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        Eve

        Pretentious. Arrogant. Condescending. Cruel.

        All words I'd used to label him. Exactly what I’d always believed he was. All that changes one spring morning when I realize I don't know the man behind the facade.

      

        

      
        Angry. Desperate. Broken. Mine.

        All words I use to define him after I interfere. Once our eyes lock, I’m all in. There’s no turning back. I’m determined to save him. What I don't expect is he’ll save me, too.

      

        

      
        Cy

        I’m so close to ending my misery. Mere seconds away. Then she stumbles upon our argument, and I change my plans. Even with my entire world burning down around me, she refuses to walk away.

      

        

      
        I’ve always been on my own. No one fought for me before. But she does, no matter how much I try to stop her. Once she gets under my skin, I can't let her go, because where I end, she begins.
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      Please note that this book contains the following: bullying, child abuse, attempted suicide, physical and emotional abuse, sexual assault, and attempted rape. If any of these are triggers for you, please proceed with caution.
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          EVE

        

      

    

    
      Six years ago…

      I hear him before I see him. He's walking up the hallway with his band of asshole friends. I close my locker and turn just as they walk by. They don't stop. Thank God. I merge into the flow of traffic, my best and only friend, Tasha, joining me. We're almost to class when he stops in the middle of the hallway, does a one-eighty, and faces me. Shit. I don't want to deal with him today. I was foolish to think I escaped him.

      Everyone in the hall stops to watch. Their backs are pressed against their lockers, each getting a view of today’s entertainment. They always stop and observe anything he does. Hotshot, super wealthy, Cy Revere. All the guys want to be him, and all the girls want to do him.

      "Evie," he says, his eyes fixated on me. He’s the only one who calls me that. "I missed you yesterday. Will you be coming by tonight?"

      "Not in your dreams, asshole,” I growl.

      "How will your mom get home then? You have your family's only car, don't you? You drove it to school. I mean, no one can miss that red beast in the parking lot." His friends laugh, as do the others. Great. Just what I need—the whole school is making fun of me again. It’s bad enough my family doesn’t fit in since we aren’t made of money, but my car—my mom’s car—it draws attention on its own with its faded and chipped red paint, and the dent on the back hatch, thanks to my mom backing up one night and not seeing the tree behind her.

      I give Cy the finger and try to brush past him, but he grips my elbow, not letting me by. I freeze. I hate it when he does this. It's almost a daily occurrence. He finds me at some point every day and makes a dick remark in front of everyone. Not even Tasha backs me up. Some friend she is. She secretly pines for his attention. She's never said as much, but I know. Your best friend always knows.

      "Not so fast, Evie,” he says.

      "My name is Eve, you asshole," I seethe.

      His eyes bore into mine with a matching fire. It's equal hatred. I just can't understand why he chooses to pick on me. There are plenty of other kids in this school, yet I'm the object of his harassment. Not once has he singled out anyone else like he does me.

      He leans forward and for a second I think he's going to kiss me, which makes zero sense. Like the dumbass I am, I lick my lips and focus on his. Sure, he's hot. Okay, he's fucking beautiful, with his black hair and eyes so blue they resemble a clear ocean. He knows it, too, and that's one of his problems. Cocky, rich boy. However, I’m no different than any girl in the school. Once you see him, there’s a part of you that wants him. I try to bury that part down deep, but every once in a while, it shows. Like right now.

      My body tilts ever so slightly toward him. I want him to kiss me. My teenage hormones are going wild being this close to him. I can't help it. The only kiss I ever had was with an exchange student, freshman year. Once Cy saw my interest in him, he quickly recruited him to his group.

      Cy has this ability to make me block out the rest of the world when his eyes are on mine. I don't know what it is about him, but I hate it. I loathe it—because he's fully aware of the effect he has on me and uses it to his advantage. Like he's going to in three, two, one.

      Cy bursts out laughing. All his friends quickly follow, as does most of the hallway. My eyes dart around as a blush quickly heats my cheeks.

      "Did you think I was going to kiss you?" he asks through his fit of laughter. Then he sobers so fast I'm surprised I don't get whiplash. "I wouldn't kiss the help." The help. That's what I am to him: the daughter of the woman who assists his mother with her business. Maybe if my mom didn’t work for his, I wouldn’t be on his radar. I didn’t have the pleasure of knowing him in grade school, since we only moved to Arrow Falls, Pennsylvania the summer before freshman year.

