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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      I watched Bruce’s throat work as he took a drink of his wine, a lit cigarette still held in his other hand. His hair was slicked straight back from his face in that way he always wore it, the receding hairline not diminishing the look at all. Despite his more advanced age, his hair coloring showed no signs of aging. He was no silver fox. Not a speck of white or gray showed in his blondish-brown locks.

      He was wearing his customary jean shorts and no shirt, the muscles in his chest and arms flexing with each movement he made, curtesy of the intense military training from his time in the marines.

      It had only been about a week since I’d had to attend the victim awareness class to get the latest domestic violence charge against him dropped. That was the deal I’d had to cut with the DA to get him to agree to drop the charges.

      And Bruce was still fuming about it. Every time we drank.

      He kept ranting about how horrible the cops had been to him, how ridiculous it all was, how anyone in their right mind would know he’d never hurt me, how he loved me. I knew that didn’t I?

      He needed constant affirmation, and I was weary of always nodding and telling him that, yes, I knew it.

      When he’d asked me what all they’d said in the victim awareness class, I’d shrugged it off and told him they’d said a whole lot of nothing. That it had just been a waste of time.

      The speaker had encouraged us all to take the papers she’d given us home with us, but I think most of us had left it all sitting on the table. I know I did.

      What did I need all those printouts for? I’d listened to the stupid class, and I maintained in my mind that Bruce wasn’t abusive. I wasn’t in an abusive relationship.

      Bruce just got jealous sometimes, but that was because he was so much older than me. Our relationship was more unconventional than most, so it couldn’t be judged the way a normal one could.

      That’s what I told myself anyway.

      We’d gone through hell to be together. My family certainly hadn’t made things easy for us. And Bruce had never hit me. Okay, so he’d grabbed me and pushed me down, but that was only when he was drunk, and that was only a couple of times. That’s not how he really was.

      He loved me. He told me so all the time. He wanted to be with me all the time. If he didn’t love me, he wouldn’t want to have me with him twenty-four seven, would he?

      I took a sip of my own wine and shook all negative thoughts away.

      I was laying on the balcony on my pink lounge chair, catching some rays while Bruce had the grill going. He’d marinated some chicken breasts in white wine, and now he was grilling them. The white wine made the chicken super tender, and we liked to cut it up into chunks and put it in a Caesar salad for dinner.

      Bruce usually had trouble getting me to eat much after we’d been drinking. I usually wasn’t very hungry after drinking, but it seemed I could tolerate a light salad better than some heavier dishes. Plus, he was a typical man and just liked to play with the grill, I think.

      “This is going to be so good, babygirl,” he called out to me over his shoulder.

      “I’m sure it will. Everything you cook is always so yummy,” I said back to him before taking another sip of wine.

      He turned to me then and grinned. “You’re damn right it is.”

      One thing I’d found out about Bruce was that he liked having his ego stroked. I didn’t know if all men were like that, but especially when we were drinking, he seemed to be in a better mood if I agreed with him and complimented him. And I was willing to do whatever it took to keep him in a good mood so we didn’t end up fighting.

      I hated fighting with him. I hated it more than fighting with my parents.

      “Damn, it’s hot out here,” he said, wiping his hand over his forehead. “I’m almost finished here, angel. Why don’t you go on in and grab your shower?”

      He came over to where I was laying and gave me a hand. I took it, and he lifted me up from where I’d been laying out in the sun, my skin still glistening with the oil he’d rubbed all over me. I certainly didn’t want to sit on the furniture covered in all that oil, so I stepped through the sliding glass doors into the kitchen, the cool air conditioning of the room hitting my warm body. The warmth of my overheated body made the air inside our apartment feel colder than it was, and goosebumps broke out on my skin as I laid my now-empty wine glass on the kitchen table, went into the bathroom, shimmied out of my bikini, and stepped into a warm shower.

      As soon as I stepped out of the shower and dried off, Bruce was handing me a refilled glass of wine.

      I thanked him and laid it on the vanity before toweling my hair dry, running a comb through it, and then applying a bit of mousse to my hands before lightly scrunching the curls. I tossed the damp mess over my shoulders, slipped on some stretchy shorts and a crop top, and then picked up my glass of wine and went to join Bruce in the living room where he sat smoking a cigarette and watching a cooking show.

