasn’t sure—she stepped into the scorching water, dipping herself completely under, and then began to scrub herself from head to toe, with extra scrubbing in the middle parts, leaving her skin red as a lobster from the heat of the water and the scouring.


  Only after she’d drained the bathtub and rinsed under the shower, then ran another tub of hot water to soak in did she let herself think back on this horrible night.


  Did I cheat on Jake? Or was I taken advantage of while drunk? Is there a difference? Should I tell Jake now? Tell him ever? Should I tell someone else... someone who could tell Mr. Arnaud this was inappropriate and maybe illegal? Was this what I’ve heard about on TV where they described “date rape” or is this just a case of an accidental hook-up?


  The questions pinged one right after the other against the inside of Gabby’s head. She hadn’t been physically hurt, so it’s not like Jake would notice. But Jake would be hurt if she told him; he would be devastated. Gabby knew in her heart she hadn’t meant for it to happen, and she’d tried her best to stop it when she became conscious of what was happening. She truly felt it wasn’t cheating, so to wake up Jake and tell him would cause unnecessary pain and irreparable damage to their marriage.


  Gabby crawled into the bed, thinking this night was supposed to be special. She’d been so excited to tell Jake she accepted the office with the raise and the title. Three drinks and now look how it ended up, with her passed out while a man—her boss—one year more than twice her age, had his sick, perverted way with her. She was so ashamed and embarrassed.


  If she could only take it back...
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  Gabby felt someone standing over her. She shot up from the bed, gasping and pulling the cover up with her, involuntarily trying to protect herself—from what, she couldn’t remember.


  “Great day, Gabby. What you so jumpy about?” Jake asked. “I was just coming to ask if you were going to work. You’re late getting up.”


  “No, I’m not going,” she said, flashes of last night blinding her mind.


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t feel well,” Gabby said, lying back down and pressing her face into the pillow, pulling the cover over her head. She implied she was sick, but that wasn’t exactly what she meant. I don’t feel like facing the office... or you, she thought.


  “Where did you go last night? I didn’t hear you come in,” Jake said.


  “We went to The Pub,” she answered shortly, hating herself for it. “Jake, can you just let me sleep?” Gabby asked, hoping to just gather her thoughts before his questions led to answers she wasn’t ready to give.


  “Who all went?”


  There it was... the start of the questions. Gabby sighed.


  Tell him, tell him what happened right now. You have nothing to hide, her subconscious said. Jake can fix this. Let him handle Mr. Arnaud.


  “Me and Mr. Arnaud... and Eileen,” Gabby mumbled, not having enough time to think through the repercussions of her answer.


  Too late, dumbass, her subconscious said. Now you’ve set yourself up as a liar. He might never believe the truth.


  “Well, what was the big news you were excited to tell me when you got home? I waited up to hear about it but fell asleep in front of the TV. Why didn’t you wake me up?” Jake questioned.


  “I got a raise. And accepted the office and new title,” Gabby mumbled, wishing she hadn’t told Jake there was news. She didn’t even know if she still had a job at this point. She couldn’t see herself going back to face him.


  “That’s great, Gabby! You deserve it,” Jake said proudly. “It’s about time they paid you for the work you’re doing.”


  Tell him. You still have time... Hurry! her subconscious screamed at her. Tell him before he leaves. The sooner, the better. Don’t let the first lie stand long or you’ll never make him understand how it happened.


  “I got to get goin’, Gabby. I hope you didn’t get food poisonin’ last night. Call me if you need me,” Jake said, then bent over to kiss her forehead and hurried away.


  Gabby continued to stay in bed, and the day crept along until it was lunchtime. She got up only to grab some saltines and water (she really wasn’t feeling good after all) and pee. Her head was swimming in murky waters. Should I quit? If I do, how long will it be before I find another job? Could I find one that paid anywhere near what I’d been making before my official raise yesterday? Would Mr. Arnaud even give me a good reference? With no reference on my administrative or new accounting experience, I’ll have to go back to an accounts payable clerk position, which would mean a huge drop in salary. What if I don’t find a job at all? What if Jake and I lose our house? Jake can’t make the mortgage and all the other bills on his salary alone. What reason would I give for quitting? Would he see it as cheating when I didn’t know what was happening until it was too late? Would he divorce me? She didn’t blame him if he did. If the tables were turned, she wouldn’t let alcohol be an excuse for him sleeping with someone else, regardless of the circumstances. She knew she’d be beyond livid. She had to tell Jake. She couldn’t tell Jake. She had to keep her job. She couldn’t go back...


  Gabby began to cry in frustration. This was all too complicated for her to untangle, and she had no one she could talk to. Olivia had grown distant since her return to rebuild her marriage with Billy. Even though she was only thirty minutes away, it was as if she were farther than ever. And Emma, although probably too young to understand anyway, had separated herself too, living on her own as if she were a grown-up, quitting school and running wild with that boy. Dad would probably get arrested going after Mr. Arnaud, and Mom was out of the question. She would just pat it over like a bad day at work. Gabby felt truly alone again; her family all living separate lives, unable to reach each other to pull anyone to safety.


  The phone rang, startling Gabby out of her thoughts. It must be Jake checking on me, she thought. I’d better get it or he’ll get worried and come home.


  “Hello?” Gabby answered after clearing her throat and trying to stifle her sniffles.


  “Gabriella?”


  “This is Gabby!” she snapped, immediately recognizing Mr. Arnaud’s voice.


  “Well... okay... Gabby, then. This is René. I called to check in at the office and Mr. Hinson said you hadn’t shown up today or called out. Are you ill?”


  There was a long pause, a silence covering the elephant in the room—or on the line—and neither party said anything.


  “Gabby, do you plan to come back to work?” Mr. Arnaud asked patiently.


  “I don’t know...” Gabby answered quietly. She wasn’t sure how to handle this call. Accuse him of rape? Resign? She hadn’t yet untangled the mess in her mind enough to think clearly.


  “Gabby, if this is about last night, you don’t need to worry. We both had too much to drink. These things happen between grown-ups. It was one time. It doesn’t have to continue,” he said. “Did you tell Jake about it?”


  “No.”


  “Good. Then there’s nothing to worry about. Just take the day and get your head together and I’ll let Mr. Hinson know you’re not feeling well and will be in on Monday,” he instructed. “Remember, I won’t be there next week, and I’d appreciate it if you didn’t talk about what happened last night with anyone, especially at the office.”


  I’ll just bet you would, Gabby thought and hung up the phone without a response.
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  Gabby arrived early at the office Monday morning after an agonizing weekend filled with guilt. One thing she knew for sure, she and Jake had worked hard for that house and she’d worked hard to get this position. She was going to stand her ground, do her job, and when Mr. Arnaud returned next week, she’d demand an apology.


  She buried herself in her work, first having to move from her old desk to her new office, which took most of the day on Monday to get set up. The remainder of the week, she worked like a demon, keeping Mr. Hinson straightened out and happy, as well as finishing her accounting duties meticulously and thoroughly. Checking and double-checking every journal entry, balancing her bank rec’s to the penny—she found she loved the job. With the hours slipping by and the feeling of euphoria she felt at each task complete, she decided it wasn’t fair or necessary for her to resign. As the week flew by, the memory of the incident with Mr. Arnaud seemed far away, almost non-existent. It was pushed out of her mind. She left work Friday with a good attitude from a hardworking week and ready to spend some quality time with Jake.
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  “You are spoilin’ me, girl,” Jake said over a mouthful of his favorite chicken pot pie casserole. “I should be the one spoilin’ you this weekend. You’re the one that’s makin’ the big bucks now... Gonna make things a lot easier on us.”


  “I want to spoil you too, Jake. I wouldn’t be where I am if it wasn’t for you pushing me along. I’d still be bagging groceries if it wasn’t for you.”


  “That’s not true, Gabby. You’ve done everything yourself. You just needed someone to believe in you,” Jake said, smiling.


  Gabby cringed at that comment... Believe in me. If he found out about that one night, he’d never believe in her again. She guiltily jumped up to grab the cherry cobbler before the memory of that night could weasel its way into their evening. She wanted to keep it hidden, far back in her memory, and maybe it would grow old and covered with dust, where she would never have to look at it again.


  CHAPTER 24


  ONE MONTH LATER:


  “Good morning!” Mr. Arnaud said as Gabby stood in the kitchenette, adding sugar to her tea, while he reached around her for the coffee creamer.


  “Morning, Mr. Arnaud,” Gabby answered, turning to walk back to her office.


  “Gabby, wait. I told you to call me René,” he said with a firm voice.


  “Okay. René... good morning, René,” Gabby said in a blasé voice, following his orders, but not even bothering to turn around. She wouldn’t let him see how uneasy she was.


  He came into her office, where she’d just settled herself and turned toward her computer to begin her day. He sat down in her visitor chair after pulling it right up next to the front of her desk, closing the gap between them as much as possible. No one would think this odd, as they’d seen both Mr. Arnaud and Danny sit even closer than this when going over reports and accounting information, as well as when they were training her in the beginning.


  “Gabby, we need to talk. It’s been a month since the night at The Pub. You’ve seemed distant. Sometimes you even come across as being outright insubordinate to me. You do realize that in here, I am your boss, right?”


  “Yes... sir,” Gabby added evenly, staring straight ahead at her computer. “And I am your employee. I’m doing my work and doing it well. Do you or Mr. Hinson have a problem with my performance?”


  “No, we don’t. But I want this wall you’ve built between us to come down. This is a small office. People here will feel the difference and wonder why. They’ve already noticed your standoffish demeanor lately—eating your lunch in your office, not making small talk with me or anyone else... You need to be more mature about this, Gabby,” he said firmly. “You and I have to work closely as a team, just as Danny and I did. If you’re not able to continue to do that, you may want to find another job,” he threatened.


  Gabby could feel the tears well up in her eyes. She wouldn’t give Mr. Arnaud the satisfaction of seeing the same, though. She turned around, opening her two-drawer file, appearing to look for a certain folder. She cleared her throat.