      I close my eyes tight and wish the entire encounter away. When I open my eyes, everyone will be staring and laughing, just as they always are. One thing is certain, though. Cy will be gone. Once he gets a good dig at me, he's off with his friends again as if we never exchanged words.

      The laughter dies down. All I hear now is the shuffling of feet on the school floor. A hand lightly touches my arm, making me jump. My eyes open and I come face-to-face with Tasha. She's trying hard not to smile. I'd call her a bitch, but I don't have any other friends. As much as she wants to join Cy's little clan, she stays by my side. I’m grateful for that. At least I have someone.

      "I'm sorry," she says, trying to stifle her smile. "I don't mean to laugh."

      "Go to hell." I walk away from her. Tasha will brush off my words like she always does. I need to get to class. It's only second period and my day is already ruined. Cy rarely shows up at the same time every day. There are days I’m lucky and don’t see him until the end of the day.

      She runs after me, but I ignore her. I can't get the image of her laughing, along with the other jerks, out of my head. We enter history together and take our seats at the far end of the room, next to the windows. Everyone's eyes are on me as they whisper to one another.

      Tasha leans forward on the desk behind me when we sit down. "I really am sorry, Eve. Honest."

      I let out a long sigh. "Whatever." I don't feel like arguing with her. Her apology is genuine; it always is. However, it doesn't change what she did and will continue to do where Cy is concerned.

      She doesn't get a chance to say anything else. The bell rings. Our teacher starts talking in his monotone voice, effectively putting half the class to sleep. I take the time to stare out the window and daydream.

      What would it be like if I were rich? Would Cy still make fun of me, or would I finally measure up to the invisible bar he has set for those around him? Only the super-rich can be his friends. I swear he has a list of requirements his cronies must meet before he lets them join his group.

      Must have:

      2009 or newer BMW

      Zero morals

      Clothes to make you look like you stepped out of a magazine ad for preppy dicks

      Willingness to follow the leader—no questions asked

      Ability to laugh when the leader laughs, regardless if it's funny or not

      No independent thoughts

      Those are only the guy requirements. Thinking about the idiot girls who hover around him is a whole other story. Yes, he's attractive, but then he opens his mouth and his personality drives away anyone with half a brain. Except me. I have a brain. I'm smart as hell but somehow keep getting sucked into his traps. Stupid, foolish Eve.

      I spend the rest of class trying to focus on what our teacher is droning on about; however, history isn't interesting to me. Luckily, the bell rings, saving me from any further torture.

      Out in the hall, I walk as fast as I can without drawing attention to myself. I want to get to my locker, grab my books, and get to the safety of my next classroom. With Cy gunning for me so early in the morning, I dread what the rest of the day will be like.
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        * * *

      

      Somehow, and I'm not sure how, I make it through the day without seeing him again. That is, until I leave the building and start walking to my car. There he is, leaning up against the passenger side of my mom's old Subaru station wagon, with his arms crossed and a smirk on his face. He's alone, though. No clan of morons along with him to ridicule me.

      I stop when I'm a foot away from where he's standing. "Get off my car."

      "Sorry," he says, and turns around to rub his hand over faded red paint his ass was just touching. "Didn't mean to damage the beast." If it were possible to roll your eyes clean out of your head, I would have done it by now.

      "Just move. I need to leave." I quickly hit the unlock button on the remote. I need to get out of here. Nothing good will come from me talking to him, especially when I have no clue what he's up to. That thought scares me. He could have anything up his sleeve.

      "Your mom doesn't finish working for three hours. We should go do something."

      My eyes narrow. What game is he playing? "I'm good, thanks."

      "Let me at least walk you to your door."

      “Get the hell away from me.” I try to step around him, but he stays by my side as we walk around the rear of the car. He then pushes himself ahead, quickly opening the door for me. I ignore him and throw my bag inside. "Leave."

      He smiles innocently, with his white, straight teeth, and closes my door once I'm inside. He backs away with a stupid smile on his face. Prick.

      Cy quickly runs away when I start the engine and put my car in reverse. I back out of the spot and shift it to drive. It's then I notice everyone around me laughing and pointing. Pointing right at my driver's side door. A few have also taken out their phones and snapped pictures and videos of me. I throw the car in park and jump out to figure out what's got them going.