      He started commenting to me about something the chef was doing, and I just nodded in agreement with whatever he was saying.

      I was already over the cooking show, though, and was glad when something more entertaining came on. We watched a judge show together, laughing at the stupidity of some of the defendants, and by the time it was over, we were both on our way to getting pretty buzzed.

      I went over to the computer and pulled up videos of some of our favorite comedians to watch. I knew the ones Bruce liked the best, and I loved laughing with him. We watched some of them for a while before our mood changed, and then we started listening to some of our favorite ‘80s jams and dancing.

      After that, Bruce eventually sat down at his computer, which was really just my old computer that I’d given him when I’d bought me a new one, and I sat in front of the glass coffee table with mine.

      He listened to some music from his younger days in the ‘60s and ‘70s that I wasn’t really fond of, and I put on my headphones and watched music videos of songs he wasn’t particularly crazy about. Of course, by the end of the night, I switched to musicals. I always ended up super emotional and watching stuff that made me cry like The Phantom of the Opera.

      Then, he switched back to music we both liked, pulling me up, urging me to dance with him as he kissed me.

      That’s the last thing I remember before I woke up the next morning.
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        * * *

      

      And that’s how our days went for a while. We’d go to the beach, and when we didn’t, I’d work on the computer making as much money as I could while Bruce puttered around outside in his garden. By afternoon, I’d drive us up to the liquor store and we’d get wine. Sometimes I’d drink vodka or something else, but Bruce mostly drank wine or beer. He claimed harder liquor tended to make him meaner, but I didn’t comment that he’d been drinking the wine the last time the cops were called on us. I certainly wasn’t going to argue with him. I didn’t want him drinking anything that would get him drunk faster.

      After buying whatever we were going to drink, we’d go back to our apartment and fall into that same drinking schedule. We were back to drinking more than two or three times a week, though not necessarily every day.

      I didn’t even fight it anymore. I was becoming complacent with our schedule. I liked getting buzzed, laughing, and listening to music. Sometimes we still went on walks, and we frequently walked up to the nearest store to get more wine when we ran out and weren’t ready to end our party.

      I called my family less and less. Bruce seemed to get an attitude when I talked to them, especially if he’d already started drinking for the day, so I only called them maybe once or twice a week. I tried to at least call my parents and grandma once a week. Addison and I still talked every now and then, and I talked to my brother occasionally.

      But my world pretty much became Bruce and keeping him happy. I found myself catering to him and stroking his ego more and more in an attempt to keep him in a good mood so he wouldn’t start dwelling on negative things when we were drinking.

      While Bruce wasn’t going out at night and blowing money on scratch-offs as much as he used to, it still occasionally happened. Sometimes I’d check the bank account and see the ATM withdrawals, and it was always on nights I’d blacked out. Bruce always told me I was with him when it happened, so I couldn’t really put up too much of a fuss about it. Just because I didn’t remember it didn’t mean it hadn’t happened. I don’t know why it seemed like sometimes I would black out more than others when I wasn’t doing anything any different.

      Perhaps the main reason I didn’t say anything to Bruce about the ATM withdrawals anymore, though, was that I didn’t want to rock the boat. I hated arguing with him, and I never wanted him to resent me. I knew if something was bothering Bruce, it would eventually come out when we were drinking, and I didn’t want a repeat of the last night he’d blown up at me and gotten arrested.

      He’d never hit me, but that didn’t make it any less scary when he grabbed me and shook me and told me he hated me with his eyes so cold.

      Still, it seemed like no matter what I did or how good our day had gone, Bruce would still get into these moods where he just bitched and moaned about everything—most notably my parents.

      I felt like I was walking on eggshells. When he’d start talking about my parents, I always had to just agree with everything he said or find ways to turn the conversation to something else. It was exhausting.

      Consequently, I found myself drinking faster and faster. The faster I drank, the floatier I became and the less his ranting would bother me.

      I began to crave the numbness and escape alcohol provided me, especially when I fueled it with music.

      On top of that, the tipsier I kept myself, the happier Bruce seemed to be with me. He liked me being silly and laughing at every stupid thing he said. Even though we oftentimes did the same stupid, mundane things when we were drinking, we actually had fun doing them.