  “Yes, sir,” she responded, hoping that would end the conversation and he’d just get out of her office and leave her in peace to do her job.


  “Okay, then. I need you to stay an hour or so late tonight. We’ve got P&L reports to go over and I’d rather do it after everyone leaves. That will be all,” he said, getting up to leave.
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  “Goodnight, Eileen. Please lock the door behind you,” Gabby heard Mr. Arnaud instruct Eileen, as she was the last to leave.


  She gathered up her files and headed to the conference room, where they normally went over such reports. She was first in. She chose the chair closest to the door, at the end of the table.


  “Gabby, sit on one side or the other. We can’t see the same report at the same time if you’re sitting at the end. You know that,” he gently reprimanded as he walked through the door.


  Gabby got up and reluctantly moved to a chair at the side of the table, slapping her folders down in front of her, knowing her attitude was showing through her body language, but with the last of the staff gone, she didn’t feel the need to play the charade of “Nothing happening here, folks. Move along...”


  Mr. Arnaud ignored the attitude and began to work. They stayed at it for over half an hour, strictly businesslike, and Gabby was starting to let down her guard, feeling more comfortable doing the same routine they’d done dozens of times, with no mention of that night. Maybe she was making too much of what had happened. Maybe he felt as bad about it as she did. He did, after all, have a beautiful wife and three kids. Maybe they both really could chalk it up as a bad night and forget it ever happened.


  Mr. Arnaud stood and stretched. “Gabby, I’m going to get some caffeine. Do you want anything?” he asked.


  “Umm... I’ll take a Pepsi, please,” Gabby answered, still lost in the analysis of the report in front of her. Something didn’t add up and she wanted to find it before Mr. Arnaud did, proving to him she was still doing fine.


  She didn’t even notice when he came back in, he’d shed his cufflinks, rolled up his sleeves, and removed his tie. He put her soda in front of her and opened his own, standing up looking over the report Gabby was going through and sipping on his own Pepsi.


  A long stretch of silence filled the room, covered only by low fizz and popping sounds coming from the cans and the sounds of each of them swallowing as they quickly drained the cool drinks.


  “Gabriella, you smell wonderful,” Mr. Arnaud said.


  Gabby stood up fast, so fast her chair rolled into the wall behind her, slamming against the drywall. She turned to head straight out the door, but Mr. Arnaud was standing directly in front of it.


  He shut the door.


  “Mr. Arnaud, it’s too hot in here with the door shut,” Gabby snapped, getting nervous. Mr. Arnaud’s face had transformed. His eyes were fixed on Gabby with a glassy stare, his forehead showing beads of sweat and his normally perfectly groomed hair mussed, as if he’d run his fingers through it. All this coupled with the missing cuffs and tie and with the top three buttons undone made him look like a different person, unlike his normal distinguished self.


  “René. Call me René,” he said in a whisper as he stepped closer to Gabby.


  A sense of foreboding filled the air. Fear in the form of ice ran through Gabby’s blood.


  “I’ve got to go. Jake’s waiting for me. I just called him a few minutes ago and told him I was on my way. We’ve got plans this weekend... starting in an hour,” Gabby lied, her heart beginning to beat faster and her legs feeling wobbly. She felt like a lamb in front of the lion, about to be slaughtered.


  “That’s a lie, Gabriella. You haven’t left this room. You didn’t call Jake,” he said, smiling insidiously.


  He’s right, Gabby thought. There’s no phone in this room. I can’t even call 9-1-1. I’m going to have to talk myself out of here.


  “Mr. Arnaud—René—now seems to be a good time to discuss that night. I know we’ve both pretended it didn’t happen, but I have to be honest here. It did happen and I’m still bothered by it. I want to be sure we’re both on the same page here. I love Jake, and I would never cheat on him knowingly. You have a beautiful wife and three children. What happened that night can never happen again,” Gabby said firmly, trying to sound confident and professional.


  “Now, if you’ll move out of the way of the door, I do need to call my husband and tell him I’m on my way,” she finished determinedly.


  “Sure, Gabriella,” Mr. Arnaud said, moving aside to allow Gabby access to the door, but not nearly enough room to squeeze through without being in very close proximity.


  Gabby hesitated, feeling her nerves flutter. This felt like a trap, but it was the only way out. She held her head up high and started for the door, trying to appear aloof. Just as she had her hand on the knob, Mr. Arnaud grabbed her waist, turning her toward the table, and in one fluid movement bent her over it. Gabby slammed her palms down flat in front of her to avoid slamming her face against the table.


  “What are you doing!?” Gabby said, not quite screaming yet, but not calm either.


  “Gabriella, don’t tell me you haven’t thought about that night... It’s all I’ve been able to think about,” Mr. Arnaud whispered into her ear, leaning over directly behind her with his body pressed to hers.


  “Let me up!”


  “Gabby, you know you enjoyed it too. The way you were moving your hips, moaning... You were so fucking wet I had to dry the seat with a towel after you got out,” he said, rubbing his groin against her ass in a circular motion.


  “I didn’t know it was you! I thought it was Jake. Please... stop!”


  “You knew it was me. You weren’t that drunk, Gabriella.”


  “Yes, I was! I was passed out. When I woke up and saw it was you, I tried to stop you! You know I did!” Gabby bellowed desperately.


  “That sounds like a good story, Gabriella... but we both know that’s not the way it ended, ma chérie,” he said seductively while reaching down with one hand, unfastening his belt and pulling down his zipper in one rapid movement.


  Gabby heard the zipper and struggled to get out from under him. Her every movement was mirrored by him, the hardness crushed between them, their hips swinging back and forth together, as if they were already locked together in the throes of a dark sexual dance.


  She couldn’t get out from under him. If she moved her hands from the table, she would have no freedom or defense, lying flat, face first. She had to keep her torso off the table or he would take it for submission. The only thing that prevented his penetration now was her skirt and panties between them. She could feel the heat of him smashing up against her as her small arms were getting weaker, holding their weight off the table.


  She collapsed, her hip bones slamming into the table, sending shards of pain radiating through her body as the air was pushed out of her lungs from Mr. Arnaud dropping right on top of her.


  “Oh yes, Gabriella... Good girl,” he said, assuming she was surrendering and reaching down to pull up her skirt.


  Gabby tried to scream, but she didn’t have her breath back. She was frozen in that position, barely able to move at all with him on top of her. She heard her panties rip before she felt their absence.


  “NO!” she finally was able to force out. “Stop!”


  It was too late; he entered her from behind, awkwardly sliding his body back and forth over hers while trying to thrust and jab deep inside her, sticking his disgusting tongue in her ear, moaning and whispering in tandem, “Oh my God, Gabriella. Ohhh... you feel so good. You were made for me. We are so good together,” he murmured against her face, his sweat mingling with hers, mistaking it for passion, not the sweat of exertion from trying to get away from him.


  Gabby stilled. There was no use in fighting anymore, but at least she could let him see he was dancing all alone. She lay with the side of her face flat on the table, pointed away from his, and tried not to move a muscle. There was pain, her hipbones digging into the table, and there was discomfort, her legs numbing and her face rubbing against the wood with each thrust. But the feeling of humiliation overrode every other sense. She closed her eyes against the tears trying to squeeze out. She would not give him the satisfaction of seeing her cry.


  [image: C:\Users\Lisa\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\Temporary Internet Files\Content.IE5\CN8E3JFP\MC900438024[1].png]


  “Gabriella, come out of the bathroom!” Mr. Arnaud yelled again while pounding on the door. “Stop acting like a silly child!”


  After Mr. Arnaud had released himself into Gabby, he’d freed her from the table, asking if she’d been uncomfortable. Gabby looked at him, dumbfounded, as she pulled down her skirt and rushed out of the room, running to the bathroom and locking herself in. She wished she’d grabbed her cell phone out of her purse but was afraid to stop in her office first. She just wanted away from him.


  “Stop calling me that!” Gabby screamed back. “Leave me alone!”


  She’d hoped he would leave. She had her own keys; she could lock up the office. She’d been in the bathroom for almost thirty minutes now, running water over one paper towel after another, first soaping, then rinsing... then repeating until she’d nearly filled the trashcan to overflowing. Her mind was fixed on one thing and would not deviate: get clean. Wash him off. The thoughts of Jake, rape, and police kept trying to poke in to distract her, and she would push them back out in rejection, focusing on scrubbing and rinsing herself even harder, until she was raw and sore.


  She finally stopped, patted herself dry, and leaned against the wall... sliding to the floor with her head in her hands.


  “Gabriella, I know you are sitting in there feeling badly about Jake. You don’t have to feel this way. Let me take the blame and feel the guilt,” he said sympathetically. “It was my fault that we started this, not yours.”


  He spoke as if she were a partner in this, a willing partner—his lover—caught up with him in a torrid affair. How could he be so confused?


  Gabby’s mind tried to un-jumble itself, flipping over question after question. How could he possibly think that? How could he not know? What the hell was wrong with him? He was such a distinguished, solicitous, overly professional boss—to everyone—wasn’t he? Who was this disturbed man she just met in the conference room—sweaty, overbearing, and rutting like a confused wild animal? Did she encourage this in some way? Was it her fault?


  Abruptly her mind clicked into place, and Gabby felt justified—angry. This was not her fault. She wasn’t drunk and could remember what led up to this perfectly as if it were a slow-motion movie playing in her mind.


  She jumped up and pushed the door open, coming face-to-face with Mr. Arnaud. His face wore a mask of caring empathy; he held his arms open as if to welcome Gabby into his embrace.


  “Are you fucking kidding me, you psycho? You just forced yourself onto me... again. You think I’m going to willingly touch you?” Gabby said with disgust and marched toward her office.


  Mr. Arnaud stood there stunned for a moment, and then quickly followed behind.


  “Gabriella, are you angry, ma chérie?” he asked, looking confused. “What has angered you? Tell me and I will fix it for the next time.”


  Gabby turned around, the blood boiling in her veins now.