      Then I see it: a blown-up picture of me leaning in toward Cy like I'm about to kiss him and the revolted look on his face at the thought. Perfect. Just fucking perfect. Plastered on my door for all of Arrow Falls High to see.

      I rip the picture from my door as fast as possible and crumple it into a ball, throwing it on the front seat. The parking lot is suddenly too small, and I'm starting to hyperventilate. I need to get out of here.

      Slowly, not wanting to go too fast in the parking lot and feel the wrath of the principal for driving over the speed limit, I make my way to the far end where the road to freedom is. It's there, where the parking lot meets Front Street, where I see Cy holding a bright yellow sign with the words, "Not in your wildest dreams" written on it in bold, black, block letters. Standing beside him is Aria Garcia, one of the most popular girls in the school.

      Once he knows he has my attention, he clutches her side with his free hand and kisses her hard on the mouth, just because he can. A big fuck you to me, saying he will never kiss me like that. I hate high school.
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            EVE

          

        

      

    

    
      It's Friday and thank fuck for that. Risa leaves tomorrow for California, which means I get to work from home next week. No Cy. No Everett. No craziness. Well, to be fair, everything has been quiet since dinner the other night. I haven't seen either of them and I'm grateful. Just Risa and I. Or just me, for that matter. I came back from picking up her dry cleaning and dropping off mail at the post office to find she's not anywhere to be found. There's nothing strange about that, though. It's her home. She sometimes disappears, and I just keep plugging away. I have plenty to keep me busy.

      I'm flipping through the mail I picked up at the post office when I hear shouting. Then, more shouting. I lean to the right a little to try and get a glimpse of what is going on, but I can't see anything. Maybe it's just Cy and Everett fighting again. All I can make out is a male voice. Everett comes home sometimes for lunch, since he doesn’t work too far from home.

      "I'm done, Risa. He's beyond spoiled!" Everett yells. I lean back in hopes of no one seeing me trying to eavesdrop.

      "Where are you going?" she cries.

      "Out."

      "Don't leave. Not like this," she pleads with such emotion in her voice. I've never heard her sound like this before. Instantly, I’m worried.

      He doesn't respond. The next sound I hear is a door slamming in the distance. He must have left through the garage. Risa sniffles then runs back through the house––her heels clicking quickly over the tile floor. I get up from my desk and follow her. Something happened. Maybe I can help. Or maybe I'm just being nosy and want to know what's going on.

      I slowly walk through the house to the back sliding door off the living room. The screen door is the only thing shut. Shouting reaches me. Shouting coming from Cy. I stay near the wall, so no one can see me.

      "You just proved your point!" Cy yells at Risa.

      "Me? He left because of you."

      "You would take his side, wouldn't you? Never mind. You've made it clear from day one he is more important than me."

      Her hands are balled into fists by her side. I've never seen her this angry. In fact, I've never heard her yell at all. "You're my son! I always put you first."

      Cy barks out a humorless laugh. "I'm third, if not lower, on your priority list. Your job is first. Then Everett. Shit, I think Evie even ranks higher than me." Why the hell am I being brought in to this? I have nothing to do with their fight.

      I slowly move forward until they’re both in my view. They are standing on the back patio next to their infinity edge pool.

      "Stop it. She has nothing to do with this."

      "You're right," he responds. "This is about me, you, and that asshole of a husband you have."

      "I can't keep doing this with you. It's the same argument over and over."

      Cy drops his head. His grey t-shirt is slightly billowing in the breeze. His dark hair hangs onto his forehead, instead of being brushed back like it usually is. The sides of his head and around the back are all shaved close to his head. His arms hang limply by his side.

      "You're right," he says solemnly. "It needs to end." He reaches into the back waistband of jeans and withdrawals a black handgun. Whoa. Where did Cy get a gun from? A nine millimeter, at that.

      My dad used to keep one at home, just in case. When I was older, he would take me to the shooting range, teach me how to handle a gun properly, and how to shoot it. He didn't want me to fear guns but to be knowledgeable. And the gun Cy is currently holding already has a magazine clip loaded into it. Once he put the clip in, a round went into the chamber. One pull of the trigger is all it will take to fire.

      "What are you doing?" Risa gasps. "Why do you have a gun?"

      "I knew it would come to this."

      Cy drops to his knees on the stone pavers. He slowly brings the barrel of the gun to his head, pointing it straight at his right temple. His finger hovers over the trigger. I step forward on instinct, wanting to help, but Risa’s voice halts me in my tracks.