      When it was good, it was good, but each time something bad happened, it seemed to be worse than the time before it.
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        * * *

      

      One night I woke up around midnight, my heart sinking when I found the bed empty next to me. Bruce and I had started drinking earlier than usual that day—before noon actually—and I knew I’d been passed out for a while. The sun hadn’t even been down before I must have fallen asleep.

      I got up to use the bathroom, and then I padded all throughout the house, already knowing in my gut that Bruce was gone.

      I went to check my purse, and while my cards and keys were all there, I noticed that Bruce’s wallet was gone.

      I logged onto the computer to check the bank account, and sure enough, there were multiple ATM withdrawals of insane amounts of money.

      I dropped my forehead down to my hands, my elbows resting on the desk, as the knot formed in my belly.

      I hated this feeling of betrayal. I hated waking up to find out Bruce had left me alone and was out doing God knows what. He always told me he was buying scratch-offs, but how could it take him that long to do that? He’d stay gone for hours at a time. He had to be doing something else too.

      My head started pounding with stress, or maybe it was from the alcohol I had consumed earlier. I didn’t know. All I knew was I was pissed and tired of this crap.

      I marched resolutely into the bathroom and brushed my teeth before washing my face. Then, I grabbed a handful of clothes, still on the hangers, and hauled them down the stairs to the garage where I threw them in the backseat of my car. Back and forth I went loading up my belongings, my heart beating fast in my chest.

      I can’t do this anymore, I kept thinking over and over again. He doesn’t love me. If he did, he wouldn’t keep doing this. He wouldn’t leave me in the middle of the night and go blow all of our money.

      When I finally had everything packed up in the car, Bruce still wasn’t back, and for once I was glad. I didn’t want to face him right then. It would weaken my resolve.

      I set my jaw as I thought of Bruce coming home to find me gone. Let him see what it felt like.

      My computer and purse were the last items I grabbed before I got into the car and started the engine. I pulled out of the driveway and started driving down the historic, lamp-lined street. I turned onto the main strip and continued driving, careful not to break the speed limit, though. There weren’t many cars out this late at night, and I didn’t want to draw undue attention to myself by a cop. I knew I wasn’t drunk anymore, but I had been drinking earlier that day, and who knew how long that stuff stayed in your system?

      I didn’t go very far before my cell phone started ringing. I glanced down at it, already knowing the only person who would be calling me this late at night.

      Bruce. His name flashed across the screen. I knew he must have gotten home and found me gone.

      I didn’t want to talk to him, so I let the phone ring. Plus, I hated talking on the phone while I was driving.

      The phone only stopped ringing for a second before it started again. Still, I ignored it.

      Again, there was only the slightest pause before it started again.

      I subconsciously tightened my hands on the steering wheel as I glanced over at my little pink phone, my heart racing, the ring from the phone stressing me out like nothing else. I saw a motel up on the left side of the road and turned on my blinker to turn into the parking lot.

      By the time I parked, my phone beeped, letting me know I had a voicemail. With shaking hands, I picked up the phone, dialed voicemail, and held it up to my ear.

      “Sarah, baby,” Bruce’s voice came over the recording, instantly causing my heart to beat faster, “where are you? I know you’re pissed, but call me, angel.”

      By the time the recording ended, my phone flashed with another one. I pressed the button to listen to it. “Sarah, answer the damn phone. Crap, just talk to me dammit.” His voice sounded angry, and that only caused my own anger to rise. How dare he get angry! I was the one who had the right to be angry. He’d started all this.

      With that thought still on my heels, I grabbed my purse and got out of the car. I went into the lobby that was empty except for the clerk behind the counter working the night shift. Without giving it another thought, I booked a room. I didn’t want to keep driving because I didn’t have a clue what my plan was at that moment, but I knew one thing. I wasn’t going to go back and fight with Bruce all night when he had the audacity to get angry at me for leaving for once when he left all the damn time.

      I’d purposefully left my phone in my car when I’d gone in to book a room, and by the time I got back, there was another voicemail. I probably should have just ignored it too, but I was more curious than a damn cat and couldn’t suppress the urge to hear whatever else he’d left.