  “Next time?! There will be no next time, you stinkin’ French pig. You keep your fucking paws off of me or I swear I’ll call the police and tell them you raped me... because you did—twice. Call it whatever you want, René, but if a woman says no, it means no!” Gabby screamed at him, her anger having absorbed her humiliation and fear.


  Gabby stood her ground, hands on her hips, not breaking her stare directly into his eyes.


  Mr. Arnaud changed right in front of her; his face transforming into a frightening mask of intimidation and aggression.


  “You want this job, yes?” he asked ominously.


  “I have this job, Mr. Arnaud. And I earned it. If you try to use this job to threaten me, I’ll go to Mr. Hinson. I’ll tell him what you did.”


  “Gabriella... Gabriella... I’m sorry it has to be like this. See, you have no choice, ma chérie. I chose you, and I’m going to keep you. We can continue to do it this way—you can continue to enjoy your job and your husband, your life—or we can do it the other way... which I don’t think you will relish at all.”


  “What are you talking about, ma chérie?” Gabby said, mocking his words back to him in her wrath.


  “I’m talking about my cabin, Gabriella. You know I’ve been working on it for many years now. No one has ever seen it, not even my wife. The deed is buried under many layers of corporations, none leading back to me. I think it’s safe to tell you it is in Georgia, a beautiful state known for its peaches—not that you’d see much of it—and I am ready for you there,” he said slowly with a look of madness reflecting from his eyes.


  “I’m not going to live in Georgia with you! Are you out of your fucking mind? What are you, some kind of sociopath?”


  “You wouldn’t be living with me... but I would visit, frequently,” he answered. “You would be living like this girl—alone,” he said, pulling something from his back pocket and tossing it on her desk, but Gabby didn’t look, afraid to break eye contact and show weakness. He continued, “And Jake... he wouldn’t worry about you. After I told him what a giving lover you have been, how your body sings for me... Jake would not care about you anymore,” he threatened.


  “Think about it, Gabriella. It isn’t so bad, is it... using our bodies together to release the stress of the week before going home to our families? This is good for them too. They do not have to see our stress. We make it go away before we get there.” He paused. “You know we make sweet music together.”


  He turned around and left her office to go into his own. Gabby stood frozen as she listened to the click of his briefcase where he’d gathered his things, then warily watched him as he appeared back in front of her office a few moments later.


  The mask was back on: crisp white button-up shirt buttoned all the way up and tucked in, sophisticated blue tie straightened and adjusted to the perfect length, his expensive gold cufflinks once again shining from his wrists—and not a hair out of place. He looked like the Mr. Arnaud Gabby had seen from the innocent eyes of before: the epitome of a distinguished professional member of upper management.


  “Enjoy your weekend, Gabriella. Be sure to read that book!” he said, smiling cheerfully and giving her a quick wave good-bye as he walked out the door. She just stared at him, trying to understand his madness; his drastic flip in personalities, both visually and mentally. It truly was as if he had two completely different faces: the face of a madman, and the face of an executive middle-aged businessman. For the first time in her life, she knew true fear—cold and sharp—as it ran through her. She knew this was no act; he was truly dangerous.


  She continued to watch his leisurely pace to his shiny, expensive Lexus—opening the door and tossing in his briefcase, then climbing in behind it, looking like he didn’t have a care in the world. He never even looked back at the office.


  As he pulled away, she looked down at the object he’d tossed on her desk. It was a book, a very old dog-eared paperback novel with yellowed pages. She had to unroll it just to read the title: The Girl in the Box.


  CHAPTER 25


  Olivia crouched broken and battered on the cold bathroom floor, tasting the copper tang of blood in her mouth as she sat shaking with her back against the wall and her knees in the air. She wanted to wrap her arms around herself to warm the shivers creeping through her bones, but she was in too much pain to even do that.


  As she stared at the shiny white baseboards she’d scrubbed clean just today, she wished she could scrub the dirt and dust off her life just as easily. She was an idiot. She never should have believed in him. She’d wasted two more years of her life trying to change him. Years. Gone.


  Olivia waited for the storm to build stronger outside, listening to the onslaught of the rain on the metal roof, and hoped for thunder. For as long as she’d known Billy, the sound of thunder would lull him to sleep. She sighed, swallowing back a sob—she was done crying—and thought about the thunder. It must lull him to sleep because it’s the only thing louder and scarier than his own rage, she thought.


  As she cautiously waited for the sounds of Billy’s snores to bleed through the storm so she could leave the bathroom without further harm, her mind drifted back and replayed everything that had happened that had put her right back on this floor.


  [image: C:\Users\Lisa\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\Temporary Internet Files\Content.IE5\CN8E3JFP\MC900438024[1].png]


  Olivia had gotten her old job back—different shift to start with but same department and title—when she returned with the “new” Billy to start over. She was welcomed back with open arms and resumed work as if she’d never been gone.


  It had almost seemed like a dream come true... for the first six months or so. Then the old Billy came creeping in, one snide comment at a time, until he was back. After suffering through three more months of fists and boots, Olivia finally realized something: she already knew there was a different life out there for her—a good life. She wouldn’t stay this time.


  That night after that light bulb went off, she patiently, with an even tone, told him she thought it best they agree she go back to Uncle Jackson’s. She didn’t want to find someplace new to start over. She just wanted to be where Billy wasn’t.


  He seemed to take it well, asking her to go with him to discuss it over dinner. On the way, he wanted to show her the jobsite of their latest project, explain to her what he was doing now in his new job. He’d found something he was good at—artistic, he’d called it.


  Olivia followed him through the woods to the clearing where a house would later be built. Just beyond that she could see piles of red dirt. Billy led her to the mounds, their feet getting muddy.


  “Billy, do you really have to show me this tonight? It’s muddy out here. We’re going to track mud into the car and the restaurant,” Olivia complained.


  “Yep, Olivia, I do.”


  She finally caught up with his long strides and stood beside him, looking into a big concrete box in the ground. Its angles were sharp and precise, and the sides and top were as smooth as cloudy glass. It did look like skilled work.


  “Did you make that?” Olivia asked, wondering what it was.


  “Yeah... well, I made the hole for it. What do you think?”


  “It looks... good. What is it?” Olivia asked, clueless about construction.


  “It’s for the septic system. You can’t just drop shit into the ground, Olivia. Shit is toxic. It can contaminate things. I bury these boxes now.”


  “How did you get to do that?”


  “I’m an excavation specialist. Now I’ve got my certification from DHEC to install septic systems. First I dig a hole using that big machine over there. It’s not something just anybody can do... It’s got to be exact—measured and leveled with a transit. Then we place the box from the factory in it, connect it to the field lines, and then I bury it... and abracadabra... a concrete box!”


  “Hmm. Well, good job. I’m glad you learned a skill, Billy. Can we go now?” Olivia asked impatiently.


  “Wait a minute... I haven’t told ya the best part, Olivia. When the concrete lid goes on, it’s pitch dark in one of those things, so a person can’t see their own finger in front of their face. And it’s cold too. Real cool. See, we bury it... under all that dirt ya see down yonder. It’s like a cellar; it keeps the shit cool. If someone accidently got left in one of these, there’s no way out from inside, and with new construction, it could be months to a year before they built the house and hooked commodes up to it. Someone could scream and scream and never be heard in all that concrete and dirt. We could be working all around them and still not hear a thing! They’d be dead before someone found them,” Billy said, evil intent dripping from his tongue and shining through his eyes as he glared at Olivia.


  “People would probably think ya just left me again, Olivia. Except this time ya wouldn’t have told anyone where ya were going because ya didn’t want to be found again.” He paused. “Well, I guarantee ya, if you still want to leave... you won’t be found this time.”


  Olivia stood silently and still, stunned speechless as she’d watched Billy stomp back through the mud to the truck. She felt the first fat raindrop plop down on her head as he got in and drove off, gunning it with tires squealing, leaving her there alone... in the woods.
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  The tears forced their way through after all and rolled down Olivia’s face as she sat in the bathroom floor, remembering that night and the following year of nightmares. During her waking hours, it was the nightmare of living with Billy’s trigger-temper and the painful results of not avoiding it. During her few sleeping hours each night, she dreamt of that box and the bug-infested dirt around it—the coldness and the aloneness it evoked in her imagination.


  She cried in shame for believing Billy had really changed, causing her to leave Uncle Jackson alone, and sorrow for how much more of her life she’d wasted, maltreated and abused.


  She looked down and studied her bruised and bloodied fists, surprising herself to see she’d somehow managed to fight back while he hurled his words of hate and fists of fury at her. The realization came to her slowly: I finally fought back... I’m not afraid to fight back anymore. This was a revelation. It occurred to her like the whisper of an angel. If she’d overcome her fear of Billy, fighting back with her own two fists, why let the thought of the concrete box stop her anymore? She was still scared, but not filled with mind-numbing terror as she had been that day, standing at the edge looking in, and every day afterward. She felt like someone had just handed her wings. The threat of that box suddenly seemed much less menacing than the beast she was living with now.


  Olivia made up her mind—again. She was leaving tomorrow. She’d just have to take her chances on being found.


  CHAPTER 26


  Gabby lay in her bed in her now unfamiliar bedroom, staring at the absence of Jake—the chair stripped of his dirty clothes pile, his side of the dresser missing his scattered hunting and fishing paraphernalia, and the half-empty open closet lacking his clothes, replaced by a dark empty void staring back at her. Even his dirty old camouflage ball cap that was always a familiar presence hanging on the post of the footboard where she’d bump it with her foot, knocking it to the floor—she’d harped at him about it endless times—even that would be a welcome sight now.


  How did I let this happen? Gabby thought.


  Her heart broke again, thinking of the look on Jake’s face when she told him she wanted a divorce. Astonished—like he couldn’t believe it was Gabby’s voice coming from her mouth. She cried as she watched him cry... packing all his things and loading up his truck, leaving her to think that of all the lies in the past six months she’d told to protect him—protect them both—that one was the worst.


  Gabby didn’t want a divorce, but she couldn’t bear to see the hurt and rejection on her husband’s face anymore as he reached out to her to make love and she had to turn away—not able to let him touch her anymore—knowing she was killing their marriage, but not able to tell him why she didn’t feel good enough for him.


