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Prologue

	Pearl

	Anxiety and disappointment infuse the air of my father’s kitchen, suffocating me. I keep my gaze on the granite counter while he paces behind me. I’m not ready to face him. Every silent minute I’ve stood here since my sentencing has been torture; a slow death to the steel spine I’d tried to maintain since our stares connected in the courtroom.

	My father attempted conversation during the ride home, but my one-word responses, which were filled with shame and regret, stopped him like a brick wall. He deserved more than that. But I don’t. I don’t deserve to indulge myself in a heartfelt father-daughter pep talk, so I stay quiet.

	I want to apologize. Again.

	I want to explain myself, though I don’t know how.

	I want to hear him scream or reprimand or scold or something. Anything other than what I had allowed to become a cold, quiet acceptance of my conviction.

	As unhappy as I am to be in this position, the outcome could have—should have—been worse. Without my father’s connections and aid, my punishment could have been far worse. Thankfully, I simply lost my license and received one hundred hours of community service. I would happily take one thousand if he’d forgive me and allow me to be on my own again.

	At least, he showed up today. My father was the one person, other than my lawyer, to offer even a glimmer of support as the judge pounded the gavel on Pearl Abbott. I’m not sure why I expected my boyfriend, Rob, to make an appearance. Maybe some small part of me had hoped he would prove he cared—at least a little bit. I’ve held out hope that he would save me from this. I should never have allowed things to go this far, but I deserve to suffer for my transgressions.

	“Do you have any idea where you can complete your hours?” my father asks. The strained tone of his voice forces my gaze to meet his, and the expression on his face makes my heart sink to my feet. I expected contempt, anger, even frustration. And while some of that is swirling in his eyes, the overwhelming sense of sadness rolling off him stops whatever snarky, self-preserving comment that would have normally poured from my mouth. I hurt him. Worried him. I scared the ever-loving shit out of the only person who’s actually cared about me my entire life.

	My shoulders droop as the last of the air leaves my lungs like I’ve been punched in the gut. My father deserves so much more than the daughter he’d been given.

	“John gave me a list before he headed back to the office,” I reply, my voice trembling with the onslaught of emotions trying to claw their way out.

	“Good, I’m glad. I’ll be sure to thank him tomorrow.”

	“Tomorrow? You’re not going to the office today?”

	“Pearl.” He sighs. “There are more important things to deal with right now, don’t you think?”

	As ridiculous as it is, joy surges through me. My father considers me more important than whatever cases are waiting for his attention. The corners of my mouth curve upward at the thought until the weight of my situation comes crashing down.

	“Pearl,” he says again with the desperation of a man doing everything he can to save me. “I want you to live here until you have a solid plan and have completed your community service. You don’t have to, but I won’t pay your bills unless you do. I can’t support this lifestyle any longer. It’s time to grow up and get control of yourself. When I go into the office tomorrow, you will join me. Since you refuse to finish school, it’s time for you to enter the real world.”

	I stare at him; my jaw goes slack and lips part. He’s serious about ripping away the freedom I’ve enjoyed for the past few years. What makes this worse is that I didn’t deserve this. Maybe I’ve made some bad—okay, terrible—choices, but I never thought they would lead here. I fully intended to explain everything to him—confess my sins—until I realize his words hold more than just anger.

	I stare at him as he straightens himself, preparing for my backlash. The motivation for essentially grounding his twenty-three-year-old daughter isn’t punishment. The reality of the impact of my actions is right there in his eyes.

	Fear.

	Fear of losing the only family he has left.

	Fear of watching me eventually dive so far into the deep end that I won’t be able to reach the surface.

	I did that to him. No matter what reasons I have for the accident, I made the choice to be there, and the events that followed caused a loving man to sit by his daughter’s hospital bed and beg God not to take her. He doesn’t know I was awake for some of it. Doesn’t know that I heard his pleas.

	Eventually, he turns away from me, ending our staring match. Before he walks out of the room, he looks back over his shoulder.

	“You have until the end of the week to remove the rest of your things from the apartment. After that, I’ll find a new tenant.”

	“Yes, sir,” I whisper.

	I hope he hears the honest remorse, and when he finally faces me again, I say a silent prayer for forgiveness.

