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      I backed away from the bed, my eyes wide with shock. My head felt like it was about to explode, and I opened my mouth to scream, but my voice was stuck in my throat. My feet kept moving, and even before Richard realized I was there, I’d reached the bedroom door. My hands, clammy from the shock of what I’d just seen, grasped and nearly slipped on the handle, but with determination I slammed the door shut behind me. That last image before the door closed would stay with me forever: the lust and then startled surprise on Richard’s face as he lifted his head, and the spiteful grin of the girl on top of him as she turned to look back. I’d seen her before—she was an assistant in his firm so I’d come across her a number of times at his office—but a deep fog had descended on my mind, leaving me unable to even recall her name or which of his colleagues she worked for.

      Standing with my back against the door, tears stinging my eyes, I wanted to rush to the bathroom and throw up, but I didn’t linger. Leaving Richard’s house felt more urgent. Leaving with my dignity still intact. If I stayed and confronted him, all that dignity would be gone, because I suspected that not only would I shout and scream, but that I’d cry as well. And perhaps question him about more than I really wanted to know.

      As I moved away, there was a scuffle in the bedroom behind me. I could hear it clearly: it was Richard jumping out of bed, pulling on his clothes while the girl urged him back. My stomach heaved. The sight of my boyfriend with someone else was sickening enough, but the sounds of their intimacy churned my insides.

      “Emily. Wait.” Richard’s anguished cry followed me down the hallway, mingled with him swearing at the girl to get out.

      I dragged my hand across my eyes and fled, while at the same time pulling my engagement ring off my finger, and throwing it at him as he appeared in the hallway. Then I shot out of the house, leaving the front door wide open to the incessant rain. A jumbled stream of thoughts and images flashed through my mind as I jumped into my car and screamed down the driveway. Before turning onto the street, I glanced in the rearview mirror to see Richard running after me, waving his arms. The girl was standing on the porch waiting for him, pulling her clothes around her. A flurry of emotions washed over me, and the inevitable questions that I really didn’t want to know the answers to. Was she a fling, or was she someone he’d slept with before? Perhaps it was a full blown affair. It didn’t matter, though. Through the haze of shock, I already knew there was no going back.

      I clutched the steering wheel, a part of me tempted to turn back and run him down, to take his life the way he’d taken my heart. The urge to hurt him was overpowering, but I questioned if it would ease my own agony. I slammed my hand on the steering wheel. How could I have wasted so many years of my life on someone so unworthy of my love? How could I not have known that Richard was untrustworthy? Were there signs that I’d missed along the way? He was arrogant, certainly, and wanted everything his way, but I had always assumed his devotion to me equalled fidelity.

      How wrong had I been?

      I drove aimlessly, my windshield wipers thumping out a relentless rhythm in the drizzle. I longed to go home to my apartment—to crawl into bed, scream, and cry—but Richard would track me down there. I didn’t even want to call Kath, my best friend, or my parents. I could unleash my anger and call Richard every name under the sun, but I didn’t need the condemnation of my friends and family right now. I needed to be alone, or with someone who could comfort me without judgment. But I didn’t have anyone like that in my life, except for my cousin who lived in the city. The problem was, Richard was my everything—he had been for years, since high school—and I felt more alone than I’d ever felt in my life.

      My phone kept ringing in my purse on the floor. I knew it was Richard, likely pleading for me to come back. Damn him—I wouldn’t answer. Why should I give him that courtesy after his betrayal?

      I should have gone home, it would have been the sensible thing to do given the heavy rain and my heightened emotions. But instead I left town, deciding to drive around the lake. Maybe I had ideas of driving to the city or maybe it was just the lake itself that attracted me. It was a place I’d always cherished: family picnics before my dad became consumed by his business, the wild fun of waterskiing with friends, and it had been Richard’s and my special spot where we had once talked about marriage. That dream was dead now. Pain twisted in my gut as the image of the naked girl bouncing above Richard flashed through my mind. I bit my lip to stifle a sob—if I started crying, I feared I’d never stop.

      As I drove further away from town around the large lake, the streetlights became sparse, and then darkness enveloped me, save for the beams of my headlights cutting through the rain, which was growing heavier. I knew I should turn around, but I’d seriously started toying with the idea of spending a few days with my cousin Shay and her best friend Delilah—the financial guru who made it big in the city. I used to roll my eyes at Shay’s stories of Delilah’s dating disasters, but right then, as I sped away from my cheating fiancé, I wished I had even a fraction of that woman’s backbone. Mind made up, I pressed on. I must have been driving for nearly an hour, but I was determined to keep going. There was nothing for me where I’d come from, even though my home was there.

      My phone shrieked again. I swiped the hair from my eyes and leaned over to grab it, to turn it off, but it caught on something beneath the seat. I tugged at my purse, but it wouldn’t budge. Leaning forward a little more, I unbuckled my seat belt and took my eyes off the road just for a second. The car drifted, panic bloomed in my chest, and I overcompensated badly by pulling the steering wheel hard. The tires screeched as I veered off the road.

      The last thing I saw was the ditch, and the tree that rose above it. Before I could right the car, it ran straight into the tree with a sickening thud.

      Pain exploded behind my eyes as my forehead hit the dashboard, and then blackness closed in.

      
      I came to, to see bright lights shining down on me, and the sounds of a large engine idling. Then a shout and a flashlight shining directly on my face. I tried to push myself back into blessed oblivion but a hand touched my shoulder, shaking me gently.

      “Emily. Are you okay?”

      My eyes fluttered open at the mention of my name. It didn’t sound like Richard. At the thought of him, my mind flooded with the image of him with the girl on top of him, and tears came unbidden, and a gaping hole opened in my heart. I squeezed my lids shut and tried to let the blackness engulf me again, but whoever was shining the light on my face wasn’t going to let that happen. Large, warm hands shook me gently.

      “Focus, Emily. I need to make sure you haven’t been hurt and then get you out of here. You car might not be safe.”

      At those words I reluctantly opened my eyes and stared at the man speaking. His eyes raked my face in concern, and a glimmer of recognition struck me. Something about him was familiar, but I couldn’t think what. He was about my age, but no one I could put a name to.

      “Richard,” I said with a dry mouth, but my voice didn’t sound like my own, instead having the timbre of someone who’d been drugged and was struggling to comprehend their surroundings. 

      “Do you want me to call Richard?” the voice asked, as if he knew who Richard was.

      The words were like a knife slicing through me. I shook my head, feeling my cheeks soak with tears. “No.” My throat was hoarse from the anguish I was feeling.

      “Okay, I won’t call him. Do you know what’s happened to you?”

      I shook my head again.

      “You’ve been in a car accident, Emily. Your car went off the road, into a ditch, and hit an oak tree. You might need medical attention. I should probably take you to the hospital.”

      I swallowed to clear the wad in my throat, then slowly unfurled my body from the seat of the car. The windscreen in front of me was cracked into spiderweb lines and beyond that I could see the oak the car had slammed into. It was an enormous tree, and looking at it from this vantage point made me realize I was lucky to be alive.

      Once I comprehended that, I focused on the man helping me. He definitely looked familiar but in the dark it was hard to tell who he was.

      “I’m okay,” I whispered, pushing myself into a better position. I ran my hands over my arms and legs, and winced with pain, but it was the pain of bruising only. Nothing appeared to be broken. My face however, hurt like crazy.

      “Here, let me help you.” He reached in and gave me his hand, gently pulling me up and out of the car. Then he half led, half carried me away, to his vehicle, a tow truck. “You’re lucky I was driving past and saw you’d gone off the
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