  She was a whore—a stupid whore—who had let one man make her into this with his threats of losing her husband, her job, and her house... as well as her freedom of life, until there was nothing left but a tired, withered shell of the girl she had been.


  I beat René to it, Gabby thought. It’s better for Jake to think I don’t love him anymore than to let him find out what I let René do to me. He’d be crushed with René’s twisted, sordid descriptions of how I cheated on Jake willingly—opening myself up in passion—all while avoiding Jake’s touch. To hell with the threats of his ridiculous stories to Jake. I made my peace with losing Jake on my own terms. Now all he has is the book. I’m calling his bluff...


  Jake’s gone. Now, today I’ll resign my job after exposing René to Mr. Hinson and maybe even to his wife, Mrs. Arnaud. Let the chips fall where they may. We’ll see if the book was just an idle threat meant to keep me in line. After all, I got nothing else to lose.


  As the tears began to well up in her eyes, she thought back over how it all happened—how she could be so afraid of a simple book that she let it be the hinge on the door, opening her up to this seemingly never-ending nightmare. She’d gained and lost almost everything she ever wanted—in only two years—with the last six months being a harrowing, horrifying, and heartbreaking end.


  She couldn’t imagine her life without Jake. It wasn’t about the house or the job. Those could be replaced. It was about living—alone—without Jake. The more she thought about it, the more she realized she didn’t want to.


  A fresh tear slowly rolled down her face when she realized how alone she had become and would be until the end. She’d already lost her best friend and sister, Olivia. She missed Olivia and felt like she’d lost a part of herself. She barely ever saw her or spoke to her. Olivia had changed shortly after coming home. When they did see each other, it was as if they were two strangers trying to find common ground, neither willing to share anything of substance. If they hadn’t grown apart, and she wasn’t so full of shame, she could call her now, or six months ago, and Olivia would have helped her figure it out. Too late now.


  Gabby couldn’t talk to Emma either. Not only did she seem so much younger, probably wouldn’t even understand serious adult problems, but she was even more shut down and private about her life than Olivia was. And forget about Mom; she would just think Gabby was over-dramatizing the entire thing and change the subject. That would be a waste of Gabby’s breath.


  It was as if their blood ties had been cut these last few years. After they all had gotten their matching tattoos, they had ironically flittered away, living their own lives, separating instead of uniting. Nobody seemed to care about anyone else’s life anymore.


  Gabby stumbled into their bathroom, her head pounding from tension and crying, and stood there looking at Jake’s side of the counter. Empty. Not even a toothbrush left behind.


  She looked behind the door and found one T-shirt still hanging on the hook. The sight of that one shirt gave her more happiness than she’d felt in six months, and she hoped it wasn’t clean. She held it against her face and took a deep breath, filling her nose and lungs with the smell of Jake: Ivory soap topped with a hint of his cologne and Jake’s own unique scent with an underlying trace of oil and shop smells, the fabric soft, worn in. This was one of his favorites.


  Her heart ached for him and the pain he was going through for the lies she’d told. If she had only told him the truth to start with, she wouldn’t have had to blame this on lack of love. How could he even believe she didn’t love him? Who wouldn’t love Jake? His head had to be spinning; she knew hers was.


  Gabby grabbed the two prescription bottles on the counter. Klonopin to help with her sleeping condition and Tofranil to help with her bladder problem—what a farce. Jake had insisted on taking her to a sleep doctor months ago when she was unable to slow her mind enough from the whys and what ifs that jockeyed for position in her brain every single night.


  Even when she was able to sleep, she would scare the living daylights out of Jake, waking up screaming from the never-changing night terror of being held captive in that box. She’d read the book—repeatedly—locked in the bathroom, hiding in the dead of the night, sitting on the commode with the lid shut, away from Jake’s eyes. Maybe death would have been more welcome than what that poor girl had lived through. When Gabby did sleep, she couldn’t stop the dreams of being forced into the same situation. For six long months she read and re-read that book at night, believing René was more than capable of following through on his threat, and living a whole other nightmare at least once a week after working hours were supposed to be over. She withdrew into herself and she knew Jake was worried; she’d practically become a zombie at home; barely functioning enough to cook dinner and eating very little, not talking, and definitely not wanting Jake to touch her—she could never feel clean enough for Jake again.


  Jake insisted on going with her to the sleep doctor and after a two-day sleep study where they glued all sorts of wires to her head, as well as stuck them up her nose and on her fingers, the doctor poured over the printouts but couldn’t come up with any reason for her distress other than she couldn’t relax. Her body literally couldn’t make it to the stage in sleep past the nightmares into almost unconsciousness. She was stuck in the dream stage throughout the entire study, just teetering on the barely sleeping edge of wakefulness.


  Unbeknownst to Gabby, Jake had also noticed her frequent trips to the bathroom and told the doctor about that too, so Gabby covered with a shoddy excuse of feeling constant pressure to pee—a lot—through the nights. More lies.


  Gabby walked out of the sleep study with two prescriptions—bladder control and a mild sedative. She took them. She didn’t care that she didn’t even have a problem with peeing. She did it to please Jake and tried to fake sleep as much as possible to reassure him she was getting rest—but she wasn’t. She was usually just lying motionless, staring at the wall or the ceiling, trying not to disturb him.


  The warnings on the Tofranil said: May cause respiratory or cardiac arrest. Take as prescribed. Her heart was begging her to die. There was nothing left for her. She decided right then she wouldn’t even bother to rat René out to his boss and wife first. At this point, who cares? She’d broken Jake’s heart so she only wanted to break her own.


  Gabby hugged Jake’s T-shirt to her as she gathered up the bottles and crawled back into bed. She grimaced as she dry-swallowed every pill from both of the bottles. She didn’t want it to be easy; she wanted to feel some discomfort. She wanted to punish herself, feel some pain. She hoped the cardiac arrest meant she would have a heart attack. That would be some pain. She lay back on her bed with Jake’s shirt pressed against her face, waiting for it, embracing the anticipation. She knew behind the pain would be peace... finally.


  This is slow coming, she thought groggily. Maybe I should write Jake a note while I wait. Admit the truth and reassure him of her love for him. She tried to compose it in her head, but her thoughts kept scattering. Must be the Klonopin. She couldn’t gather the energy to get up and get a pen and paper.


  It was probably better not to write it anyway. Jake would freak out. He wasn’t a fighter and had never been in trouble—ever—but there was no telling what he would do if he found out René had done this to her. Killed her. She couldn’t risk it. He could be arrested or worse if he confronted René. That man was a sociopath; he’d proven that.


  I’ll take my secrets with me and hope Jake finds someone else to love, she thought as she drifted off to sleep.
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  The bright lights and beeps and buzzers were overwhelming.


  Gabby could hear people yelling, but she didn’t have the strength to open her eyes even if she could under the abnormally bright lights. She felt like she was floating above everyone—somewhere. She didn’t know where. She tried to sort out to whom the loud voices belonged.


  The doctor watched the screen. “She’s having supraventricular tachycardia.”


  He was glaring at her chart. “Did she have a psych test before being prescribed this Klonopin and Tofranil?”


  Jake looked confused. “No, sir. She had a sleep study. She was having problems with sleeping... and with her bladder.”


  The doctor tossed the bottles to a nurse. “Do you know how much was in these bottles?”


  She caught the bottles and looked at them. “The fill date is on the bottle, Doctor.”


  “Who the hell would prescribe this combination without a psych test?”


  The nurse tried to get his attention away from the chart, which was distracting him, angering him at the ease some doctors scribbled out scripts. “They were just filled yesterday. They were full.”


  “Get those to the hospital administrator. Have her call the prescribing doctor!” She stuck the bottles in her pocket; she could deal with that later.


  The doctor looked at Jake, his attention taken away from the screen for just a moment. “Has she taken anything else?”


  “Doctor, her heart is racing again!”


  The doctor glanced at the screen and turned back to look at Jake. “Call the family. This is serious!”


  “I am the family. I’m her husband, and I ain’t leaving her. That’ll have to wait.”


  The doctor put his hand on Gabby’s arm, leaning over and speaking very loudly, as if it were her ears struggling, not her heart. “Gabby! Stay with us!”


  He didn’t look up from Gabby to even glance at the monitor. “What’s her number?”


  Another nurse was anticipating the question coming, and had her eyeball glued to the screen waiting for the doctor to ask. “One eighty bpm”


  The other nurse anticipated his next order. “I’ve got the crash cart, Doctor.”


  “Prep her for an IV line in the cubital fossa—Adenosine—quick!”


  Jake ran both his hands over his face and through his hair. “What’s happening?!”


  A nurse roughly brushed past Jake to grab Gabby’s arm. “Sir, step aside. We’re going to give her an IV push to pause her heart and restart it. Hopefully it will return to her regular rhythm.”


  “You’re giving her a shot to the heart?!”


  Shot to the heart... Gabby sang inside her head. She recognized Jake’s voice calling out one of their favorite songs from their old Bon Jovi album. She thought about the rest of that verse and wondered why Jake was talking about that song. Did he know?


  The doctor rolled his eyes. “No! To the inside of her elbow!”


  The nurses all looked at each other. The doctor saw the look pass through them. He told Jake he wasn’t a specialist in this field and wasn’t feeling comfortable with this case, but would continue to try to help until the specialist got there. “Where’s that damn cardiologist? Somebody put out another STAT call now!”


  “Gabby, I’m still here! I never even unpacked the truck. I came back. I know you still love me, girl! I’m not leaving,” Jake sobbed, “and you better not either.”


  Jake watched in horror as the crowd of white coats and bright smocks surrounded his young wife, lying within arm’s reach but beyond his ability to fix.


  “Gabby! Gabby! Hang on... Stay with us. Listen to your husband!” the doctor yelled. “GO! Push!”


  “I love you, Gabby!”


  Gabby felt a pain-filled pressure from her elbow to her chest. She wanted to hang on, to answer Jake and tell him she loved him too—to say good-bye—but she couldn’t form the words as the darkness slowly wiped out the bizarre bright lights and the scattered loud voices around her. She finally found it. Peaceful sleep...