	“You must take this seriously, Pearl. Your sentence was light because it was your first offense. If you don’t follow through with the judge’s orders, you will go to jail. A DUI isn’t a joke. I have a few calls to make, and then we’ll look over that list John gave you. Maybe we can narrow it down to the best choices.”

	I watch his feet as he walks out of the kitchen. I keep my eyelids down to hide the moisture building, and when I’m finally alone, I let a single tear escape. The salty droplet carves its way down my cheek.

	The sanctuary of my apartment I’d hoped to return to would become someone else’s. I’ll have nowhere to disappear to when I can no longer pretend to be happy. The only place I could hide from the world’s expectations is gone, and the pressure of exposure is too much to bear. My one-bedroom oasis was the one place where I could shield myself from the persona I’d created. The girl who constantly tried to outdance, outdrink, and outdo everyone wasn’t allowed inside those walls.

	My father expects me to extend my stay in his home. I have the opportunity to start fresh, to be the woman I’ve dreamed of being most of my life. That is far scarier than any undertaking I’ve attempted. I must make an effort to be the person he believes I can be.

	Failing when you don’t care is easy to get over, but to fail at something I want? To put effort into being the person I should be, the daughter my father deserves … and then fail?

	It would crush me.

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter One

	Pearl

	Four Months Earlier

	I shouldn’t even be here.

	The noise, the buzz from whatever the hell I’m drinking, the mass of bodies … it’s getting old.

	I nearly fall on my face, tripping over someone’s legs, as I look for Rob. I can’t believe he left me alone. Again.

	He’s probably hooking up with someone—getting what you won’t give him.

	The thought urges me on as I search the crowd for his familiar face. Tonight was supposed to prove that he cares about me and wants me around, but the only proof I have so far is how selfish he is.

	“Pearly,” he shouts from behind me. I spin around to find him strutting up to me. My brain takes too long to catch up with my body, and I stumble into him while the room spins.

	“Looks like those shots are finally helping you relax,” he says, pulling my body against his.

	“I’m ready to go, Rob.”

	His grip tightens around my arm, and anger flashes across his face. I want to pull out of his hold, but I don’t need him to get any more upset. It doesn’t hurt that much.

	“Well, I’m not. Can’t you suck it up and let me have fun? Or should I go have a good time with someone else?”

	His question is a slap in the face. I came here tonight for him. I do a lot for him, and all I’m asking is to go home. I jerk back but not out of his hold. He leans down and kisses my neck.

	“I’m sorry, Pearly; I didn’t mean it. I just missed you and wanted to hang out.”

	“I did too, but not with fifty people I don’t know. I wanted to be alone with you.”

	His head cocks to one side, and a wolfish grin spreads across his face. “Alone, huh? What were you planning to do with me?”

	I know what he wants to hear—that I’m ready to let him into my bed. I’m not sure if it’s true, but I also don’t understand my hesitation. It’s just sex. It doesn’t have to be a big deal; Rob sure as hell won’t think it is. He’s just excited to fuck a virgin.

	“If we leave now, you’ll still have the chance to find out.”

	His mouth smashes against mine. It’s not romantic—or even enjoyable—but I’m sure that’s due to a combination of excitement, liquor, and whatever else he’s taken tonight. He tugs me by the arm through the crowd, fist bumping friends as we pass by. Every few steps, he turns his head to find me. He stops and smiles before kissing me and taking off again. After a few times, his enthusiasm infects me, and I’m laughing and fumbling for my keys by the time we reach the street.

	Rob captures my neck and presses my body against the car, licking and biting the sensitive skin. His touch should excite me, but now that we’re really leaving, the uneasy sensation I had inside the house has tripled. I don’t think I can go through with this, but if I don’t, he’ll probably turn around and find someone else who will.

	He releases me with a swat on the butt, jolting me from my internal struggle. I wonder if he senses the shift in my mood and this is his way of trying to distract me. My foot slides as I step onto a loose pebble as I move to open the door, and my keys go flying while Rob catches me.

	“You should be more careful, Pearly. You sure you can drive?”

	“It was just a stupid rock. I’m fine.”

	Rob snags my keys from the ground and holds them over my outstretched hand.

	“Ready to get outta here?” he asks.

	“More than ready.”

	***

	Beep.

	Beep.

