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It was New Year’s weekend, 2001, and the sky was the color of old snow—thick, gray, and unmoving. Julie gripped the steering wheel as she made the long drive from the shelter in Virginia to North Carolina, her second trip in just two weeks. In the seats behind her sat Vivian and Vivian’s two teenage daughters. They weren’t close—barely knew each other, really. Just three more faces from the shelter, each carrying their own pile of broken pieces.

Julie wasn’t trying to be anyone’s savior. She was barely holding herself together. She’d landed at the shelter after losing custody of her son to CPS, and every day since had been a fight to get her life back on track. Court dates, therapy, paperwork, job searches—it all clung to her like wet concrete. But when Vivian asked for help getting to her niece’s place in North Carolina, Julie—still someone who tried to help where she could—agreed to make the trip.

The first drive, just a week earlier, had introduced her to Amber—Vivian’s niece—and Amber’s husband, Kelvin. Amber was loud, theatrical, always at the center of some family drama. Every story was full of betrayals, accusations, or teary-eyed rants about who did what and why. Julie hadn’t known then that Amber had a pill habit or that the emotional tornado spinning around her wasn’t just personality—it was chaos barely held together. That would come later.

During that visit, Amber and Vivian had spent a lot of time talking about Trevor—Kelvin’s youngest brother. He was twenty, and they painted him like he was practically perfect: sweet, respectful, loved kids, never got into trouble. Amber had clearly hoped he’d show up that weekend, but he never did.

Now, a week later, Julie was headed back down with Vivian and the girls, this time to drop them off for good. Julie had felt welcomed on that first trip. Kelvin had seemed kind enough, and Amber’s cousin Michael was easygoing. Amber, despite her dramatics, had come off as friendly and warm, and Julie—who hadn’t had much kindness in a while—appreciated that.

Vivian didn’t talk much during the ride. She stared out the window, lost in thought. After a while, she spoke, her voice low and tired. “I’m glad Amber’s willing to help. I’m tired of staying in the shelter.” She paused, then added, “Thanks for taking us back.”

Julie just nodded. “Yeah. I get it.”

The trip was only about four hours, but it was already late afternoon when they left the shelter. Julie knew she wouldn’t be able to get back in that night—the doors were locked after dark—so she’d planned to stay over and leave early the next morning.

That night, Trevor finally made an appearance.

He slipped into the house like he belonged there—young, confident, all smiles and easy laughter. Within minutes, he was sitting at the table with Amber and Vivian, drinks in hand, the three of them cutting up like old friends reunited after too long. Julie watched from the corner of the room, perched on the edge of a worn-out armchair, a quiet observer in a house that wasn’t hers, among people who didn’t really know her.

Every now and then, she slipped outside, letting the door creak shut behind her. The winter air was sharp, a welcome sting against the warmth that clung to her skin after sitting in the thick, over-heated trailer. She sat on the steps, arms wrapped around her knees, staring out into the night. It was quiet out there, the kind of quiet that hums in your ears and makes you feel both alone and oddly at peace.

After a while, she heard the door creak open again. Footsteps.

Trevor.

He walked over and sat down beside her, not too close but close enough that she could feel his presence. For a moment, they just sat there in silence, the night folding around them.

Then he started talking—nothing heavy, just questions meant to draw her out. Where was she from? Did she have any kids? What brought her to Virginia? His voice was casual, curious, laced with a kind of practiced charm. Julie answered carefully, guarded but polite, giving him just enough to keep the conversation going without opening herself up too much.

He seemed genuinely interested. Too interested, maybe. But not in a pushy way—more like someone following through on a plan.

Later, Julie would find out that Amber had told him about her days earlier. Had described her as “sweet” and “cute,” someone he might like. Amber had been hoping she’d come back that weekend, and apparently, she’d already decided Julie and Trevor should meet. Play matchmaker. Stir the pot a little.

Sitting there on the steps, Julie didn’t know all that yet. She just knew there was a man beside her, asking questions, flashing smiles, and looking at her like she was something worth noticing. And even though a part of her appreciated the attention, another part—deep down, the part that had been burned too many times—was already wary.