  CHAPTER 27


  olivia picked at the tissue in her lap, shredding it as her thoughts swirled around everything, except the man standing at the pulpit, and the sermon that seemed hand-picked for her. Ironically, today of all days, he’d decided to speak to his flock about the gift of forgiveness. Olivia should be listening, as she was going to need to find a way to let go of the pain Gabby had caused her. But first, she needed to be sure Gabby lived—then she’d tear her apart limb by limb.


  She looked at her watch. Thirty more minutes. Thirty more minutes to sit still and pretend that her sister wasn’t hooked to machines in the CCU—Cardiac Care Unit—having spent the night getting her heart stopped and restarted and her stomach pumped.


  Olivia had gotten the call seconds before stepping out the door on her last trip to the car in the pouring rain, where she’d been frantically piling all of her things after Billy left for work. She was leaving him—again. When the phone rang, Olivia almost went to pieces in her panic, dropping the last load onto the floor. Somehow Billy knew, she had thought. Maybe a neighbor had called him and told him they’d seen her packing her car. She had stood staring at the phone, shaking, dripping water onto the carpet... too scared to answer—but too scared not to. Thank God she had.


  Jake’s voice had almost been unrecognizable. He was exhausted. He hardly made sense, but she’d managed to get the important stuff out of him: Gabby had almost died the night before, by her own hand, and was in the hospital. She still wasn’t completely out of the woods, and no one would be allowed in to see her until noon, because that unit had strict visitation rules. Olivia was shocked and furious that she wouldn’t be allowed to come immediately, so she’d come to church instead, to wait it out—and offer up prayers begging for her sister’s life.


  She felt another surge of anger cover her worry—at Gabby. After all they’d been through, what gave Gabby the right to think she could just check out? Hadn’t they always needed each other? It was a silent oath—together they’d make it through anything. But over the last six months, Olivia had felt Gabby slipping away. Their lives had taken separate roads and they barely saw each other. But still, just knowing they had each other somewhere had always been a comfort, hadn’t it?


  However, the few times they had made time to be together, Olivia had seen the signs that something was wrong with Gabby, too. Still, no amount of poking or prodding had released the new secret her sister carried. And Olivia hadn’t confided in her either. They both hid under their facades of smiles and jokes, and teasing and ribbing each other, as they’d always done. Picking on each other’s clothes or hair, and other meaningless conversation to fill the time before they each went back to suffer alone in secret.


  Secrets. It seemed their family was always carrying secrets. And not just little ones that would hurt a few feelings here and there. No, their family harbored big secrets, such large skeleton’s in their closets, that if let out were full of power to take a person and break them down into a small dust of nothing. Secrets that must be guarded like Pandora’s Box, kept vigil over sleepless night after sleepless night.


  And yet, they all walked through life pretending everything was fine. Olivia was tired of the pretending. The preacher banged his fist on the podium and she jumped. She thought again of Gabby, going through a night of horror without her there to help her; hold her hand, cry with her and beg her to hang on. If Gabby died without anyone having given Olivia a chance to help pull her through... or say good-bye... she couldn’t let her thoughts go there.


  A new lump began to form in her throat and she breathed deep, trying to ward it off. It was too late. The tears began to fall and Olivia furiously wiped them away. Her anger now moved away from her sister and to the ultimate one in charge. Was He punishing them? Did He want to see them all broken? What more did He want from this family?


  The preacher stopped talking and the music began.


  Alter call.


  Olivia had never risen during the call to the alter. She’d been taught from an early age never to let anyone see her pain—even her closest family. She knew now that was the problem. They were all carrying so much inside, that if her sisters were like her, they probably felt ready to explode. It was too much. It hurt. It hurt so deeply. The burdens were too heavy.


  Last call.


  She stood. Her knees shaking, she made her way past the small family she sat beside, avoiding their eyes. In the center of the pews, she took a deep breath, and then followed a few stragglers to the front of the church. Finding a place between two people she didn’t know, she kneeled, her head bowed, both hands on the first step. She closed her eyes. Waited.


  God, are you there? She prayed harder than she’d ever prayed before. God, please let my sister live through this. Please lay your hand on her and deliver her. Whatever she is carrying, I beg you to allow her to let it go. With those few silent prayers, the dam burst and Olivia felt her shoulders shaking and her heart breaking.


  “Why, why, why... ” she chanted under her breath. Why to all of it. She felt like a small child throwing a tantrum. She knew being angry at God was useless. It wasn’t His fault. It must be something in them—something imbedded deep into their genetic makeup that marked them for suffering; to allow themselves to be continually hurt.


  Olivia tried to get herself under control as the organist played another round of I Surrender All. She couldn’t stand and face the church. She knew her face was a wet, blotchy mess. They would see the naked pain on her face and she couldn’t allow that. She wasn’t sure her legs would hold her if she tried to stand.


  She felt arms come around her. From both sides she smelled a disharmony of perfumes. She felt the strong presence of two women who’d been nice to her before, women she’d continually pushed away because that was just what she did. They didn’t speak, only offered the comfort of their touch and the silent reassurance that with God, anything is possible to overcome.


  The music ended, and with the help of the two ladies, Olivia rose to her feet and turned back toward the congregation. Her hands knotted into fists. As others returned to their seats for the remainder of the service, she stared straight ahead and walked down the aisle and out of the church. She would wait no longer to see her sister.


  She stood outside the church for just a moment, looking up into the dark and angry sky, wishing the sun would come out. The rain had stopped at least. She thanked God for that. As she did, the sun broke strong through the dreary clouds. She felt the warmth of it drying her cheeks. She took a deep breath of the sun-kissed air and let out a hitched crying sigh. Maybe her prayers were being heard.


  “Gabby, Don’t let go... I’m coming,” she whispered fiercely as she ran to her car.


  The Girl in the Box


  Her eyelids felt glued together. When she finally works them open, she is nearly blinded by light shining down on her. The top is off her box! Is he here? The thought makes her blood run cold. What will he do to her? She can’t stay focused on that worry because she has been in the dark so long she wants to focus on the light; she wants to open her mouth and drink it in, but she needs water—a real drink—first.


  Disoriented, she slowly tries to focus her eyesight. Her head is slightly elevated and she can see someone there at the end of her box—a woman!—just in front of her. Heavyset, and although she can only make out the hazy outline of her back, she knows she’s unfamiliar. But she can see it is a woman—not a man. Maybe she will help her.


  Her throat is so dry and parched she can’t even squeeze a sound through it, but she desperately tries to get the mysterious woman’s attention, attempting to lift her arm, which is weighed down with sleep. She has to focus on getting one hand to do her bidding. She stretches her hand to the right and with her torn and bloody fingers taps against the cold wall of her box, hoping the woman will turn around.


  The tapping isn’t loud enough and the woman steps out of her line of vision, leaving her to wonder if she was ever there in the first place. The darkness begins to roll back in as if someone is slowly dimming the lights, and she tries to hold on to her thoughts, but they are slipping away. What was she last thinking? A woman—something about a woman—but before she can grab the thread of that last thought, she sinks back into the blackness.


  CHAPTER 28


  She awoke agitated, sucking in a huge breath of air as if starving for it, causing her to cough from deep within her chest. She panicked. She felt like the air was too thin; she couldn’t feel it going in and she didn’t recognize her surroundings.


  “Let me help you,” the nurse said patiently while trying to avoid her swinging arms. “Calm down. You’re going to be okay.”


  “Where am I?” she asked after settling her cough.


  “You’re in the hospital,” the nurse answered, gently placing her patient’s arms down to her side, smiling with a relaxed and friendly face, and lightly tucking the blanket back around her, cocooning her, giving her back the insulated feeling of shelter.


  The effect was meant to compose her patient. It worked.


  “How long have I been here?”


  “A few days... You’ve really been out of it, honey,” she replied. “I need to let the doctor know you’re awake—really awake. I’ll be right back.”


  The nurse walked out, her purple smock and lively multi-colored pants an explosion of color in the otherwise mostly pale room covered in white walls and filled with stainless-steel machines and gray screens. Even her bed was covered in white with silver side rails. Cold, she noticed as she gripped them and tried to pull herself up to take a look around.


  The room seemed to shatter in sounds as if the gates of her mind had opened her ears—the tick-tick-tick of the large school room-like clock, the hum and beeps of the machines, a whir-clink-whir coming from the fluorescent lights hanging overhead. Her nose was quickly filled with antiseptic-like smells—rubbing alcohol, soap... bleach—on top of the smell of latex or rubber.


  Just outside her door she could hear the crisp walk of the people going to and fro, squeaky wheels of carts and gurneys, and an intercom seeming to blast at full volume some secret language known only to the medical staff. This all drifted unwelcome into her room.


  The motion, the noise, the smell—those lights—it was all too much. She felt like she was on sensory overload and she lost her grip on the rails, falling backward, exhausted in her effort at fully awakening.


  She tried to keep the dark from rolling back in; she wanted to stay awake and talk to the doctor—get answers—but she lost her battle, floating downward into the grasping nothingness.


  Part III


  [image: http://t3.gstatic.com/images?q=tbn:ANd9GcT_qUGHDvVpIerwN1ZB28YFMokvoS34XRssbqobX3FvV_XANHL2]


  TWO YEARS LATER


  CHAPTER 29


  The doctor walked into his office to find three very attractive young women. The two older sisters appeared to be in their early twenties, with the younger sister a few years behind, but they all looked so similar they could almost pass for triplets: the same sapphire-blue eyes and delicate facial features, long shiny chocolate-brown hair, and slender frames. A lovely set of daughters, he thought.


  He knew they were sisters—close sisters—not just because of their similarities, but also by the way they’d audaciously rearranged his office, pulling his visitor chairs all together to face his desk as one unit, sitting shoulder-to-shoulder and hand-in-hand, with the youngest nested protectively between her older sisters. He was impressed with the young ladies as he saw them now, in the flesh as opposed to the distorted picture of victims painted by their mother in the throes of her illness.