	Beep.

	I try to twist in bed to turn off the stupid alarm, but I can barely move. My limbs are heavy. My mind is muddled. I pray for someone to kill that racket before the pounding behind my eyes causes my head to explode. Every shift of my body creates a new, sharper pain.

	“Pearl?” a familiar voice cuts through the fog. “Pearl, are you awake?”

	“Mmm,” I mumble. My throat is on fire, and my mouth reminds me of sandpaper. Talking is not my priority at the moment—I need a drink.

	My hand is suddenly cold when my visitor lets go. Within minutes, a crowd gathers around me, poking and prodding at my aching body. I force my eyes all the way open and spot people in scrubs checking monitors. My father is by my side; his eyes rimmed in red with dark circles beneath.

	“Pearl, are you back with us?” asks an older man I assume is the doctor.

	“What happened?” I croak out.

	“You don’t remember?” my father asks.

	“No.”

	My father falls silent as the doctor looks me over for what seems like an eternity. They explain the bruising and fractures and recovery, but my focus stays on him. Exhaustion has made him pale.

	When the two of us are finally alone, he recites the story of how I ended up here. As he reviews the events of that night, the memories begin to break through.

	The crash.

	The lights.

	Rob.

	“Is Rob all right?”

	My father’s expression morphs from distressed to infuriated. “He’s been treated and released. We’ll be lucky if his hospital bills are all we end up responsible for.”

	I want to ask if he’s come to see me, but I know better. My father hates Rob and wouldn’t have let him near me, not like this.

	“He won’t ask for more than that.”

	“You can’t guarantee anything when it comes to him,” he spits out.

	I flinch, knowing and hating that he’s right. I struggle to sit up straighter, declining help, and am practically panting by the time I’m settled again.

	“We’ll deal with whatever happens, okay?”

	Even with his frustration over my choice of boyfriends hanging in the air, my father keeps saying “we.” After everything I’ve put him through, he still has my back. I don’t deserve it, but I’m not going to refuse his help.

	“I have your room ready for when they release you. It’s best to have someone close by until you’ve fully recovered. I’ll hire a nurse to be there while I’m working.”

	He doesn’t offer or suggest. No, this is a declaration. He’s laying down the law and seeing as it was his car, his insurance, and his money that pays my bills, I’m in no position to fight it.

	***

	Rob finally shows himself after I’ve been home for three days. He appears at noon, unannounced, with sugar-coated apologies and flowers. Even I admit the flowers are a nice touch. Thankfully, my father didn’t go through on his promise to hire a nurse, so there aren’t any witnesses.

	“Pearly, I’ve missed you so much,” he says as he steps through the doorway and kisses my cheek. It’s one of the few places I’m not sore. I want to pull back, be strong and affronted by his absence, but I don’t. My body aches too much to move quickly, anyway.

	“You could have fooled me, Rob.”

	“Hey, look, you know your dad hates me. I couldn’t visit you without seeing him, and you know how that would have ended.”

	He has a point, but it isn’t good enough.

	“You could have called,” I reply. “A simple text would have sufficed.”

	“Pearly, Pearly, Pearly, I did it for you. I stayed away for you. I didn’t want to put you in a bad position.”

	“It’s a little too late for that, don’t you think?” I huff out an irritated snort. I’m a little proud of my snarky comeback, but worry sets in when I catch Rob’s eyes narrow a fraction before he schools his expression. As much as I wish he wasn’t here, I can’t bring myself to push him away. He isn’t perfect, but he’s all I have outside my father.

	“Now, Pearly, what’s with the attitude? Things may seem a little unbalanced between us in your eyes, but believe me, I’ve been suffering too.”

	“How, exactly?”

	“I wouldn’t have been in that car if you hadn’t made me leave. I was injured, but I don’t have a rich daddy to pay my bills. Insurance paid the hospital bills, but I’ve got other expenses. Speaking of which, you don’t happen to have any cash, do you?”

	I nod and walk toward the kitchen, Rob falling in behind me. I tell myself he’s here for more than money. A voice in my head—one I hear frequently—calls me a liar.

	“Here’s two hundred. That’s all I have right now. I’ll get you some more if you need it.”

	The money is out of my hand and in his pocket before I finish talking. He lays his hand gently on my hip and places another soft kiss on my cheek.