      “Angel,” his voice sounded broken this time like he was crying, and it caused something within my chest to twist, “You know I can’t live without you. Call me and let me know you’re okay, princess. I don’t want to fight with you. I promise. I love you, baby. God, I’m such a screw up. I’m going to kill myself…” his voice trailed off the line.

      My hands were shaking as I stared down at my phone in horror. He wouldn’t really do something like that, right? I couldn’t get the sound of his pained voice out of my head, and I didn’t know what kind of shape he was in. If he was still drunk enough, would he actually do it? I couldn’t live with myself if anyone did something like that because of me.

      The phone started ringing again, interrupting my thoughts, and this time I answered it.

      “Hello,” I said quietly.

      “Sarah,” Bruce’s voice was ragged with relief. “Where are you?” he instantly asked me.

      I didn’t answer him. Instead, I said, “I could ask you the same thing.”

      He sighed. “I’m home, baby. Wherever you are, please come back and we can talk about all this.”

      “I can’t keep living like this,” I said, my voice small.

      “I know, angel. I know, okay?”

      When I didn’t say anything else, his voice came back over the line sounding half panicked, “Are you leaving me?”

      Was I? My entire body was shaking with emotion. I couldn’t imagine leaving Bruce, but I wasn’t happy waking up time and time again to find him gone. I didn’t like him breaking promises to me. I couldn’t fathom going home to my parents, and I knew that was the only place I had to go.

      “Sarah?” he asked to make sure I was still on the line.

      “I’m at a motel,” I told him simply.

      There was an ominous pause on the other end of the line. “Alone?” he finally asked.

      “Oh my gosh, Bruce, yes, of course,” I hissed at him. “I don’t know anybody around here except you.” My ire was raised again.

      He must have believed me because it was almost like I could see him visibly relax over the phone. “Come home, baby,” he said. “Everything will be okay. I need you to come back.”

      I closed my eyes and fought against the war in my body. My head was telling me that he made promises to me over and over again and broke them, but my heart couldn’t forget the brokenness in his voice when he’d said he couldn’t live without me. My heart remembered all the good times we’d had and how loving he could be when he wanted to be.

      “Sarah, I meant what I said,” he said softly. “You can’t leave me. I love you, babygirl.” His voice broke again.

      I sat there as his words hung in the air between us like a veiled threat. I closed my eyes, hating myself for being so weak but also relieved. I didn’t want to leave him. Not really. I’d reacted in haste.

      “Sarah?” his voice prompted me for an answer again. “Are you coming back to me, angel?”

      “Okay,” I finally answered.

      I heard him exhale on the other end of the line. “I’ll be waiting up for you, angel,” his voice already sounded lighter.

      It didn’t matter what Bruce did. He was still my husband. As long as he didn’t cheat on me or something, I couldn’t leave him. I didn’t want to have a failed marriage over money.

      We’d get through this. We had to.
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        * * *

      

      I wasted money on a motel room I didn’t even enter. I didn’t even try to get my money back. I just drove home to Bruce.

      Just like he said he would be, he was waiting up for me.

      I couldn’t stop the tears from falling at the sight of him, and he pulled me into his arms as soon as I opened the car door. I burrowed my head against his chest, and he stroked my hair, murmuring words of comfort to me like he wasn’t the one who’d caused my distress.

      I knew it was messed up. The person who had caused me pain was giving me solace, and here I was taking it from him. But I didn’t have anyone else to turn to. All I had was Bruce. I was states away from my family, and Bruce had become my everything. I was really the only one in his life either. We were together all the time. We were each other’s world, and I didn’t really mind that, but somehow it made it even more devastating when something bad like this happened between us. Knowing that he was the only one I really had made each hurt that much deeper. I felt like I would die without him. That’s how used to being with him I was. I didn’t even know why I’d left. I couldn’t have really left him. I wouldn’t have been able to do it.

      Bruce looked over my head into the back of the car and swore, “Damn, you packed all your crap.” He pulled back to frown down at me. “Were you really going to leave me?”

      “I,” I stumbled over my words, not sure what to say before I settled with, “No, I was just mad and reacted in the heat of the moment.” I was pretty sure that was as close to the truth as I could get. I still wasn’t sure exactly what I’d been planning when I’d left. It didn’t matter now, though.

      Impossibly, his mouth quirked up into a grin, and he chuckled as he commented, “My fiery little Scots-Irish girl. No wonder my mom loved you.”