When they went back inside, the noise and heat rushed at Julie like a wave. The small living room felt even more crowded now, thick with the smell of cigarette smoke and cheap liquor. Laughter bounced off the walls—Amber was mid-story again, animated and slurring, her drink half-spilled on the table.

“Julie!” Amber called out, waving her over with a sloppy grin. “You want a drink, honey?”

Julie shook her head with a polite smile. “No, thanks. I’ve got to leave early in the morning,” she explained, her voice steady, calm.

Amber leaned back in her chair, eyes glassy. “Did you know Kelvin and Trevor’s parents have been married almost forty years?” she asked suddenly, as if it were the most important fact in the world.

Julie raised her brows, shook her head again.

“Yeah, they have,” Amber went on, her voice dragging a little now, caught somewhere between pride and intoxication. “They’re a good family. A real good family.”

Julie didn’t respond. She just gave a small nod and moved toward the couch, needing a little distance from the swirl of noise and alcohol.

Trevor followed her.

He sat down beside her, quieter now than he’d been outside, and nudged her lightly with his elbow. “Sorry about Amber,” he said, voice low.

Julie glanced at him, offering a small, understanding smile. “It’s fine,” she replied. And maybe it was. Or maybe she just didn’t want to make things awkward.

That night, Julie didn’t sleep much. She was lying on the living room floor. Vivian was asleep on the couch, and Trevor was lying on the loveseat. He wasn’t asleep. The two could hear Vivian snoring. Trevor moves off the loveseat and onto the floor near Julie. He offers her a pill in cellophane. Julie shakes her head no. He puts it in his mouth.

“What was that?” Julie asked, curious.

“Ecstasy,” He tells her. He leans down and kisses her. His hands move across her body. Julie gently pushes away, but he doesn’t stop.

He continues to kiss her harder. Julie just gives in. His hands move down and start tugging at the waistband on her pants. He gently moves and pulls them down. Julie’s bottom is exposed on the living room floor. “Shhhh,” he tells her as his head moves between her legs. He starts licking her bean. Julie moans. She then looks up at the couch where Vivian is sleeping. She didn’t want to wake her.

“Stop,” she tells Trevor. He does and moves up to where he is on top of her. He pulls his jeans down and removes his manhood. He inserts himself inside her. Julie moans slightly. He kisses her as he does. She can smell and taste the alcohol on his breath. He finishes inside her minutes later. He helps Julie get dressed. He then asks for her number. Julie gives him the number to the shelter that allows incoming calls to those who are there.

It was almost dawn. Julie gets up and heads for the door.

“Where are you going?” Trevor asks.

“I need to get back,” she said, pausing.

“You can’t stay another night?” His tone was hopeful but not pushy.

Julie shook her head. “I wish I could. But I’ve got things I need to do.”

Trevor followed her out, the cold morning air hitting them both like a slap. At her car, he lingered for a beat, then leaned in and kissed her. It was quick, not forceful—more curious than anything.

“I’ll be in touch,” he said, smiling.

Julie nodded once, then slid into the driver’s seat. The engine rumbled to life, headlights cutting through the misty gray. She gave a small wave as she pulled away, her face unreadable in the rearview mirror. The sun was rising behind her, but the road ahead felt just as long.
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Julie arrived back at the shelter before noon and informed the women in the office that Vivian and her daughters wouldn’t be returning. She had left them with Vivian’s niece. The women nodded in understanding, acknowledging her words without asking any questions.

Weighed down by the long journey and the emotional toll of the past days, Julie walked back to her room. She collapsed onto the bed, too exhausted to think, and within moments, sleep took over. The exhaustion from the drive and the heavy thoughts she carried finally gave way to the comfort of rest.

In the late afternoon, Julie was jolted awake by a shelter mate knocking on her door. “You have a phone call,” they said before walking out.

Groggy, Julie stumbled to the phone. “Hello?” she mumbled into the receiver.

“Hey, it’s me, Trevor,” the voice on the other end said.

“Oh, hi,” Julie replied, still trying to shake off the haze of sleep.

“I just wanted to make sure the number worked,” Trevor said, laughing lightly.

“Why wouldn’t it?” Julie asked, her curiosity piqued.

“I don’t know,” he chuckled. “I’m just glad you made it back safely.”