	“You know you mean a lot to me; everything I do is so we can be together. Don’t forget that, all right? Once this blows over and your dad chills out, it’ll get easier. Just keep it together until then.” He raises his hand and runs a finger along my jaw.

	I sigh at the contact, but the warmth and devotion I long to feel from a man aren't there. His touch is more of a threat than an endearment. When his fingers wrap around my throat, I freeze. Rob’s grip is light as a feather, but the intent is clear.

	“You should go. My father checks on me throughout the day, and he or John might show up at any time.”

	He drops a quick, hard kiss on my lips and releases me. “I’ll see you soon.”

	As I hear him pull away from the curb, my limbs tremble and knees weaken. A mixture of sadness, relief, and outrage makes my tremors uncontrollable. I wonder if his concern was for my welfare or if his visit was purely selfish.

	 I wander through the kitchen in search of something to quell my anxiety. My lips spread slowly when I find a stash of dark chocolate squares filled with sea salt caramel. My father must have remembered these are my favorite. I rip open a blue and gold foil packet, and a combination of sweet and salty hits my tongue as the satiny caramel coats the inside of my mouth. I notice the cabinets are missing something as I continue to look through them.

	My father has removed every ounce of liquor from the house. His lack of faith in me stings, but considering the stash I found hidden in my closet from only God knows when, it’s not totally unfounded.

	I stand hunched over the kitchen counter with my hands splayed across the granite trying to figure out how I’ve gotten to this point. My heart beats pitifully behind my ribs as tears pool in my eyes. I’m such a mess; am I even worth cleaning up anymore?

	“Pearl?” the voice of my father’s assistant, John, echoes down the hall and cuts through my thoughts. Even though I don’t want anyone to see me this vulnerable and I want to run to my room to hide, my feet are cemented to the floor and my eyes glued to the counter as his footsteps get closer.

	“Pearl, what's going on, honey?” he asks as he rubs my back. The touch is soothing and familiar, and after a few minutes, I'm back in control of myself. I turn and find him looking at me with open concern. His dark hair is combed back, impeccable as always, and his smooth skin still not showing any signs of aging. John is ten years younger than my father is but every bit as intelligent and caring. He’s been like an uncle since he started working for my father more than a decade ago. Knowing me before makes who I am now hard on him.

	“I'm sorry, John. Just had a moment.”

	“You're okay now?”

	“I'm good. Well, I will be. Reality just sucker punched me.”

	“It has a way of doing that,” he says with a light pat on my shoulder.

	“Not that I’m not happy to see you, but why are you here?”

	While I told Rob I’m checked on often, it isn’t exactly true. John has only been by once, and my father usually just calls between clients.

	“Your father is stuck in a meeting that’s running late. He asked me to come help you gather your clothes and such from your apartment. I’ll make sure the rest of your things are packed up and moved into storage until you’re strong enough to deal with them.”

	“Oh,” I reply. I forgot we were going there this afternoon. Relief that Rob was gone before John got here and disappointment that my father bailed on me swirl in my gut. My eyes drift shut for a moment, long enough for John to rest his hand on my shoulder. The man has known me for years and can read my reaction without explanation.

	“Pearl, he wanted to be here. Please, don’t doubt that. If this meeting wasn’t critical, he would be. If you weren’t a priority, your father wouldn’t have sent me.”

	“I get it.” I wave him off, stepping out of his touch while I compose myself.

	John’s warm, assessing eyes search my face for deception.

	“I promise. Let’s get going before we waste the afternoon.”

	His lips press into a thin line of worry as he guides me out the front door and into his waiting Navigator. I climb into the huge vehicle with my mask securely in place. Smile? Check. Upbeat attitude? Check. Fear and self-loathing desperate to claw their way out of my gut? Double check.

	When we arrive at my complex, my eyes roam over the picture-perfect setting. Upscale vehicles—paid for by someone’s parents—dot the parking lot. The pool water reflects the afternoon sun onto the quiet patio, and I long to slide into the cool water and let it wash away my memories. John pulls into the empty parking spot in front of my door and gives me a playful grin.

	“Nice digs, Pearl.”

	“Yeah”—I sigh—“they were.”