      I took a step back and looked up at him dubiously, a bit surprised he wasn’t angrier. Not that I wanted him to be angry. I’d take this over his anger any day.

      “Come on,” he told me, wrapping an arm around my waist and leading me over to the stairs. “I’ll bring all your crap back in tomorrow.”

      I allowed him to usher me inside, all the adrenaline from my mad burst catching up to me. When we got upstairs, Bruce poured me a glass of wine, and I accepted it wordlessly.

      He stood behind me as I took a sip, and I felt his lips drop to my shoulder. He kissed me there before making his way up the side of my neck, sending shivers along my spine.

      He plucked the glass of wine from my fingers, set it on the table, and then turned me to face him. “I love you, Sarah,” he said before giving me a bruising kiss.

      Maybe I was a fool for forgiving him time and time again.

      But I did.
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      It was foolish of me to think that me leaving Bruce would go unspoken of. While Bruce didn’t express any anger the night I came back—on the contrary, he was intent on having passionate, punishing make-up sex—it eventually came up again in the following weeks when we were drinking.

      I wasn’t really surprised when Bruce started dwelling on it. That was his way. Anything that was bothering him would always come up when we were drinking, no matter how mundane. Of course, this wasn’t necessarily something mundane. Bruce had thought I was going to leave him, so of course it bothered him. But still, it pissed me off when he brought it up, trying to make me feel guilty about it when he’d been the one leaving me in the middle of the night for months now, senselessly blowing money on gambling.

      I couldn’t really say anything about those nights I blacked out and later saw the ATM transactions and he’d told me I’d been with him, but that night I’d woken up and found him gone. If I’d been too drunk to go out with him, he should have just stayed home with me. Hell, I told him that even if I was drunk and he could get me to go with him, he shouldn’t be going out spending that kind of money. I just didn’t understand it. It frustrated me to no end.

      He’d done wrong first, so for him to keep dwelling on my reaction to finding him gone was bull.

      “Do you want to leave me, angel?” Bruce asked me casually. I wasn’t fooled by his nonchalant tone, though. I knew he would get more and more bitter by the second.

      I blew out a breath. “Do we really have to go over this again?” I asked crossly, taking another sip of my Pinot Grigio.

      “I’m just asking,” he continued stubbornly, taking a gulp of his own wine. “Do you want to go back to your parents?”

      I sighed in frustration. I was tired of having the same conversation night after night. “No, Bruce. Of course not.”

      “Because you know they’d lock you up and never let you leave if you ever went back to them. They just want to control you, babygirl,” he went on. “You’d be their prisoner. They’d beat you down until you did every little thing they wanted. They’d probably marry you off to some little church boy.” He sneered as he made that last statement.

      He was probably right. My parents probably would do that, but he didn’t have to try so hard to beat it into my head. I knew how they were. That still didn’t mean it was okay for him to do what he did and for him to expect me not to ever get mad about it.

      “That’d be hard to do when I’m already married to you,” I pointed out dryly.

      He eyed me before he shrugged. “Yet, you packed all your crap up in your car like you were going to leave me.”

      “I was mad, Bruce!” I flung my arms out in exasperation. “I woke up and you were gone—again. After you’ve promised me time and time again you’d stop doing that crap. You’re always breaking promises to me. I think I’m allowed to get angry about it every now and then.”

      His eyes flashed fire before I added, “It doesn’t mean I’d ever really leave you.”

      His mood suddenly changed and he came up behind me and wrapped his arms around me, pulling my back flush against his chest. “I won’t ever let you leave me,” he whispered against my ear before kissing me there.

      He said it softly, almost seductively, but it was almost like there was an underlying threat in his words.

      “I don’t want to,” I told him weakly. “I just want you to keep your promises, and I want us to be happy.”

      “We are happy,” he said as he released me. I turned to face him as he added, “So long as your parents and everyone else stays out of it.”

      I frowned. I hadn’t even told them about that night, and Bruce knew that. I’d reassured him many times I hadn’t called them, but it looked like I’d have to do it again. “No one is in it.” I made air quotes around it.