They exchanged a few more words before Trevor said goodbye, and Julie hung up. She walked back to her room and shut the door behind her. Without a second thought, she flopped back onto the bed and drifted back into a deep, much-needed sleep.

* * *

Months passed, and Julie and Trevor continued to talk on the phone every other day. He kept asking her to visit, but she always had a reason not to—appointments, work, and everything in between.

By March, Julie had received her tax refund. The car she’d been using wasn’t hers, and she knew it was time to return it to its owner. After doing so, she used her refund to buy a used car. It wasn’t much, but it was hers, and that felt like progress. She drove it to her apartment, a place she’d moved into just a few weeks after dropping Vivian and the girls off at Amber’s. It was a small victory in her slow climb back to some semblance of stability.

One evening, Trevor called as usual. He asked again if she could come visit.

“Where exactly are you? Kelvin and Amber’s, or somewhere else?” Julie asked, her curiosity piqued.

Trevor gave her the details, and Julie scribbled them down. “I’ll see you this weekend,” she said, a sense of anticipation in her voice despite herself.

They hung up, and Julie went about the rest of her evening, packing a small bag for the weekend.

Friday evening came, and it was already eleven by the time Julie finished her shift. She left work tired but with a quiet excitement building. After a quick stop at the apartment to gather a few things, she lay down in bed. The room was silent except for the soft hum of the city outside, and soon, exhaustion overtook her.

Julie had been working at the hospital’s laundry facility, long hours on her feet, sorting and folding. It wasn’t glamorous, but it paid the bills. Lately, she had also been seeing Walter, the older maintenance man. He’d stop by the laundry room every shift to chat, tease her, and make her laugh. It was easy with him—comfortable. She didn’t want anything more from him, but the casual flirtation and attention made the grind of her days a little less lonely.

Julie didn’t tell Trevor about the casual sex she had been having with Walter, the older maintenance man from the hospital. She figured it was none of his business. They weren’t dating, and they weren’t in a relationship. To her, it was just a way to fill the emptiness and keep her mind off the weight of everything else.

Trevor’s pursuit of her had started to get on her nerves. He called her constantly, asking when she would visit, and his expectations seemed to grow with every conversation. She was growing tired of it—he wanted her to take all the steps, make all the moves, while he stayed passive, waiting for her to act. He never made any bold attempts on his part. It felt like he was waiting for her to do everything for both of them, and it began to wear on her.

But she kept these thoughts to herself, not wanting to complicate things further. She wasn’t ready for anything serious, and she wasn’t sure she ever would be. She didn’t owe him anything, and yet, the pressure seemed to build with every conversation.

Early Saturday morning, Julie took a quick shower, the warm water soothing her tired muscles from the long week. Afterward, she packed a few essentials into her car—nothing too much, just enough for a weekend visit. With everything ready, she slid behind the wheel, leaving her apartment and the comfort of her routine behind.

Before hitting the road, she made a stop at the convenience store. She grabbed a 20 ounce soda and a snack, her eyes briefly scanning the address Trevor had given her, which sat on the passenger seat. She was going to see him—finally. Part of her was curious, but the other part just wanted to get it over with. The drive was long, and the anticipation built with each mile.

Four hours later, Julie pulled up to the house. She stared at it for a moment, taking in the scene. The white, double-wide mobile home stood on a brick foundation, its black shutters contrasting sharply against the pale exterior. A nice front porch, inviting but unremarkable, and a smaller back porch. Several cars were parked in the driveway, a few more than she’d expected. She wondered who else was inside.

June, Trevor’s mother, noticed a blue car pulling up outside. She paused, intrigued. Trevor, who had been anxiously waiting for Julie’s arrival, rushed to the window. He had been expecting her, but the car was different from the one she had driven before.

Julie stepped out of the car, standing near the driver’s side door. Trevor’s eyes lit up when he spotted her. He wasted no time, running outside to greet her with a wide smile.

“You made it!” Trevor said, his voice warm with excitement.

Julie returned the smile, though there was a flicker of nervousness beneath the surface. They walked inside together.

“Mom, this is Julie,” Trevor said, introducing her to his mother, June, who stood in the kitchen.

June gave her a polite smile, her eyes scrutinizing Julie for a moment before she spoke. “Nice to meet you, dear.”

