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Prologue

 


The shadows crept closer
as a deep cold settled into my bones. I cowered on the floor of my
closet, hidden behind shoes and clothes, as I listened to the slap
of flesh against flesh. He’d come home drunk again, even more so
than usual, and he’d barely cleared the door before landing the
first blow. It was cowardly of me to hide. I should stand up and
fight—do something to make him stop. My phone was still clutched in
my hand, and my heart pounded in my chest, the thump-thump loud in my ears. I knew
I should call 9-1-1 and get help for Mom, but I also knew that even
if they arrested him, they’d never keep him. Mom would give the
cops some bullshit excuse as to why he was beating her, or say she
fell, and then she’d refuse to press charges. If I thought things
were bad now, they’d be even worse if he went to jail for the
night. We’d lived through that horror once already, and once was
more than enough. No one had to tell me my dad was an abusive
asshole who thrived on being a bully. I’d experienced it
firsthand.

My palms grew slick as I heard my
mother’s whimpers and then booted steps coming down the hall. Was I
going to be next? The footsteps grew louder, and I heard my bedroom
door slam into the wall. I bit my lip to stifle my cry, hoping he
wouldn’t find me. He shuffled around my room, his boots clomping
and scraping the wood floor as he searched for me. When the closet
doors were flung open, I squeezed myself as far into the corner as
I could, but I knew it wouldn’t be enough.

An iron grip closed around my arm, his
fingers biting into my skin, as he jerked me out of the closet. I
stumbled and fell to my knees at his feet, bracing myself for what
would happen next. My head was wrenched back, tears stinging in my
eyes as he fisted my hair. There was such hatred in his gaze, such
contempt, as if he couldn’t even stand to look at me. I’d always
done everything he’d ever asked, and still it wasn’t enough. As far
as my dad was concerned, I’d ruined his life, and he was going to
make me pay for it until I was able to leave this place
behind.

“Thought you could hide
from me?” he slurred. “Stupid little bitch.”

The slap across my cheek made tears
spill down my face, but I ground my teeth together so I wouldn’t
make a sound. When he knew he was causing me pain, he seemed to
enjoy it more, and I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. He pulled
hard until I was standing upright, my hair still clutched in his
fist, and then he punched me in the stomach. I folded at the waist,
gasping for breath as stars danced in my vision and bile rose in my
throat.

“Worthless. That’s what
you are.” He kicked out and knocked me to my knees again. “You
should be groveling, thanking me for your life. If it weren’t for
me, you wouldn’t even be here, you ungrateful shit.”

Yes, because thanking him
for the abuse he heaped on me day after day, thanking him for all
the hurtful names I’d been called, thanking him for the days I’d
had to skip school because I couldn’t hide the bruises—that was
exactly what I wanted to do. One day, he would get what was coming
to him. I didn’t know how or who would do it, but I knew someday
he’d piss off the wrong person and they’d beat his ass until he
cried like a baby. And I hoped like hell I was there to see it. I’d
kick back with some popcorn and enjoy the show. I hated him.
Hated him.

“You think I don’t see the
way you look at me?” he demanded. “Well, I’m tired of it. I’m
finished with you. My life was better before your mother got
knocked up. Ever since she popped you out, you’ve been nothing but
a financial drain. Not anymore. You have five minutes to pack your
shit and get the fuck out of my house. And if I ever see you again,
I’ll make you wish you were never born.”

Like I didn’t already wish that every
day of my life. I should thank him for offering me freedom, even if
I had nowhere to go. Anything was better than staying here. Plenty
of people lived on the streets, so there wasn’t any reason I
couldn’t do it, too. It just meant I’d have to find a way to get my
GED sooner rather than later. Dropping out of high school hadn’t
been the best decision in the world, but when Dad had broken my
arm, Mom had thought it would be better than facing questions we
couldn’t answer.

He stomped out of the room, and I
heard his bedroom door slam. After grabbing a bag out of my closet,
I shoved several outfits, underthings, and socks into it. I
snatched my toothbrush and hairbrush out of the bathroom and
crammed them in there, too. As an afterthought, I grabbed the
travel pouch from under the sink that had shampoo, soap, and a
razor tucked inside. I didn’t know where I would go to shower, or
where I was going to sleep tonight, but I would figure it out.
Maybe Mom would let me come home to bathe while Dad was at work a
few times a week. Plus, it would give me a chance to check on
her.

I zipped up my bag and then grabbed my
backpack and purse off the bed. With my keys clutched tight, I
walked out of the only home I’d ever known. Mom didn’t say a word
as I passed her, and she didn’t try to stop me. Maybe she figured I
was better off living anywhere but at home, and she may have been
right.

My car was old, but it would keep me
dry when it rained and it would give me a place to sleep if I
couldn’t find a bed. I cranked the engine and jumped when there was
a knock on my window. Rolling it down, I looked up at Mom. The
moonlight made her hair gleam like silver, and it struck me how
pretty she was, despite the bruises. There was a hard glint in her
eyes, a determination I’d never seen before.