      “Good,” he said. He looked me straight in the eyes when he added, “Cause I’d hate to have to come up there and get you if you ever left me, but I’d do it, Sarah. I’d fight your daddy and your whole damn family to get you back. I’m an ex marine. I worked in recon special ops. You know I could do it. You belong right here with me, angel.”

      A shiver went up my spine at his words. Again, he said them halfway like he meant them romantically but halfway as a threat like he was telling me he wouldn’t accept it if I ever decided to leave him. I didn’t know exactly how that made me feel. I guess it didn’t really matter since I didn’t ever truly plan on leaving him. When I’d given myself to him sexually, I’d known I’d never want to be with anyone else. I only ever wanted to be with one man. Even before we were married, Bruce had been it for me in my mind.

      I hugged him in an attempt to placate him. It must have worked because I felt his arms go around me and heard him say, “You know I’m crazy about you, babygirl.”

      I knew that was something people said. That they were crazy about the person they loved. It was supposed to be just an expression.

      I couldn’t help wondering if it was more than that when it came to Bruce and me, though.

      Bruce’s love was jealous and possessive. That’s just the way he was, I told myself. Part of it was probably because he was so much older than me. A part of him was afraid that one day I’d change my mind and leave him for a younger guy. It hurt me that he ever thought that, though. He should know me better than that by now. Besides, I’d never lied to him, though he’d told me plenty of lies.

      Bruce justified everything he did, though. He always had an excuse, and I let him off every single time. I wasn’t perfect, but most of the time the stuff he got mad at me about were imagined wrongs. Thinking I liked the attention from other guys when we went out. Imagining that something had happened between me and my old boss, Don.

      The one time I actually did something—started to leave him—he acted like he was never going to let me live it down.

      For the hundredth time since that night, I found myself wishing I’d never packed up my stuff and left. I didn’t like this hanging over us. I knew Bruce had a hard time letting go of stuff.

      Although I knew Bruce had started it by breaking his promise, I couldn’t help feeling like our current situation was all my fault.

      I never should have even threatened to leave him, and I was afraid I was going to hear about it for a long time before he ever got over it.

      If he ever did.
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        * * *

      

      I sat in the sunroom sipping wine. It was hot in the sunroom, but it gave me some space from Bruce. He’d been in a foul mood all day, and I needed a breather from hearing him bitch and moan about everything under the sun.

      It had been one of those days when everything seemed to go wrong. We’d gotten stuck in traffic when we went to the grocery store. The lines to check out had been long. It was swelteringly hot, and we’d both been sweating by the time we’d lugged all the groceries up the stairs.

      Of course, after the day we’d had, Bruce had announced that we “needed” a drink. He could twist anything into a “need a drink” situation. Seeing as how I was high-strung myself from hearing him gripe all day, I wasn’t disinclined to agree with him, though.

      I’d been drinking in the living room with him, but I’d finally come out here for a few moments when he’d started replaying events from the past again. I was hoping if I stepped out for a few moments, it would get his mind off all that before he started in about my parents. The subject was getting old, and I don’t know why he always wanted to drone on about them when we were drinking.

      It wasn’t five minutes before I heard the sunroom door opening, and I had to fight back a frustrated groan.

      Bruce stalked into the sunroom and over to the glass table where I sat sipping my wine, muttering an expletive under his breath, “Damn, it’s hot out here, angel. How can you stand it?”

      He frowned down at me, and I just shrugged. “It’s not that bad. I just wanted some fresh air.”

      “Well, come back in the house, baby. I need to talk to you.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him that I didn’t want to come back in yet, but one look at his face, and I knew that would probably lead to an argument between us, and I didn’t want that. I might hate hearing Bruce gripe about stuff, but I’d rather him be ranting and pissed off at the rest of the world than at me.

      So I dutifully grabbed my glass and walked back into the cold living room. I had to admit that it felt good in there after sitting in the hotbox that was the sunroom in the summertime. It didn’t matter that we had all the windows open out there. The sunroom had a greenhouse effect. I’m sure that’s why all our plants grew so well out there. We had several philodendrons and spider plants hanging in pots suspended from the ceiling. The philodendrons loved it so much out there they were trailing all the way down to the floor.

      Bruce wasted no time in addressing what was on his mind once he got me back into the air conditioning.

      “I’m out of smokes, baby, so I need you to drive me up to the store to get some. We’ll go ahead and grab a couple more bottles of wine while we’re there.”