      "Stop!" Risa yells. "Please don't do this."

      "You knew," Cy's voice cracks with emotion as his eyes hold hers. "For years, I told you what he was doing, and you did nothing. You pretended it wasn't happening. How could you? I'm your son! Your fucking blood and you let him put his hands on me. You let him abuse me." A tear runs down Cy's cheek.

      Risa's hand flies to her mouth as a muffled sob leaves her lips. "I didn't...there was nothing..."

      "Bullshit! You knew! I was twelve when I first told you. You blew me off. Then I told you at least once, every single year, until it stopped when I turned eighteen. He had a special birthday gift for me that year. You could have called the police. You could have kicked him out! But you didn’t. No, you sided with him. Telling me I was lying and your precious husband would never do that to me. I showed you the bruises! I showed you the blood!" He presses the gun harder to the side of his head.

      My mind spins with all I'm hearing. Everett had been abusing Cy and Risa knew, yet did nothing? How could she? Cy is her son, and she picked her husband over him. His word over her own child’s.

      Risa cries harder. She sits down on a chair and puts her head in her hands.

      "I can't take it anymore," Cy chokes out. "Six years I endured his torture. Then I dealt with six years of him threatening me. He said he would do it again. Every time I stepped out of line, he would tell me he'd visit my bedroom and teach me a lesson. Luckily, he hasn't set foot in there since I became an adult. No more! I can't live like this." The finger he hovers over the trigger moves.

      "No!" I cry as I rush from the house. I can't stand here and do nothing. I can't watch him end his life.

      Cy turns toward me, the gun still pressed to his head. "Evie?"

      I drop to the ground in front of him. My skirt rides up as the stone pavers dig into my knees, but I don't care. Nothing matters except getting Cy to drop the gun.

      "Please give me the gun,” I plead and hold out my palm. I've never dealt with anything like this before. I'm moving and talking on pure instinct. I don't want anything happening to Cy. Everything in our past is forgotten. None of it matters now. Only him. Only saving his life.

      "Go," he tells me. "Please." The emotion in his voice has me blinking back tears. I hate seeing him like this. He's always been so confident. Never broken. But then again, I didn't know him all too well.

      "No. I won't leave you," I say firmly.

      "I don't want you mixed up in this."

      "And I don't want you to take your life."

      "Leave and let me do this, Evie." He squeezes his eyes shut and a couple of tears fall. I hear Risa behind me crying still. If I weren't worried about Cy, I'd get up and backhand her for being such a poor excuse for a mother. She isn't the person I thought she was.

      "I can't leave you, Cy. Please," I beg as emotion creeps its way into my throat, giving away how the situation is affecting me. "Give me the gun. I don't want to lose you."

      His eyes open at my words and hold me in his gaze. "I'm no one. I'm not worth your attention."

      "You're worth it and so much more." I hesitantly reach out to take his free hand in mine. He grips me hard like I'm his lifeline; the only tether he has to this world. Maybe I am. Maybe I'm exactly who he needs to show him he's worth saving.

      "Evie, please."

      "Give me the gun, Cy, and we'll leave. I'll take you from here. Just us. No one else."

      "Why are you doing this? After all I've done to you. Go. Get out of here. Let me stop the pain. Let me put an end to the nightmares. I can't do this anymore. Can't you see that? It hurts so fucking bad."

      I bring my free hand to his chest right above his heart. "This heart of yours, I can feel it beating. It's strong and full of life. A life not over. Don't end it all now. Not when you have so much ahead of you. Come with me, Cy. Let me show you what's out there. What life is like when you have someone who cares about you."

      "You're that person? You care about me? How could you when I spent every day making your life a living hell?"

      "Because your life is worth more than my hurt feelings. Because as much as you don't think so, you matter to me. Give me the gun, Cy." Every word I've spoken so far has been nothing but the truth. I might not have thought much of him before this, but I know how I feel when I'm in his presence. When his eyes hold mine and my body comes alive.

      "I don't know if I can. I've thought about doing this ever since he came into my room that first night. I thought about what it would be like to finally have some peace. To not have to worry about what tomorrow would bring. He might not be touching me anymore, but the threat is always there. Grant me that peace. Let me go." He closes his eyes again. Panic races through me. At any moment, he could pull the trigger and end his life.