	His expression falls at my melancholy statement. He exits the vehicle without a word and grabs a few empty boxes from the back seat. John trots up to the door with me following him.

	“At least packing won’t take long,” John states as he scans the apartment.

	The emptiness of the space must surprise him, but he places the boxes on the floor and asks if he can help. I refuse his offer politely, though. He’s right—it’s won’t take long.

	John parks himself on the couch and fiddles with his phone, most likely checking in with my father and catching up on the work he’s missing while he babysits me.

	The bare walls and minimal furniture mock me, silently laughing now that my ruse is over. I’ve kept my place clean and uncluttered to counteract the ugly, chaotic life I lead outside these walls. Now, I’ve lost this little haven and have to re-enter reality.

	Walking away from John, I call out, “I don’t need anything in here, just my clothes and stuff from the bedroom.”

	“You sure you don’t want help? You shouldn’t do too much.”

	“No, I’ve got this. I kinda want to do it on my own. Give me twenty minutes, and we can go.”

	“Fine, but I won’t let you carry anything. Once you’re done, holler for me, and I’ll get the boxes.”

	“Deal.”

	My shoulders slump as I make my way to my bedroom, empty cardboard box in hand. I drop it to the floor and pull everything out of my closet. The clothes fall in heaps as I pull them from the hangers. There’s no point in folding anything neatly because I’ll unpack it before the end of today. I hesitate to dump the section I call “keep Rob happy” clothes with the rest. I won’t need them for a long time, but they offer the security of an illusion I’m unwilling to give up yet. They are the lifeline to my escape, the shackles that tether me to the girl I tried to cut from my life a few months ago. As I stare at the remnants of that part of my life, I realize I’m not ready to burn that bridge yet—my only means of escape—even though the life those garments represent was going to get me killed. Hell, it nearly did already. A small part of me still needs to know a way out exists when things get too tough.

	I yell for John when each box is full, and he replaces it with an empty one. Thirty minutes later, John and I slide what’s left of my life into the back of his Navigator and head to my father’s house. My arm aches from overuse, and my ribs are on fire—the up and down movement has been too much for them. John checks in with my father and lets me know that he’s still running late and might not make it home for dinner. Shocking.

	The home I grew up in beckons to me as I stare at the front door. I wanted to fight against moving back, but it wouldn’t have gotten me anywhere. I’m a twenty-three-year-old college dropout. An unemployed dropout at that. My father wasn’t going to pay my way forever; I supposed I should have tried harder to walk away from the lifestyle that got me here, but saying that and doing it are two very different things. The freedom alcohol gave me was too important. It was the only thing I had to block out the memories and loneliness.

	I’m sorry I didn’t try harder.

	I’m sorry I didn’t ask my father for help.

	I’m so damn sorry, and I’m worried he won’t be able to forgive me.

	I wonder if I would if the shoe was on the other foot.

	A month ago, I was close to becoming the daughter he deserved. I was focused, motivated, and actually contemplating what the heck I wanted to do with my life. Then one phone call, a bowl of “punch,” and a telephone pole eroded every step forward I’d taken.

	Stupid girl. Why did you answer the phone call from Rob?

	Of course, I know why. A warm body on the other end was making apologies and promises as authentic as a three-dollar bill. But I was lonely and scared. The idea that someone missed me weakened my resolve.

	Rob convinced me that things would change; that he would change. And I was the idiot who allowed him to deceive me. I don’t know that I actually believed him, but my heart clenched at the thought that someone—anyone—needed me.

	I picked him up and took him to his friend’s house. I put us there, and I’ll be paying for that mistake for a long time.

	My stomach roils as I admit how afraid I am to lose him. But when you’re lonely it’s easy to convince yourself that a guy who treats you like dirt—a guy with no car, no legal job, and no future—is better than no guy at all. It isn’t as if upstanding men are beating down my door. I wonder if Rob is the best I can hope for.

	I never should have answered the damn phone.

	Before he called, asking for another chance, I’d decided to turn a new leaf. I didn’t want to be treated like trash by some smooth-talking moocher any longer. Pathetically, all it took was a few of the right words, and I was pulled back in. Then I was drunk and spiraling back down the hole I’d spent weeks crawling out of. And where did that get me?

	Hospitalized.

	Convicted.

	Humiliated.