Trevor continued the introductions. “And this is Raven, my brother’s wife.”

Raven, a woman in her early twenties with an easy smile, greeted Julie warmly. As Julie scanned the room, she noticed a little boy, a toddler, playing near Raven’s feet. He had bright blue eyes and sandy brown hair, a stunning little boy who couldn’t have been more than two.

Raven chuckled as the child walked over to Julie and tugged at her sleeve. “Well, Robbie likes you,” she said, bending down to scoop him up into her arms. “I’ve heard so much about you,” she continued, her smile genuine, but there was a slight edge to her tone that made Julie pause.

Julie looked at Raven with a puzzled expression, unsure of what she meant.

Before she could ask, June, from the kitchen, turned toward them. “Can I get you something to drink, dear?” she asked, her voice sweet but with an undertone of cautious curiosity.

Julie shook her head, holding up her 20-ounce bottle of Mountain Dew. “I’m good, thank you, though,” she said, offering a small smile in return.
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Julie, Trevor, and Raven settled into the living room, the air filled with casual conversation. Raven, who had been quiet for a few moments, eyed Julie with a hint of curiosity. She was trying to figure out what Trevor saw in her.

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” Raven said, her voice light but probing. “From Trevor, Kelvin, and even Amber.” She paused, giving a slight smile. “Amber’s been bragging about setting you two up.”

Julie nodded, unsure how to respond. She didn’t know how much Trevor had told them, or what exactly Amber had said, but it seemed like everyone had their own take on her.

Trevor sat back, his gaze flickering between Raven and Julie, as if waiting for the conversation to unfold naturally.

Just then, June walked over and joined them, sitting in the chair opposite them. She offered a friendly smile, but her eyes lingered on Julie for a moment longer than was comfortable.

“How long are you staying?” June asked, her tone polite but edged with curiosity.

Julie shifted in her seat, unsure of how to answer. “I’m not sure. I haven’t really thought that much into it,” she replied, keeping her answer vague.

June smiled, nodding understandingly. “Well, we’d sure like to get to know you better,” she said, her voice warm, but Julie couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more behind her words.

Julie smiled back, giving a nod of her own, trying to keep things light. “I’d like that,” she said, her words soft but sincere.

“Where are you from?” June asked, her voice curious but friendly.

“Currently, I live in Virginia, but I’m originally from Arkansas. That’s where my family is—my mom and my brother,” Julie explained, hoping her answer would satisfy their curiosity.

“What do you do?” Raven asked, her tone casual but interested.

“I work at the hospital,” Julie answered simply.

“Nice,” Raven said, offering a smile that felt warm but slightly probing. She didn’t press further about Julie’s job, instead shifting the conversation in another direction. “What do you think of Trevor?” she asked, her smile widening.

Julie hesitated, her thoughts momentarily clouded. She wasn’t sure what to think of Trevor yet, but she had to be honest. “I’m not really sure,” she admitted. “I’m still getting to know him.”

June and Raven exchanged a look, then started talking about Trevor, much like Amber and Vivian had. Their words came easily, like well-rehearsed stories. Trevor, sitting back on the couch, smiled as he listened, but Julie couldn’t help feeling a little like an outsider in the conversation. Still, she listened intently, trying to piece together what she could about the man sitting next to her.

Soon, the two women moved on to other things, returning to what they were doing before Julie’s arrival. Trevor turned to her, shifting on the couch. “I have to go to work at two,” he said. “Would you drive me?”

Julie paused, weighing the request. “What do I do while you’re at work?” she asked, uncertain.

“You can stay here until I’m off,” he said, grinning. “Then I’ll just have you come pick me up.”

Julie shifted uncomfortably, the idea of sitting in a strange house for hours unsettling her. “I’m not sure if I’m comfortable with that,” she said, her voice cautious.

Trevor shrugged, not at all phased by her hesitation. “They don’t mind,” he said with an easy grin, gesturing toward his family. “You’ll be fine.”

Julie was still unsure.

“Mom, is it okay if Julie hangs out here while I’m at work?” Trevor asked from the couch, his voice casual.

“It’s fine with me,” June said with a warm smile.

“See? I told you it’d be alright,” Trevor told Julie, leaning back into the couch as if the matter was settled.