  The doctor hadn’t been expecting such a professional, polished, and put-together family. With the exception of their makeup, he could picture any one of these ladies in the hospital’s own executive administration offices. Their only visible flaws to their otherwise pulled-together appearance were around their eyes. It appeared they’d been crying and had rubbed their eyes raw, mascara and eyeliner hastily wiped away, leaving dark smudges—telltale signs of their grief. He looked at them with sympathy.


  “Why was our mom tied down?” Gabby said forcefully the moment the doctor sat down.


  “Ladies, I’m sorry you had to see your mother like that. It must be very stressful,” he said matter-of-factly. “But she is actually much better than when she arrived here. I’ve seen the most progress today. The nurse tells me after your first visit she awoke and seemed completely aware of her surroundings for just a moment before going back under. Luckily we’d just removed the constraints and finished her bath. It is always best if they don’t see those immediately upon regaining full consciousness—but you have to understand we were forced to restrain her for her own safety, and we may have to do it again if she becomes unmanageable,” he said firmly.


  “I know you are probably all wondering why it took so long to let you know she was here.” The doctor continued. “Were you aware she was driving an unlicensed and unregistered car belonging to someone else, having no identification on her or in the car, and that she was found here... sixty-five miles away from where she lives?”


  “Whose car?” Olivia asked in disbelief.


  “It belonged to a dealer. She’d been test-driving it and wrecked. We assume her symptoms must have progressed quickly during that test drive to an unbearable headache, followed by delusions. She was probably lost. The sensitivity to light could explain the accident. She was unconscious when the ambulance arrived.


  “She must have been going very slowly.” He paused to take a breath, and then continued. “There wasn’t much damage to her or the car from the accident. The dealer reported the car stolen after a few hours, but she had crossed the state line and the car had been towed by then. It took a while before the tow service realized they were holding an assumed-stolen vehicle belonging to a dealer from a neighboring state. They just assumed your mother would pick it up when she was released from the hospital.”


  “Her boyfriend thought she’d just taken a road trip to clear her head. Sometimes she does that. We all do. We had no reason to believe any different. We were never even worried,” Olivia explained. They all felt terrible that their mother had been here all alone for three days.


  “What’s wrong with her?” Emma asked, eyes blinking rapidly trying to fight off her tears, not able to stop imagining the terror her mother must have felt surrounded by strangers with no family beside her.


  “Her diagnosis is meningitis,” he explained. “It is an inflammation of the meninges caused by viral or bacterial infection, usually marked in the beginning by an intense headache, then moving on to fever, sensitivity to light, muscular rigidity, and sometimes convulsions and delirium.


  “Your mother experienced all of these symptoms and is still somewhat delusional. When she was admitted, it was necessary to block out the light from your mother’s eyes, for her own comfort. We did that using eye pads and a head bandage. She was convinced she was being kept captive in a dark box, all alone. Even when we would remove the pads to clean her eyes, she refused to acknowledge the darkness gone. She still refuses. She wouldn’t listen to reason from anyone, acted like she really didn’t know we were there, unless it was a male voice. At that, she would go completely hysterical. It was so upsetting to her we wouldn’t allow a male nurse in there at all. Even her psychologist and I had to pass notes to each other and the nurses instead of speaking when around her, or remain perfectly silent until we were outside her door—whether she was awake or asleep. If she heard a male voice, she was impossible to handle or examine and we usually had to immediately sedate to calm her down,” he explained, shaking his head sadly.


  The ladies all looked at each other in disbelief. Through her delusions, their mom had been experiencing their own tortured fears of the box... How ironic was that? Or was it? Maybe she’d heard them whispering snippets of the horrible threats they’d all lived under. Maybe she knew all along.


  It would be just like her to take on her own children’s fears and endure them stoically and alone, just as she’d always handled her own problems—the only way she knew how.


  The doctor went on. “When she would start to struggle to get out of the bed—screaming to be let out of the box—she fought the oxygen mask and would hurt herself, bruising her legs, clawing at the metal side rails until her fingers bled... She even tried to pull her IV fluids off the pole repeatedly,” he explained.


  “What happens now?” Gabby asked. “Will she get better?”


  “Yes, physically, there is light at the end of the tunnel. The test results are coming back positive that the rounds of intravenous immunoglobulin infusions seem to have stopped the infection around her brain. In the last twelve hours, she seems to be able to articulate fine at random times—so she’s still in there—and I am hoping for a full physical recovery. However, in the ranting’s of your mother when she is delusional, it is apparent she is harboring some serious burdens that may hinder her mental recovery.”


  “What types of burdens are you talking about, Doctor?” Olivia asked.


  “A terrible wave of guilt regarding ill treatment—her own as well as each of yours. She has repeatedly used the word ‘abuse’ and sometimes went into great detail while delusional. She was assigned a twenty-four-hour nurse for her own safety and I asked the nurse to take notes for your mother’s file, to pass along to the psychologist assigned to her case,” he admitted.


  Gabby, Olivia, and Emma all felt bared—naked under the knowledge this doctor thought he had of their lives. They felt like he was probing them to see what was true, searching for signs of any indignities and humiliations of their family’s past.


  “I don’t understand, Doctor. How could her memories of her past—or our past—hinder her recovery?” Emma reluctantly asked, indignant to speak at all about their personal lives.


  “Unfortunately, in cases of abuse, sometimes... many times... there are mothers who simply cannot believe their children when faced with the possibility that a person they chose to love, someone they have trusted, is hurting their child in a very bad way,” the doctor said, looking at each of the young ladies, immediately knowing which one was Emma by the blush creeping up her neck.


  “When it is happening, and for many years after, they are in denial. The truth of it could literally be unconsciously blocked by their brain. It’s the human mind’s way of self-preservation. And then one day, snap!” The doctor snapped his fingers in demonstration. “It somehow gets through to them and they can abruptly be devastated by it. It seems your mother’s brain has been unblocked and she is now agonizing over that memory, as well as many others, as she remembers them.


  “In addition to that observation, she has also expressed her grief and guilt repeatedly about letting her daughters all go too soon, fly the nest... spread their wings—and I’m paraphrasing here—without the proper guidance or role model to make the right decisions or to protect yourself, based on her own history of abuse and your knowledge of it. In her mind—and again, I’m paraphrasing here from the notes I have from observation—she seems to have personally taken on the blame and responsibility of many serious injustices she feels you all experienced. We believe this is what is impeding her mental recovery and could continue to do so.”


  “But we don’t blame her,” Gabby insisted. “We never meant to blame her,” she said, frustrated to have to talk about any of this here after they’d all overcome their past and proven they were their mother’s daughters: strong survivors.


  “Doctor, what Gabby means is what can we do to help?” Olivia said, trying to commandeer the lead in the conversation, to defuse the mounting tension she could feel rolling off Gabby and avoid the embarrassing Gabby-ism’s she could feel coming on—if Gabby’s patience ran thin and her filter came off.


  “Well, this might be better coming from the psychologist, but we have talked in great length, and we both agree we think it’s best to not discuss or argue with your mother about the past. This needs to be about her, not you, and each of your memories can be, and most likely will be, completely different.” He paused.


  “Let me tell you about memory. When people think about something, and bring up a memory, the brain can add new information to that existing memory, thus changing it. This means your mother’s memory of the past can and will most likely be slightly, or even vastly, different than each of your own memories. This new information can be wrong. Another part of the memory process is called reconsolidation. When a memory is recalled, it’s remade, adding the new information to filter into the brain. Sometimes this is helpful, for example, improving upon a previously learned talent or skill. However, sometimes it can make tricky and damaging errors,” he explained.


  “What this all means is, regardless of how each of you remember your own past, your mother’s memories, are probably slightly or vastly different, especially due to her delusions caused by the infection. It’s not important to try to convince her, or each other, of your own version. Her memory has already been remade. Arguing with her about your memory versus hers or trying to convince her of what really did or did not happen will do her no good right now. Our best hope is she is somehow able to let go of the guilt that these memories: new or old, right or wrong, are holding over her. That is what will bring your mother back and free her from this box she perceives herself to be held captive in, ladies,” he finished.


  “So, to put it in layman’s terms... ignore any ranting about the past, even if untrue. Focus on her getting better while convincing her that the world is full of unicorns jumping over rainbows—shitting skittles. Then wait, wait, wait, hoping she comes back to us whole. Right?” Gabby asked sarcastically, her patience with the medical jargon long gone and wanting to get out of this office to see if their mother had awoken again.


  Both Olivia and Emma sighed in embarrassment, shaking their heads and rolling their eyes almost in unison. Gabby’s filter was off.


  “I think you got it,” the doctor responded indignantly and slapped the file in front of him shut. “Let me know if you have any more questions. I’ll let you show yourselves out.”


  CHAPTER 30


  The ladies paced impatiently in the corridor outside their mother’s room. Upon leaving the doctor’s office, they had poked their heads into her room, staring from the doorway at the motionless mound shrouded in blankets. Bundled up in that bed, curled up tight, she seemed to have gotten smaller in the days she had been there. With her face pointed away from them, the small figure could have been mistaken for a child.


  The shift nurse on observation told them Mom was asleep and probably would be for another few hours, so the girls made a quick trip to get something to brighten her room. Mom had always said, for every occasion, “Don’t get me flowers. They’ll just die. It’s a waste of money.” So the girls had painstakingly found the perfect gift to brighten her windowsill and hopefully her spirits.


  They hurried back, anxious to speak to her and give her their gift, to see if they could coax her out of her self-imagined darkness.


  “Look, Mom, we brought you dragonflies,” Emma said, holding up the Mason jar with the electronic dragonflies that would light up and flitter around when you shook the jar.


  “NO!” Mom screamed. “The dragonflies weren’t ever a mark of our freedom. They’re a mark of imprisonment, trapped on our bodies... Let them go!”


  “Mom, they’re not real. Look! Open your eyes. They’re fake—electronic. You can turn them off with this button on the bottom,” Emma explained.