      I stilled, the glass of wine halfway to my lips. I set it down on the coffee table without taking a sip and frowned at him. “No way, Bruce. We’ve been drinking. We can’t drive.”

      Bruce shrugged like it was no big deal. “You’ve only had two glasses, babygirl. You’re fine. You don’t feel drunk at all, do you?”

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t, but that’s not the point.”

      He scoffed. “You know it takes you damn near a whole bottle before you start getting wasted. I’ve seen you talk to your parents after having more than you’ve had now.”

      I swore, taking the Lord’s name in vain. I guess Bruce’s speech was rubbing off on me more and more. I was swearing more myself than I ever had, but I usually drew the line at taking God’s name in vain. I knew it was one of the Ten Commandments and had always taken care not to say those words as curse words. I’d always been taught that was highly disrespectful to God, and I immediately felt a twinge of guilt at saying it, but I ignored it and channeled my irritation toward Bruce. “Why didn’t you get more cigarettes when we were out earlier?” I was pissed he was even putting me in this position, and it was ridiculous. We were just out earlier that day.

      “I was too damn irritated, and I forgot,” he ground out.

      “Let’s just walk up to the store together,” I offered. “It’s not that far, and it’ll be safer that way. You know I never wanted to even chance driving after drinking.”

      Bruce scowled and cursed. “It is too damn hot to be walking up to the store, baby. I’m ill as hell, and I need a smoke, and I just want to go and get back. I’ll drive myself if you don’t want to go.”

      I felt a flare of panic rise within me. I knew Bruce had had more to drink than I had. He always drank faster than me unless I chugged to keep up with him, and I also knew if he got caught driving at all—drunk or not—it’d be back to jail for him.

      I hesitated, and Bruce started grabbing his wallet. He picked up my car keys and held them out to me.

      I looked at them helplessly before his jaw hardened. “Have it your way, then,” he muttered as he started walking for the door.

      “No! Wait!” I called after him. He stopped and turned back to me expectantly.

      I felt a sinking feeling in my chest. I knew if I didn’t drive Bruce up to the store, there would be hell to pay no matter what happened. If he got pulled over and went to jail, then it’d be my fault for refusing to take him. If he went on his own and made it back, he’d still give me crap about not driving him.

      I took the keys from him, grabbed my purse, and headed down the stairs to the car.

      Bruce cranked the air conditioner on high as I backed out of the garage. He was right that I didn’t feel impaired at all. I hadn’t really drank enough to be drunk yet. Still, I was extra careful on the short drive up to the store. I made sure to come to a complete stop at every stop sign and didn’t break the speed limit by even a mile.

      I relaxed when I finally killed the engine the parking lot and got out to go into the store with Bruce. We got his usual brand of cigarettes and picked up a couple of magnums of Pinot Grigio. I didn’t argue because I certainly didn’t want us to run out of wine and then for him to throw a fit for me to drive up here again.

      We were out of the store quickly, and then I was driving back to our apartment as Bruce lit up a smoke. His mood instantly improved and he looked over at me and grinned. “Damn, baby, I think you drive better when you’ve been drinking.”

      I frowned and said, “I’m never doing this again, Bruce. I mean it. It’s too risky.”

      He waved my concern off. “You’re doing fine, angel. We’re almost back to the house and nothing’s happened.”

      I allowed myself to relax the tiniest bit. He was right. Our apartment was right up the road. I was at the last stop sign before our driveway. Like I’d been doing, I made sure to come to a complete stop. I looked both ways. There was nothing on the left side. A motorcycle holding a man and woman pulled up on the right, but I knew they’d have to stop. I had the right of way, so I pulled forward to cross the intersection.

      But the guy on the motorcycle didn’t stop. He ran the stop sign and ran right out in front of me.

      My heart jumped into my throat as I slammed on my brakes. Bruce cursed next to me, “That bastard ran the stop sign!”

      Fortunately, I hadn’t been going fast at all. I’d barely started moving the car from a complete stop. The motorcyclist had been going faster than me.

      The front of my car collided with the side of his motorcycle. “Oh my gosh, oh my gosh,” I chanted. “Bruce, what do we do?”