“I don’t know,” Julie murmured to herself, uncertain of what she was getting into.

At one-thirty, Julie drove Trevor to Dry Dock Seafood Restaurant. He got out, turned back to her, and said, “I’ll call when I’m off. You can come get me then.”

She nodded silently, watching him walk inside before she backed up and drove back to his parents’ house.

Sitting in her car in the driveway, Julie stared at the front door. She wasn’t sure if she was ready to go back inside. After a few moments, Raven appeared, noticing her car parked outside, and walked out to meet her.

“We aren’t gonna bite,” Raven said with a light smile as Julie stepped out of the car.

“I know,” Julie replied quietly, trying to mask her unease.

“He should’ve just taken the night off,” Raven said, her voice tinged with a hint of sympathy.

“Yeah,” Julie said softly, not quite sure how to continue the conversation.

Raven gave a nod, then gestured for Julie to follow her inside. Once inside, June, Raven, and Julie sat in the living room, talking more about Julie’s life and why she had come to Virginia. As the conversation continued, Julie started to feel a little more at ease. She had never been thrust into a family dynamic like this before, and her quiet, reserved nature made it harder to open up.

June leaned forward, her tone earnest. “If you and Trevor get together and you move in, we’ll help you get your son back,” she said, her voice kind but firm.

Raven added, “June and Delbert are the most loving people in the world. They raised four awesome sons.” She smiled warmly, proud of her in-laws.

Julie just nodded, unsure of what to say. Her thoughts swirled as she processed everything.

June smiled fondly. “Delbert and I have been married happily for thirty-five years now,” she said, a twinkle in her eye, clearly proud of their long marriage.

Julie nodded in acknowledgment, a little amazed. She hadn’t met a couple who had been together for so long.

“Trevor is the only one who isn’t married,” Raven chimed in, her voice light but teasing.

“He’s still young,” Julie responded, trying to keep the conversation casual.

“Yes, he is,” June agreed with a soft laugh before standing up to head to the kitchen.

“I hope you like cubed steak,” June called out from the kitchen, rummaging through the cabinets.

“I’ve never had it,” Julie admitted, her voice a little hesitant.

Both June and Raven turned to look at her, surprise evident in their expressions.

“You’ll like it if you like hamburger,” Raven assured her with a grin. Julie just nodded, unsure but willing to try.
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Julie heard the back door shut. A loud male voice followed. “Whose car is that out there?”

“It’s Julie’s,” June replied as she walked past the kitchen and into the other room.

“Who’s Julie?” the man asked, his tone curious.

“She came here to see Trevor. We’ve been hearing about her for a few months now,” June explained.

Delbert, the man, nodded and walked into the kitchen, extending his hand in greeting. “I’m Delbert,” he introduced himself.

Julie smiled and nodded politely, shaking his hand.

“Where’s Trevor?” Delbert asked, looking around the kitchen.

“He went to work,” June responded.

The conversation quieted as June and Delbert moved into another room, leaving Julie with her thoughts. A few minutes later, the back door shut again. Julie looked up to see a young man with sandy brown hair, his clothes covered in black soot-like spots, walking into the kitchen. He looked up for a moment and saw Raven and Julie sitting in the living room.

“This is Julie,” Raven said, gesturing to her.

The young man nodded and smiled, but didn’t say anything, walking past them and heading toward one of the rooms off the living room.

“That’s my husband, Curtis,” Raven said softly. “He’s shy,” she added, a slight smile tugging at her lips as she looked after him.

Julie noticed how much Robbie resembled his father. The shape of his eyes, the sandy brown hair—it was unmistakable. She nodded slightly to herself as the realization settled in. Raven stood up and walked into the room Curtis had just entered, leaving Julie alone in the living room.

“Maybe I should just drive back home,” Julie whispered to herself, unsure if she truly belonged here.

A moment later, Raven returned and sat back down beside her, striking up a light conversation to ease the silence.


Months passed since Julie’s first visit. She had come back several times, as often as she could. Each time, the family welcomed her with the same warmth, the same casual familiarity that made it harder to leave.

On her last visit, June and Delbert had both pulled her aside.

“You should just move in,” June had said gently, almost like a mother would. “We’ll help you get your son back.”