	As far as the police, the judge, and my father were concerned, everything was black and white. But there is a gray. It’s a depressing, deceiving smokescreen that won’t disappear.

	A sigh of defeat passes through my lips as the door shuts behind me with a quiet click. John’s gone. My father’s not here. I’m once again alone with my memories and regrets.

	Hours pass before I find my father standing in the kitchen. It’s late, and I should have made sure he came home to a hot meal, but I’ve spent my time sulking instead.

	“Thanks for sending John to help me,” I say.

	He glances up from behind the refrigerator door. “Thank you for not fighting me on this, Pearl. It means a lot.”

	“I think I’ve put you through enough, don’t you?”

	Something too close to pity moves across his face. “We’ve both been through a lot, Pearl. Not just me.” He stares at me, studying me as if he’s worried I might disappear in a puff of smoke, never to be heard from again.

	I didn’t tell my feet to move, but I find myself in front of him, raising my arms in a plea of acceptance. He doesn’t hesitate, wrapping me in his strong embrace until my body shudders with an uncontrollable sob. Too many years have gone by since I last let my father comfort me, and I’ve missed it. Guilt courses through me; I don’t deserve his tenderness, his affection. I try to step out of his hold, but he grips me tighter.

	He places a gentle kiss on my head and whispers into my hair, “It’s a new day, Pearl. We have some issues to work through, but you and I are looking forward from now on.”

	My emotions overwhelm me. The knot in my throat is too thick to speak around, so I nod against his chest. With one final squeeze, he releases me.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter Two

	Pearl

	Present Day

	As I step away from the bus, anxiety causes my heart to beat wildly in my chest. I lean against the building and suck in a deep breath. It does little to ease my apprehension, but I have to get moving so I’m not late. My face seeks out the sun; the heat flowing through my body relaxes my muscles and soothes my nerves. The brightness serves to remind me this is a new day and the first steps to becoming the new me.

	My footsteps are heavy as I walk the two blocks to the youth center, but my heart is lighter. There’s no guarantee Raymond Lawson will accept me, but I can’t let the possible rejection dictate my attitude. If this works out, I’ll be able to hold my head high when I see my father tonight. Mr. Lawson isn’t the only man I need to prove myself to today.

	I peek in a few rooms as I search for the main office. The brightly painted walls and bold furniture create a cheerful environment; I would have loved this place when I was younger. I imagine the kids who come here are grateful to have the center.

	“Ms. Abbott?” a deep voice questions from behind me. I spin around, feeling guilty that I’ve been caught snooping.

	The man I find is tall—well over six feet—and muscular. If he was twenty years younger, I’m pretty sure my tongue would be wagging. “Yes?”

	“I’m Raymond Lawson. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

	I slide my hand into the one he has extended. His grip is firm but not forceful. It’s comforting, really.

	“Thank you for agreeing to see me today. I’m sure this isn’t your normal interview process.”

	“Ms. Abbott, it’s my job to help those who need it. And I’d say you’re in need at the moment, wouldn’t you?”

	His question isn’t rude or accusing, just factual. Plus, he’s right. I need help. More than anyone knows. The lump in my throat keeps me from answering him, so I nod, keeping my focus on the floor instead. Mr. Lawson squeezes my hand gently.

	“Ms. Abbott, you're not alone in that fact. I’ve never met a single person who could do everything on their own. You shouldn’t expect that of yourself.”

	I clear my throat and slip my hand from his; the intensity of his stare causes an uncomfortable vulnerability to wash over me. A kindness exists in his eyes that I’m not used to seeing from anyone other than my father, but since my track record for character judgment isn’t stellar, I’m still wary of him.

	He leads me to his office, offers me a seat, and then excuses himself for a moment. I scan the room, trying to learn more about this man without being obvious. The picture frame on his desk holds a sweet photo of him and who I assume is his wife and young son. They look happy. A spike of jealousy hits my chest. The image of a happy, solid family stirs emotions and reminders that I’m not ready to face yet. I’m still trying to rub the sensation away when Mr. Lawson returns with two cans of soda.

	“I hope you don’t mind Pepsi; it’s all we have.”

	Kind eyes and thoughtful. Hope swirls around me; this is the perfect environment for me to start over in. I am determined to win Mr. Lawson over.