  “You don’t understand,” Mom said, her voice rising. “We were never free when we thought we were. We all took the same dragonfly tattoo. Those marks kept us constantly fluttering our wings against the glass, never able to break free. I should have never started it... I’m so sorry,” Mom sobbed. “So, so sorry. I started all of this... Please let them go. Let me go...”


  “Ladies, your mother is still a bit emotional and delusional. It may take a while before she completely starts making sense. How about if we let her rest again and you come back in a few hours?” the nurse requested.


  They all took turns kissing their mother’s head, assuring her they would be back, and were encouraged that she at least allowed that. They walked out one after the other to stand outside the door.


  Emma was last to leave, whispering to her mother once Olivia and Gabby were outside the room. “Mom, none of it was your fault. Me and Gabby and Olivia are going back... all the way back—to before. We’re going to set the dragonflies free! We’ll come back to see you when we’re done and then everything will be okay,” Emma said through a thick voice, tears threatening to overflow for her mother’s still-confused state, hoping for some response from her mother and getting nothing back but silence.


  Emma walked out to the hallway, beginning to sniffle, looking at her two older sisters. “I don’t think Mom’s completely delusional at all,” she said. “It makes sense to me. We all got our tattoos in the middle of the worst years of our life—after we thought we were free—beginning with Mom right after her divorce from Dad. The bad times came back twice as hard each time one of us was marked. Maybe there’s something to that?”


  “Emma, you’re starting to sound like Mom,” Olivia said playfully, trying to lighten the mood.


  “Wait a minute... Maybe Emma’s on to something,” Gabby said. “But the dragonflies might just be the symbolism in Mom’s head, reminding her of the past—each of our pasts—the abuse that spiraled out of control coincidentally after we each got one. Like the reverse of what we actually got them for: our freedom as opposed to our oppression. I think I see what she’s thinking too,” Gabby finished excitedly.


  “Yeah, that does sort of make sense... and she said she started it,” Olivia said in wonder. “Maybe she meant by willingly staying with Dad in such a bad marriage for so long and having us grow up to see that and then getting her tattoo of freedom but going back into an abusive relationship, she thinks she set the example and we followed in her footsteps. Maybe that’s why she feels so responsible.”


  Emma looked visibly upset. “We may never know what Mom has really been thinking during all this. The only thing she’s said to us so far that indicates she even knows we’re here is to release the dragonflies. The doctor didn’t mention her rambling about them on his reports, so only we would know what she was talking about. If Mom believes it, and we can figure out how to do it, isn’t that what’s important? Maybe we should set them free... for Mom, and then maybe she’d come out of this and be okay again,”


  “And just how are we supposed to do that, Emma? We were talking about electronic dragonflies in a jar—and I guess Mom’s talking about the tats on our shoulders—so how do you suggest we go about setting them free?” Gabby asked, truly baffled.


  “I’m sure Emma will think of something. She brought it up,” Olivia said, “Won’t you, Emma?”


  “Yeah... actually, I think I do know what we need to do,” Emma whispered half to herself, not ready to be picked on by her big sisters for her sense of whimsicality she’d definitely inherited from her mom.


  The Girl in the Box


  As she listens to the whisper from the voice of her youngest child—the promise of freedom ringing clearly in her mind—she drifts off to sleep again, grabbing those words and hanging on to them tightly so they can’t be snatched away again in her unconsciousness. It works. This time, there are no nightmares or confused and mangled memories of her girls’ growing-up years to torture her with the past. This time there is only peace, a dream, or a vision—she isn’t sure what it is—but this time she is floating, looking down at the familiar grasslands of her home state, smelling the freshness of the field and finally feeling the warmth of sunshine. Oh, how she missed this.


  She watches her three girls playing—they are children again! — young and free. They look beautiful in new sundresses, their thin shoulders and tan backs free of any marks or burdens—as they were before their lives were marred by their own personal heartbreaks and abuse. Free from pain, the way they should’ve remained.


  Olivia, Gabby, and Emma run, hand-in-hand, weightless without their burdens of the past, as if they are almost flying over the field.


  The gorgeous sunset is fully visible, absent of hills or trees on the flatlands of the Midwest, painted in strokes of fiery color: blending yellows, reds, and oranges against a robin’s egg-blue sky. The breeze blows across the field, bending the high grass and blowing their hair as the girls seek out the perfect spot, zigzagging in their pursuit to try to avoid the jumping grasshoppers, playfully squealing when the big, green leggy insects land on them but quickly hop off again, abandoning them for their own game.


  “Is this the spot?” Emma asks in her squeaky voice.


  “Yep, I think this is a perfect spot, munchkin. Don’t you, Gabby?” Olivia says agreeably.


  “Umm, a little farther up,” Gabby answers, always needing to have the last word.


  The girls run farther, trying to beat the sun in its race to go to bed.


  “Here!” Gabby exclaims. “Let’s do it here.”


  Olivia holds up the Mason jar, making sure for the hundredth time the dragonflies are still in there and alive. She was always the worrier, even as little girl. They gather around the jar, mesmerized again by the beautiful colors, each one unique but similar, just like them.


  “Get ready to hold hands... We have to do this together,” Olivia says as she unscrews the lid and removes the ring, loosening the cap but not yet removing it.


  “Wait!” shouts Emma. “Why do we have to let them go? They’re so pretty... Can’t we keep them for a while longer?”


  “Emma, it was your idea, don’t you remember? Mama’s sick. She needs us to free the dragonflies so she can get all better—she can be free! You’re the one who told Mama we would do it. You do want her to get all better, don’t you?” Gabby asks.


  “Oh... I remember now... Yes! Let’s do it, then. Let’s let them go,” Emma says, hopping up and down in her excitement to help her Mama get better.


  They join hands again. Olivia holds the jar with her left hand while holding Emma’s hand in her right. Gabby reaches over and pops the lid off as she too holds one of Emma’s hands, their fingers entangled.


  The dragonflies fly out patiently—unlike a dragonfly’s normal haste—as if the thought of their freedom was never a question. They come out gracefully, their iridescent greenish-purple-blues flashing in back-and-forth sweeps across the field, one by one, taking their time as if to show off their own distinctiveness to the girls, twinkling effervescently against the beautiful Midwestern sky. They continue stretching their delicate wings, hovering in and out of the grasslands while seemingly waiting for the rest of their friends to join them... and then, glimmering fleetingly against the painted sky, they finally hurry away in abandon.


  The girl in the box sighs and smiles peacefully in her sleep. When she next awakes, she too will be free.


  EPILOGUE


  The girls settled into the hard chairs in the familiar dusty basement room of a local school, unconsciously forming their line of defense—Olivia on one side, Emma in the middle, and Gabby on the other side. The other ladies settled around them in whatever chairs were available, not noticing or caring who they sat beside.


  “Ladies, before we open the floor to share, I’d like to start the discussion with a new topic. Accountability,” said Mr. Knight, the facilitator. “That is what we’re going to focus on tonight. Before you speak, take a moment to think about how you might create accountability in your lives—awareness of a choice before it becomes a bad situation—so that you are responsible from here on out in creating your own reality.”


  The emptiness of the school after the children and staff had all gone home echoed his even, calm voice against the walls and down the halls, amplifying him and even the softest, quietest of voices. The setting was probably picked purposely to avoid asking anyone to repeat what was hard enough to say the first time around.


  The room was silent, everyone looking at the floor.


  Another moment passed. Crickets...


  “Ladies, you can work together on this. It doesn’t have to be alone. You are not alone anymore,” he reiterated as he had in every meeting they’d attended every other Thursday evening for the last year. “This program is supposed to get you to work together. To avoid those first moments where someone—anyone—tells you by their actions or their words that you aren’t a good person or good enough, that you’re bad... invisible to the world, you don’t exist to anyone but them—your soon-to-be abuser.”


  He looked around at the ladies gathered uncomfortably in the circle of chairs, still silent, stiff, studying their shoes or casually looking at the room around them, avoiding eye contact.


  The outdated, unused flip-top desks crowded on one side of the room, clustered together as if joined in their detention relegated to the bottom of the pile—maybe for being unpopular, worthless, not deemed fit for the population. These thoughts flittered through the minds of several of the dozen women who at one time felt the same way, and they wondered if their facilitator had picked this room for just that reason, as another obstacle to remind them of where they had been—and no longer were—one more camouflaged tool in the program to overcome their insecurities.


  Mr. Knight—Russ—as he was known to most of the ladies, was good... the best. That’s why he was highly recommended and rarely lost a survivor after their first meeting. Some of these survivors had passed well beyond their second year, and were tagged senior members for their tenure and commitment.


  “Russ, I’d like to share.”


  Gabby and Emma’s eyes shot up, not expecting that voice to be the first. None of the three had talked much since they began attending the support group. They were still considered listeners—not having participated in much other than their first-time emotional sharing of their individual experiences with abuse, long ago when they’d started the meetings, then remaining mostly quiet in group thereafter.


  “I think with the history of abuse in my family, my sisters and I should never again let such a gap grow between us. We’re stronger together than we are apart,” Olivia said quietly. “Even after we grew apart and suffered alone through the terror of our individual abuse and got through it, we still took too long to finally confide in each other, to actually just whisper the words to each other. And we haven’t said them out loud outside this room either. We’ve just survived. We come to these meetings and try to work through the program, but we still dance around the words as if they’re too taboo to say aloud.”


  “Very good, Olivia,” Mr. Knight replied. “That’s what I mean by accountability. If you ladies want to avoid ever being in the same situation again, you need to lean on each other. Talk. Listen. Be more than sisters; be each other’s accountability. Help each other look for small signs that you may be opening yourself up to abuse again.”


  Olivia lowered her eyes back to her shoes.


  “Anyone else?” Mr. Knight asked.


  “I’d like to share,” said Gabby.


  “Go ahead, Gabby,” answered Mr. Knight.


  “I agree with Olivia. I think we need to say it again, out loud. I feel like I’ve been afraid someone will hear and judge me... judge us. I don’t want to keep avoiding the hard words until they become distant memories and we forget why we’re really even here, what actually brought us here. We need to remind each other,” Gabby said quietly.