“He doesn’t know I have
this. You should take it.” She thrust a small manila envelope
toward me.

Taking it, I folded the flap back and
stared in shock at the wad of cash inside. Where had she gotten it,
and why hadn’t she used it to escape? There had to be a few
thousand dollars in there. There was no way she had this much money
without Dad knowing. He watched the bank accounts like a hawk,
making her explain every penny she spent.

“Mom, how?”

“Don’t you worry about
where the money came from. Just know that your father isn’t aware
it exists. I want you to have it. And I want you to have this.” She
handed me something else. Squinting in the darkness, I saw that it
was an I.D.

“I already have a driver’s
license.”

“Yes, but this one doesn’t
say Wren Michaels. Maybe you can stay a few nights at a motel until
you figure things out. There’s about four thousand dollars in that
envelope, give or take a few hundred. It won’t last long, but it
should buy you some time. Get a job so you’ll have some cash coming
in, and whatever you do, never come back here.”

“Mom…”

She shook her head. “I mean it, Wren.
You can’t ever come back here. I don’t even want you to call. You
get settled somewhere, get your GED, and then you find a way to go
to college. I don’t want this life for you. I know that if it
wasn’t for your dad, you’d have finished high school. Go out and
make something of yourself. Do the things I couldn’t do. Live the
life you were meant to have.” She blew out a breath. “If you want
to leave this town, I’ll help you get settled a few towns over. But
that has to be our last contact.”

Tears gathered in my eyes. I knew that
Mom would catch hell from Dad if he ever found out she was helping
me in any way, and yet she was risking a lot, possibly her life, to
make sure I was safe somewhere. It just proved that there really
wasn’t anything as powerful as a mother’s love. “Thank you, Mom. I
promise I’ll make you proud.”

She cupped my cheek. “You already
have.”

I watched as she walked back into the
house, knowing that this would be the last time I ever saw her. My
heart ached for the family I had always wanted but never had, and
for the childhood that had been one long nightmare. But despite the
fear of being on my own, I was finally free. Never again would he
put a hand on me; never again would I be called names and made to
feel useless. From this moment on, I was Wendy Somers. According to
my new ID, anyway. And thanks to my dad, I was a nineteen-year-old
dropout.


Chapter One

 


It was cold. Too damn cold. With
trembling hands, I reached for the thermostat on the wall. I had to
be careful and not make it too warm or my bill would be so high
they would shut off the power when I couldn’t pay it. Frugal, that
was what I was…and freezing. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to bump it to
sixty-eight? At least long enough to knock the chill out of the
room. I twisted the dial from sixty up to the desired temp, or the
one I thought I could afford, then dove back under my covers. I
pulled my used copy of the GED practice book closer. There was a
test in a few weeks, and I planned to ace it. I’d learned most of
the stuff in school, and the new material wasn’t that hard to
figure out.

My hands shook as I turned the pages,
my fingertips nearly blue from the cold. Music blared from the unit
next door, and I closed my book with a sigh, knowing I wouldn’t get
any work done—or get any sleep. I couldn’t complain, though. I paid
three hundred for my shitty studio apartment, but it was all mine.
I’d paid first and last month’s rent and furnished the place for
about twelve hundred dollars. The rest I’d put in the bank and used
for food and gas. Getting a job had been harder than I’d thought,
but I’d managed to find one. A crappy one, but at least I had a
paycheck coming in every few weeks.

True to her word, Mom had helped me
get set up here in Puckaboo Falls, Georgia. Yeah, the town had a
shitty name. It went well with my shitty apartment. Mom wasn’t too
thrilled with my choice of rental, but I knew it was something I’d
be able to afford for a while, even if I couldn’t find a job. It
had taken me two weeks before I landed a job at one of those
twenty-four-hour shipping places. Wanted to send a fax? Go to Ship
Smart. Needed something packaged and mailed? We handled that too.
There were even mailboxes, like the ones at the post office, in our
front lobby. And if someone was desperate enough to pay a dollar a
page, they could use the color copier near the front
counter.

I wasn’t living the high life by any
means, but at least I wasn’t subjected to Dad’s abuse anymore. I
missed my friends, even though there hadn’t been someone special in
my life. It tore me apart that I couldn’t keep in contact with them
for fear that Dad would discover where I was. I didn’t think he’d
come looking for me, but if he found out I had a steady job, he’d
come looking for money. No one could discover that I was really
Wren Michaels. I’d gone so far as to get the documentation I needed
to back up my new identity, thanks to some shady characters in my
apartment complex.

I scrunched down under the covers and
pulled the comforter up to my nose. The gray light of daybreak
filtered through the sides of the blinds, telling me it was almost
time to get up and head to work. I hadn’t managed to sleep even so
much as an hour, but my boss likely wouldn’t care. As long as I was
on time and did my job, I got paid. I’d seen him fire people for
being flaky and didn’t want to take a chance on that happening to
me. I’d only had the job a month, but I wanted to keep it a while
longer.