	“Pepsi’s great, thank you.”

	“Let's get down to business,” he says, leaning against the edge of his desk. I'm sure the informal gesture is for my benefit. “I spoke to John, and he explained your situation. I'm going to be honest with you …”

	Here it comes.

	“I think you have a lot to offer the kids here. They can learn from someone who's trying to better themselves. But you have to be bettering yourself. One screw up, whether it's here or on your own time, and I have to cut you loose. I hold my staff to a high standard. Your behavior is a reflection on us, now, too.”

	I have a lot to offer? I almost laugh at the thought. Maybe at one time, that was true but now? I have no direction, no real goals or aspirations, and no purpose. But that isn't who I want to be anymore.

	“I won't screw up. I know my word probably doesn't mean very much, considering why I'm here, but I have a lot more at stake than just me going to jail. I can't mess this up. I refuse to.”

	A broad smile spreads across his face, brightening his already handsome features. I ease into my seat, certain that I'm doing well. Mr. Lawson and I discuss my plans for the future (which are minimal) and my interests, but he has yet to delve into the incident that landed me on his doorstep.

	I'm sure he's curious; who wouldn't be? But I get the impression he's waiting for me to be forthright with the information. It would be a sign of maturity to own my mistake and all that jazz, but I'm not ready to discuss it. I messed up—I know that—and my actions were irresponsible. But I'm not the she-devil my choices have led people to think I am.

	“Well, Pearl. I do believe you'll be perfect for one of our classes. You'll be more of an aide, so there's a little less pressure, but it's a favorite among our kids.”

	“A favorite, huh? At least they'll be happy to be there. What kind of class is it?”

	“Art. The current teacher is very talented and has a lot of patience with his students. You two will make quite the pair. I'm sorry you won't get to meet Roman today; the classes are only on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday at four thirty to fit his schedule. Come back tomorrow, and I'll introduce you. He’ll take it from there.”

	I blink in surprise. Did I seriously just get asked to come back? Tomorrow? While I'm thrilled for the opportunity, this seems a little too easy.

	“Just like that?”

	Mr. Lawson shakes his head and chuckles. “Yes, Pearl. Just like that. I know a good egg when I see one. Don't worry; this isn't going to be as easy as you think. You'll be in a room of twenty kids between the ages of ten and thirteen with only one other adult. If you survive tomorrow, you deserve the chance.”

	When he puts it that way …

	“The other teacher, Roman, he's been doing it on his own?”

	“Oh, yes. He has a way with them, though. The room is usually in a state of controlled chaos. It'll be fun.”

	Fun. Yeah.

	“What’s he like?”

	“He’s twenty-five, so close to your age, and a bit of a straight arrow but creative and good with the kids.”

	“Straight arrow?”

	He nods with a smirk. “Roman could use a little loosening up. It’ll work, don’t worry.”

	I’m not sure how I don’t worry about this, but I need to try.

	“I guess I'll see you tomorrow.”

	“I look forward to it. See you soon, Pearl.”

	I nod and give him a goofy wave as I see myself out. As soon as my feet hit the sidewalk, the air rushes out of my lungs. A sudden, inexplicable panic courses through me. My body folds over, bracing my hands on my knees, as I suck in huge gulps of warm, humid air. I'm going to disappoint everyone. Mr. Lawson has an unwarranted faith in me. My father doesn't know what to expect, but I can tell he’s hopeful. Tomorrow, I'm going to be in a position where I can influence impressionable minds. Is he crazy? I can't do this. I should march back in there, tell Mr. Lawson he's nuts, and pick up trash along the highway for the next few months.

	Black dots float in my line of sight. Oh crap, I'm going to pass out. Do I breathe more? Less? Should I stop?

	My last question makes me laugh, and I break free from the claws of anxiety long enough to take some deep, cleansing breaths. I force myself through the breathing techniques utilized in my workout and regain my focus. The tension eases from my body with every exhale. I don’t have to be a superhero; I just have to be a better Pearl.

	***

	While I was in the hospital, one nurse suggested yoga as a means to heal both the mind and body. He explained how grounded and confident he felt once he understood the power and beauty of his own body. I laughed it off at first, and he dropped it, but over the next few days, I became curious and started asking questions.