  “Okay. That’s important stuff. Let’s just switch gears, then. We can get back on accountability after we go around the circle one time. Let’s reintroduce ourselves with our names and say aloud why we’re here,” Mr. Knight suggested. “And say it strong and firm, ladies—not weak. You are not a victim anymore... You are a survivor now.”


  A moment passed of everyone looking at everyone else, not wanting to be the first to speak, or willing to speak—but worried about timing—being brave enough but interrupting someone else who spoke at the exact same time, only to lose their courage before the other finished and it was their turn.


  The senior member of the group finally cleared her throat, giving an unspoken signal that she was going first.


  “My name is Cindy. I was raped by my uncle, my mother’s brother, from the age of thirteen until fifteen. He told me I was worthless and my mother wouldn’t care because I’d given her so much trouble. He lied. I told my mom and she stopped the abuse. I am a survivor.”


  “My name is Kim. I was physically abused—beaten and burned with cigarettes—by my drunken father. My clothes hide my scars, but they’re still there, inside and out. He threatened to beat my mother and burn my baby brother if I told. I told my teacher anyway and she made him go away—to jail. I am a survivor.”


  “My name is Olivia. I was physically and mentally abused by my ex-husband. I tried to leave him several times but always went back. He threatened to kill me by putting me into a concrete box if I left him again. I left him anyway and divorced him two years ago. I am a survivor.”


  “My name is Gabby. I was raped, then mentally and sexually abused by my boss who was twice my age. He threatened me first with my job and my husband and then my life. If I told or stopped letting him have me, he said he would just take me and keep me in a wooden box in his cabin in the woods. I couldn’t get over my fear and shame and tried to kill myself. I lived, and told my husband everything. My husband stopped it, and he told the company president and my boss’ wife... two years ago. My abuser lost his job, his wife, and his kids, but I am a survivor.”


  “My name is Emma, and I was sexually abused by my mother’s boyfriend when I was a little girl. I traded my childhood for freedom to get away from that little girl, but I still wasn’t free. He haunted my every waking and sleeping moment. I tried to drown my secret in alcohol before finally confronting him. I told him I was going to expose him to his new wife who had brought her three young girls into their marriage. I couldn’t live with the thought of those kids going through what I had. He threatened to put me in a coffin and bury me in Texas if I told, but I did anyway. I saved his new stepdaughters from the same abuse. I am a survivor.”


  “My name is...”
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  Listening just outside the door, their mother crumbled quietly to the floor, holding her hands over her ears. She didn’t need to hear anymore. Her heart was shattering, and her world was crumbling around her. Why? Why didn’t they come to ME?


  The girls had grown apart for a few years... distanced themselves. They all had separate lives. When Gabby and Olivia started coming back around after Gabby’s near suicide two years ago, regularly visiting both her and Emma and eating dinner as a family again, she heard their whispers to each other when they thought she was busy cooking—thought she was out of earshot, and the fact that they changed topics when she walked into the room wasn’t missed either. She’d been so glad to have her girls back together, close to her and each other, that she let them have their secrets. They seemed to be handling it fine on their own.


  Then she felt there was something her girls weren’t telling her. Olivia and Gabby starting picking Emma up every other Thursday evening for girls’ night out. But she wasn’t invited. Emma swiftly sobered up, so she figured out there was more to it than what she was being led to believe.


  The thought then fixed itself in her mind that the twins must be going with Emma to AA meetings, which yeah... great! She’d support anything that helped Emma. But after the first year, this didn’t make sense anymore. Emma didn’t discuss the drinking with her, so she didn’t ask, but she could clearly see Emma had been sober too long to still need her sisters to hold her hand through an AA meeting. They had to be going somewhere else, and they hadn’t told her where. She’d felt left out—and she was too proud to ask.


  Even though they were young adults now, she had to know their secret—where they went like clockwork every other week. They’d just left again when her boyfriend happened to bring a used-car home for her to look at. He’d been pushing her to buy one since her last attempt at a test drive that had resulted in a wreck when her illness incapacitated her a month ago. She’d gladly said she’d take it for a spin. She had thought it must be fate; the timing was too coincidental. She’d quickly run out to follow the girls before they got to the end of the road. They wouldn’t recognize the car; she’d never seen it herself before then.


  Now she knew. My girls... sneaking off to go to group support? Weren’t we enough support for each other? Why didn’t I see? Why didn’t I speak up when I heard their whispers of fear and fists and boxes? Had she somehow given them the impression they couldn’t work it out together... that they needed to share with strangers?


  This was a concept she was unfamiliar with. She’d never shared any of her injustices or hardships. She wasn’t raised that way. In her generation, these things were private and handled by yourself. Group support? That was always reserved for alcoholics and drug addicts. She’d never heard of support for anything else.


  She’d been strong enough to finally stop her own abusers. They saw that. So why had they let it go so far as to be threatened with their lives?


  She had to get away; she didn’t want them to see her. If they didn’t want to share with her, she didn’t want to be caught sneaking up on them and finding out on her own.


  She ran down the hallway, slamming the bar with both hands to push open the heavy double doors, racing the tears threatening to seep out. She couldn’t let anyone see her cry. She was Mom—strong, ten feet tall and bulletproof, as her girls used to say about her. She’d just made it through a life-threatening illness, but she wasn’t feeling so bulletproof now. The shock of what she heard was making her physically sick. Everything made sense now. The psychologist had dug into her psyche for the last month trying to piece together why she’d mentally placed herself captive in a box through her delusions, and she had adamantly told him she didn’t know where that came from... but she did know.


  As she leaned against the car, she realized she knew more than she’d let herself believe. Maybe she had downplayed it to her girls and didn’t give them the support they needed to stop it sooner because she didn’t know how. No one had ever done that for her. Who would she have learned it from? But they were still young—young enough to be abused again. She couldn’t walk away this time.


  She turned back to the school and feverishly hurried in, hesitating outside the door to listen for a break in turns. She didn’t want to interrupt anyone who found the courage to say those words out loud. She could wait a few more minutes; she had waited this long...


  Mr. Knight thanked Kate for sharing, then looked at the next lady in the circle when the door unexpectedly opened, drawing the immediate attention of everyone in the group.


  It was more than a loud interruption; it was a tear to their safety net, a crack for their secrets to float out and away to the world. It caught everyone by surprise, making them feel exposed. That door shouldn’t open during group. It was upsetting to everyone, especially Olivia, Gabby, and Emma. They were thunderstruck to see their mom standing in the doorway, breathing heavy with her tear-soaked face, looking straight at them.


  Mr. Knight, always unflustered and composed regardless of the situation, calmly said, “Ma’am, please shut the door.”


  She did as he asked, stepping a few feet into the room to stand directly in front of their circle, staring at her girls, still breathing hard and eyes glossy, tears threatening to overflow. Her hands kneaded each other as if she didn’t know what to do with them or where to put them—nervous and upset.


  Mr. Knight smiled a hello meant to reassure her. He was seasoned and at a glance could spot all the signs of someone who needed support.


  “May we help you, ma’am?” he asked, immediately seeming to know she hadn’t just wandered into the wrong place; that she was exactly where she needed to be.


  “Yes, sir. I’d like to share,” she answered hesitantly, without taking her eyes off her girls.


  “Okay. Come on over and have a seat. We always welcome new members,” he replied pleasantly while looking around for an empty chair he could bring into the circle.


  Before he could get up, she shook her head.


  “No thank you, sir. I think I need to stand for this.”


  She took a deep breath. Everyone was looking at her, the only one standing—alone. She felt alone... silly, for thinking she could just barge in to this group and be acknowledged and accepted.


  Time seemed to stop as she looked at each of her girls, one at a time, holding their gaze for just a moment... really seeing them this time. The girls each met her gaze with trepidation, and she could see they were afraid, not knowing what she would say to these people—their support. There was raw emotion showing all over their faces.


  She took a big breath, and let it out slowly. “I was abused more than half my life. I cycled through abuse as if it were a normal thing—something I’d come to expect and just live with—until I realized I didn’t want my kids to see that anymore.


  “I stopped it myself. But they saw too much. The cycle continued through them. I came uninvited to this group tonight. I’ll admit... I followed my girls. Then I snuck up on y’all to see where my girls have been going,” she said, a touch of defiance staining the edges of her confession. She finally looked around the room at the other ladies and Mr. Knight.


  “But those are my girls right there,” she said emotionally, pointing at her daughters, “and dammit, I belong here with them. I’m a survivor too,” she finished, waiting for her comeuppance, knowing sneaking and spying probably wouldn’t win her any fans here.


  Mr. Knight nodded his head at their mother’s speech and snapped his fingers. Once, then again and again repeatedly in a slow rhythm, and the other ladies soon followed until the echoes of snapping fingers rang throughout the room—a melody of acceptance from the kindred souls to their mother’s ears. This was their version of quiet, respectful applause for a first-timer sharing.


  Olivia, Gabby, and Emma were frozen to their chairs, still shocked and staring at their mother, but they added their applause too, snapping until their fingers were tired, tears spilling down their faces.


  When the snapping applause died down and a hush settled over the room, their mother still stood alone in front of the group. Olivia, Gabby, and Emma abruptly stood up too. They met her halfway across the floor and without any words, threw themselves into a huddle—their circle complete—sobbing in relief and acceptance.


  Emma was the first to speak. “Mom, we’re all glad to have you here. We would have asked you to come, but you never seemed to want to talk about it,” she said, her voice breaking. “We’ve just somehow come to misguidedly think you could handle your problems and we’d handle ours.”


  Their mom sadly thought about what Emma said and realized it was true—had been true.


  She nodded back at Emma to show her she agreed. Her voice was still tight over the lump in her throat. But it was time to talk—really talk. She was ready. She cleared her throat and swallowed loudly.


  Their mom looked up from their emotional circle, tears still coursing rivers down her face. She smiled gratefully at the other people in the room, this community of kinship that had accepted her so quickly into their midst, no questions asked.


  “Sir, I think I will take that chair now, please.”
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