      "Open your eyes! Look at me!" He does. "All you have to do is give me the gun, then we can grab my keys and get the fuck out of here."

      "You're going to take me to the hospital. I don't want to go there. I don't want to be drugged to the point I'm not even conscious. I don't want doctors hovering over me, asking me about my feelings and why I want to kill myself."

      "No, I won’t." I shake my head. "I promise." I should take him to the hospital. He needs more help than I can provide, but at this point, I'll settle for him releasing the gun and letting me get him away from his toxic family.

      "I can't come back here, Evie. Not while he lives here. Not while the memories assault me every time I enter my room."

      "You won't have to. It'll just be you and me."

      His eyes widen ever so slightly and the tiniest bit of hope is evident in them. He slowly brings the gun down, his hand trembling as he does so. I reach up and take it from him, the metal of the grip warm from being held by his large hand.

      "Thank you," I tell him. I remove the clip from the gun. I don't trust him enough not to try and take it again. Now that I got it away from him, I need to ensure he never gets it back.

      I stand and offer him my hand. My other hand holds the clip and the gun. He looks up at me, and for a moment, I don't think he's going to let me help him up. Yes, he can stand on his own, but me offering my hand is more than just a hand to help lift him. It's me asking him to trust me. His palm touches mine. Warmth spreads through my body at the contact. He stands and peers down at me. There's a good five-inch difference in our height and that's with me wearing three-inch heels.

      I lace my fingers with his. "Let's go." Before we walk into the house, I turn to a still sobbing Risa and say, "I quit. I'll leave my laptop here. The rest of my things, which you provided for me to use while working from home, will be sent back to you."

      "Wait," she cries. "Both of you. Don't do this."

      "There is no way I can stay working for you, knowing what you did, or in reality, didn't do. How could you? You're his mother.”

      Cy's hand grips mine hard. I turn from Risa. We go into the house, past the stairs, and into the office. I open the bottom left drawer of my desk, pull out my purse, and drop the gun and clip into my bag. My purse is the only thing of mine I have here that I want. The cell phone in it is mine, although Risa reimburses me monthly for the bill. I find my keys in my bag, and we are out the garage door in less than thirty seconds. Cy’s GMC pickup is sitting next to my red Jetta, but no way is he driving anywhere. He doesn't even ask.

      I open the passenger side door of my car for him. Watching him climb inside is interesting to say the least. He's too tall, but somehow, he fits with the seat all the way back. I get in and quickly put his home in my rearview mirror as I drive the hell away from the nightmare he's been living for far too long.

      We don't talk as I make the short drive across town. His phone chimes in his pocket, but he ignores it. I didn't even realize he had it on him, but then again, why wouldn't he? No one goes anywhere without their phone anymore. I chance a glance at him and notice he has his head tipped back on the seat, his eyes are closed, his mouth drawn down in a frown. I focus back on the road.

      I still can't believe he let me take the gun from him. The thought of him pulling the trigger, of ending his life right before me, causes bile to rise up my throat. What if I hadn't been there? What if I hadn't eavesdropped and inserted myself into their argument? I'd like to think he wouldn't have gone through with it, but deep down, I know he was ready to. There was nothing stopping him. Risa wouldn’t have been able to keep him from doing it; not when she had something to do with his reason behind it.

      It changes how I feel about him, about everything that happened between us in high school. Sure, he was awful to me. He had the entire school laughing at me daily, but what he endured at the hands of his stepfather was far worse than anything he dished out to me. Truth be told, all those days of being picked on by him made me strong. He helped make me into the woman I am today. The one who takes no one's shit. Without going through what I did, who knows how different I would be now.

      My hand is resting on the gearshift when I feel his fingers inch over mine. Looking at him again, I see his eyes are still closed. He lifts my hand and brings it to his chest to rest there beneath his palm. I don't want to pull away, so I don't. If he finds any comfort by me being with him, then I’ll gladly be here.

      There is no way I can begin to imagine what he's been through. So many years of abuse. Of no one coming to his rescue. My soul weeps for all he lost growing up: his innocence, the love and security of his family. I still can't fully wrap my head around everything.

      I concentrate on the road before me and try to drown out the sorrow, which is quickly filling me. I can't think about what's already happened to him. Right now, I have to focus on the man beside me and how I can help him heal, if that’s even possible after all this time.
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