	The routine hasn’t made me an expert, but the stiffness from my injuries is gone, and I’m beginning to embrace the time alone. Those quiet moments when all I have to focus on is my position give me a reprieve from the constant belittling and criticism of my inner voice. With the warm-up over, I balance on one shin and hand, extending one arm to the ceiling and one leg until it’s parallel with the floor. Satisfied that my ribs will take the weight, I shift again until I’m balancing on one foot and one hand. The Half Moon pose was the most difficult for me to master, but over these past few months, my ribs have healed and no longer scream when I use my core to hold the position.

	Getting over this small hurdle gave me a glimmer of hope and a moment of pride. I worked hard and never gave up; now, I just have to figure out how to do that in all aspects of my life.

	My room needed some serious cheering up. I search the basement and smile when I find my old canopy. A quick wash and dry, and the ruffled, frilly white fabric makes a huge difference.

	 “How did your meeting with Raymond go?” my father asks from my bedroom door. He notices the change but doesn’t say anything.

	“I start tomorrow afternoon. The class he needs me for meets Monday, Wednesday, and Friday for a couple of hours. I’ll have my time completed in about four months.”

	“That’s great. You can leave work early on those days if you need to.”

	“Thanks, Daddy.” The endearment rolls off my tongue easily, and its effect is instant. My father’s smile is bright and sincere, matching the one that spreads across my face.

	The lightness in my heart doesn’t last long after he leaves, though. As I lay across my bed, the stress of the day comes crashing down. The shift from anxious to relieved to panic and finally excitement has decimated my control. I’m relieved that the dam held fast in front of my father, but as night falls outside, so do my tears. At least I’m in the perfect spot for a breakdown.

	 It’s the same place I wept when I found out my mother wasn’t coming home. The same bed where I cried myself to sleep when my father was absent, working through the grief in his own way. The memories that come with the canopy are tough, but I hold the sense of accomplishment provided by my workout and force myself to deal with them.

	I had been overjoyed the first time I saw it. It was a special gift from my mother on my tenth birthday, and my new bed made me feel like a princess. That was before. After a few years had passed, I dismantled the frame and hid everything in my closet. My father never said a word about it, and I’m sure now that he understood. Neither of us was happy anymore, and the canopy served as my daily reminder.

	I don’t know what prompted me to put it back up today; maybe I was ready to try to make new, happy memories. That would be a nice change from yesterday—a nice change from years of yesterdays.

	In the beginning, I believed I couldn’t be a bigger burden to him. Oh, how wrong I was. In my naiveté, I tried being the perfect daughter, hopeful he would decide I was worth coming home to. But after months with no change, my resolve diminished. I spun one hundred and eighty degrees and found a new way to capture his attention.

	Years of late nights and hanging out with the wrong crowd changed things, all right. Now I’m an albatross around his neck—one he can’t be freed from. Maybe his life would be easier now had that night ended differently. When someone is truly gone, you can overcome the loss. When a person continually causes upheaval in your life, the anguish is never-ending.

	I am my father’s source of anguish.

	 

	 

	
Chapter Three

	Roman

	 

	I clasp my hands together and stretch my arms over my head. With a deadline looming, I can’t stop, but my arms and brain need a break. The artwork is almost complete, for the fourth time, and I want it to be perfect. This is a new account, and it’s imperative that their product impress them.

	Screw it; I need to get up and move. I open the refrigerator door and grab a bottle of iced tea. My phone rings just as I’m twisting off the top.

	“Roman Evans.”

	“Roman, it’s Ray Lawson.”

	“Hey, Mr. Lawson. What’s up?” Mr. Lawson doesn’t call me often, considering I see him three days a week, so I can’t help but wonder if something is wrong.

	“I hired an aide for you today, but we need to discuss some things before she starts tomorrow.”

	I chuckle to myself. This isn’t the first time we’ve argued about whether I need help.

	“Mr. Lawson, I told you that I don’t need help. I can handle the class just fine.”

	“And I stated that I wanted you to have help.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“I need to explain something about her, though. She got in some trouble, and I’ve agreed to let her work off her community service with us.”

	“What kind of trouble?”

	“She was arrested for a DUI. She was banged up pretty badly, and her passenger suffered minor injuries.”

	The muscles in
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