      “Stay calm, baby,” Bruce told me as he got out of the car to go over to the man and woman. The motorcycle was laying on the ground, but they were both standing up.

      I felt the bile rising up in my throat and threw open my car door right before I got sick and emptied the contents of my stomach onto the pavement. This was a nightmare. I didn’t know what was going to happen, but I couldn’t believe I’d been in an accident.

      I heard Bruce’s voice cutting through the air. “Y’all alright man?”

      “Yeah, we’re fine,” I heard the man telling Bruce. The woman was on the phone, though, and I saw Bruce frowning at her before I heard him saying, “You want our insurance, and then we can just skip the hassle of waiting for the police to show up?”

      The guy said something I couldn’t make out, and then I heard Bruce’s voice sounding slightly pissed. “You know you ran that stop sign, man.”

      The man said something else, and then Bruce shook his head before stalking back over to me.

      “Bruce, what’s going on? What do we do? Do we have to stay here, or do we leave, or what?” I was panicking. I truly didn’t know what to do. I’d never been in an accident before, and I was freaking out.

      “The cops are going to show up, Sarah. Just be calm and tell them that piece of crap ran the stop sign. This accident wasn’t your fault. You came to a complete stop. That idiot over there is the one at fault. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      I nodded, his words calming me. If I wasn’t at fault for the accident, then I’d be okay, right? He was right. I wasn’t at fault. I’d stopped at the stop sign.

      Flashing lights pulled up, breaking me out of my thoughts, and an officer stepped out of the cop car. Another cop car pulled up right behind it, and another officer emerged. Why did cops always have to travel in pairs?

      One cop walked over to the motorcyclists. The other walked over to Bruce and me.

      The officer who came over to Bruce and me asked us what happened. I let Bruce do all the talking, merely nodding my agreement when the officer glanced at me for confirmation.

      The other officer was likewise talking to the couple on the motorcycle, and then the officers met in the middle to discuss together. I glanced over at Bruce, but he was frowning at the two cops talking together.

      After just a few minutes, the one who’d initially talked to us came back over and pulled me to the side to speak to me alone. My eyes shot to Bruce, and he looked pissed that the cop was pulling me away on my own.

      The police officer asked me to show him my license, so I got it out of my purse and handed it to him.

      He spoke into his walkie talkie before turning back to me. “You’ve never been in any kind of trouble before, have you, Miss MacKenzie? Never been arrested or anything, have you?”

      I shook my head, “No, of course not. I’ve never even gotten a speeding ticket.”

      He grinned before he glanced over at Bruce and frowned. “Who is he to you?” he asked as he nodded over to Bruce.

      “My husband,” I answered simply.

      His eyebrows rose up, and I could tell he was curious like almost everyone else who found out I was with Bruce, but he didn’t ask the questions I’m sure he wanted to ask, such as what I saw in such an older man, why I was with him, etc. Instead, he jumped straight to the business at hand.

      “You were the one who was driving, weren’t you, Miss MacKenzie?”

      I nodded, “Yes, sir.”

      “Where were you going?” I frowned. He already knew all this. Bruce had already told him all this.

      “We were on our way home. We live right up there,” I pointed to the driveway, and the officer’s eyes followed in the direction I pointed.

      “Have you been drinking tonight?” he asked me, and my heart plummeted. Why was he asking me that? I wasn’t acting drunk. At least, I didn’t think I was.

      I didn’t even consider lying to him. I’d just thrown up, so maybe he smelled it on me. Plus, wasn’t it considered perjury to lie to the cops?

      “I had a couple of glasses of wine earlier,” I admitted.

      “How long ago was that?” he asked me.

      “I don’t know,” I said slowly. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed. “A while?” It came out sounding like a question, and I wanted to kick myself for sounding like an idiot.

      The officer nodded and then asked me if I’d be willing to submit to a field sobriety test.

      I’d heard the term, but I wasn’t too sure what it was. “What exactly is that?” I asked him cautiously.

      He told me it was just a few mobility tests that would help him determine if I was under the influence. If I passed, I’d be fine.

      I nodded my acceptance. How hard could it be, right? I wasn’t drunk, so I should be able to pass, shouldn’t I?

      He instructed me what to do, telling me to walk in a straight line placing each foot directly in front of the other. I thought I did fine, though I wobbled a bit at the end
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