The alarm went off a half hour later,
and I slammed my hand on it to silence the incessant beeping.
Knowing the water would be lukewarm at best, I dreaded getting into
the shower, but it was a necessary evil. On the plus side, I’d
learned how to shampoo and condition my hair, wash my body, and
shave all in under ten minutes. And the days that I didn’t want
razor burn and skipped shaving in cold water, I could take one in
about five minutes.

I looked down at my legs, saw that
they were starting to look rather scary, and realized it was going
to be a shaving day. The water that came out of the grimy
showerhead wasn’t too horrible, but it wasn’t the hot water I
craved either. After stripping out of my pajamas, I jumped in the
shower and wet my hair and body as fast as I could. I shampooed my
long black hair, then conditioned it. As the conditioner set, I
washed and shaved, wincing as my dull razor nicked me. The blood
swirled the drain as I rinsed the conditioner from my
hair.

By the time the water was off and I
was toweling dry, I realized my nick was more severe than I’d
thought and knew it was time to get a new razor. I slapped a
bandage over the cut and pulled on some clean undies and my
favorite bra before slipping into my uniform—khakis and a truly
hideous blue tee with the shop’s logo on the front. I’d worn my
Chuck Taylors the night I’d left, and they were still all that I
owned. I could have gone to Goodwill and picked up another pair,
but there was the ick factor of wearing someone else’s shoes. I
tied them as quickly as I could, pulled on my ratty secondhand
coat, grabbed my purse and keys, then dashed out the door, making
sure to lock up. Before I went to my car, I walked over to Mr.
Smenton’s apartment.

He lived three doors down from me and
looked like he’d either played in the NFL or had done some
professional wrestling. I didn’t ask about his past, and he didn’t
ask about mine. What he did offer was protection. For a small fee
of five dollars, he would watch my apartment and make sure no one
broke in. I’d heard him charging other neighbors more than double
that amount, and I figured he gave me a break because of how young
I was. I didn’t want to think it could be any other
reason.

“Everything will be just
as you left it,” he promised. “You take care of yourself,
Wendy.”

“Thanks, Mr.
Smenton.”

“You been taking care of
yourself?” he asked.

“Yes, sir. Or at least
I’ve been trying to. Some days are easier than others.” I smiled.
“I guess that’s true for everyone, though.”

“I’ve said it before and
I’ll say it again. You don’t belong here. You save up, little girl,
and then you get yourself a better apartment in a nicer
neighborhood.”

“I’ll try, Mr. Smenton.” I
waved to him then hurried to the parking lot.

When I got to my car, I realized I
only had ten minutes to get to work thanks to Mr. Smenton, and it
was easily a fifteen-minute drive. I called the shop and told the
girl at the counter that I was running late, but would be there as
fast as I could. Before she could even respond, I hung up so I
could focus on driving. There wasn’t much traffic at the God-awful
time of five A.M., but I caught every light between my place and
work, which was on the other end of town.

I pulled into an employee
parking space, locked my car, and hurried inside. My boss was
waiting by the timeclock, his arms folded over his barrel chest,
tapping his shiny black loafer. I swallowed hard, wondering what I
could say, if anything, to make him not fire me. When he’d hired me,
he’d explained the rules. And rule number one was “never be
late.”

“Wendy, what time did your
shift start?”

“Five o’clock.”

His eyebrows lifted. “And what time is
it now?”

I glanced at the timeclock. “Eleven
minutes after?”

He held out an envelope that had my
name scrawled across the front. With a sinking heart, I realized he
really was going to give me the boot. I accepted the envelope,
begged for my job, and then left, completely defeated. In my car, I
opened the envelope and saw that it was a handwritten check for
just over one hundred dollars. I hadn’t even warranted the time it
would have taken him to print the check like he usually did. Or
maybe he sent out for them. If that was the case, I was glad I
didn’t have to wait for my pay.

There was still a decent chunk of
change in my bank account, leftover from what Mom had given me, but
it would only last so long. I went back home to change out of the
dreaded uniform and put on jeans and a sweater. Mr. Smenton was
kind enough not to charge me a second time when I left again to go
job hunting, not that many places were open so early. The clock in
my dash read 5:32. My choices were fast food restaurants that were
open twenty-four hours, twenty-four-hour diners, or one of the few
motels we had in town. None of those really sounded appealing, but
I figured being a waitress had to be better than slinging
hamburgers.

The first place I came to had a
fifties flair to it. The waitress who greeted me at the door seemed
worn out and ready to drop, but she still offered me a smile. When
I explained I was looking for a job, she had me sit at the bar
while she went to get the manager. I took in my surroundings,
liking the feel of the pale pink walls and black and white tiled
floor. The booths were black vinyl, and the tables were trimmed in
chrome. An old-fashioned jukebox stood along the back wall, the
bright lights beckoning someone to come play a song.

My attention was jerked around to the
man standing in front of me as he slammed an application down on
the counter. There was a surly expression on his face, but I
figured
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