“There shouldn’t be any issues,” Delbert added with calm certainty. “You’re family now.”

Her relationship with Trevor had grown. He asked her to stay for good. Moving in with him, though, also meant moving in with his parents, his brother, and Raven.

Early that summer, John and Marjorie drove up to Julie’s apartment. Trevor helped them load the last of her belongings into the truck. The drive back to North Carolina was quiet but filled with unspoken hope. Julie had taken the leap. She had moved in.


A few months later…

The house was quiet that afternoon. Raven and Trevor were at work, and June was resting in her bedroom. Julie stood in the kitchen, reaching for something on the top shelf. Her fingers grazed the edge of the box, but she couldn’t quite grab it.

“Need help?” a low voice said behind her.

Julie turned slightly and gave a small nod. It was Curtis.

He stepped in close behind her, the heat of his body brushing against her back as he reached over her shoulder. His arm moved above her head, steady and unhurried, as he pulled down the box of tea bags from the shelf. He handed it to her without a word.

Her fingers brushed his, and a quiet current passed between them. Julie’s cheeks flushed. Her skin tingled where he’d touched her—brief, but enough to leave her breathless.

“We should talk,” he whispered, his voice close to her ear.

Julie turned to face him, her brow lifting slightly in surprise. His nearness unsettled her—not in fear, but in something deeper, more complicated. There was something different in his eyes, something she hadn’t seen before.

“About what?” she asked softly, unsure whether to brace herself or lean in.

“Let’s take a walk,” Curtis says softly. Julie follows him out the back door and into the backyard. 

They walk into the wooded area near the backyard. Julie starts to panic slightly. Curtis had never really talked to her before. This was the first time he had said anything to her. 

He grabs her hand as they walk until the house is in the distance.  

Curtis gently backs her up to a tree. He stands in front of her, his face close to hers. “They’ve all been lying to you,” he whispers in her ear. Julie turns and looks at him. 

“Trevor isn’t what they say,” he tells her. 

“What do you mean?” Julie asks, quietly. 

“I know he and Raven have been fucking,” Curtis tells her. 

Julie looks at him confused. 

“Come with me,” he says as he takes her hand. The two run to his car, a Mustang Cobra. He opens the door for her and she gets inside. He then walks over to the driver’s side. He starts the car up and backs up. He then slowly makes his way down the bumpy driveway onto Silk Hope Road. He turns right and heads toward Siler City. When he gets to the stop sign, he makes a left. 

“I want you to see something,” Curtis tells her. “You need to know the truth,” he continued. 

Julie looks at him, dumbfounded. 

“Why are you doing this?’ she asks.

Curtis doesn’t say anything and keeps driving. Julie notices when he stops, he’s at the Sheriff’s office. 

He opens her door and helps her out. He holds her hand as they walk inside.  

Curtis walks up to the desk. “Hey Mindi, can you pull up my brother Trevor’s wrap sheet?” Curtis asks the desk sergeant. Mindi does as he says after asking for his information. She turns the screen around so they can see. Julie looks at it shocked. 

“Attempted rape?” she says. Curtis nods. “That charge got dropped to Illegal trespass,” Mindi tells her. Julie continued reading. She noticed who the victim was who made the allegation. Vivian. Mindi scrolls further. Julie notices several arrests for drugs and alcohol. Curtis thanks Mindi and leads Julie back out to the car. He gets in. 

“If you stay, you won’t get your son back,” Curtis tells her. She looks over at him, a sad look on her face. 

He reaches over and grabs her face. “I’m trying to help you,” he tells her. 

“Look, I’ll help you get back home or whatever you need. I don’t want you to lose your son. I like you too much for you to go through that. Pack a bag and we’ll leave in the night,” Curtis tells her. He starts the Cobra up and drives out of the parking lot. 

The car was quiet except for the low rumble of the engine and Julie’s soft, choked sobs. Curtis kept his eyes on the road, his jaw tight, but every sound from her made his chest ache. He’d tried to hold it together for her, to stay calm and composed, but the truth was—he was unraveling too.

When he pulled off onto a quiet back road, the silence between them was thick with everything left unsaid. He shifted into park, turned toward her, and finally




















































