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Prologue

Emory

 


Twelve Years Ago

I slowly stand up from the witness stand and
make my way across the room to my lawyer. He looks as nervous as I
feel right now. I take a seat next to him, sitting back in my
chair. I rest my hands on my lap. I can feel my entire body
shaking.

Having to answer all those questions about
what Jesse did to me was harder than I thought it would be. All the
emotions and images have flooded back, making me feel like I am
back in that room locked in, him laughing and screaming at me,
kicking me, raping me, promising me that I belong to him and only
him.

I take a deep breath and look straight ahead
at the judge. The entire room is quiet as everyone processes what I
just shared with them. Jesse’s lawyer tried to make it sound like
he and I were just fine, that it was just foreplay and went wrong,
but that is not what happened.

Jesse kept me for five days, and what
happened in that locked room is something I will never ever forget.
He took something from me over those five days, something I don’t
think I will ever, ever get back.

I can feel his eyes on me. His eyes have
been locked on me since they brought him into the courtroom in
handcuffs, and even though there are guards, the judge, and the
lawyers, I am terrified he is going to get to me. They don’t know
him the way I do.

Jesse and I were high school sweethearts. I
have been with him since I was 14 years old. I am 28 now. That is
fourteen years I was with him. I thought he was the love of my
life, but I learned very quickly what our relationship was to him.
It wasn’t love—it was ownership, and I was the property.

I watch the judge take a deep breath as he
sits back in his chair.

“Mr. Cannon, stand for your sentencing,” the
judge states, looking at my ex.

I don’t look over as I hear him and his
lawyer stand up. I don’t need to look at him to know he is pissed
off. I can feel the rage from here.

“I have heard many testimonies, and I have
to say in my thirty years sitting up here, I have never heard a
story like this one. What you did to your girlfriend is beyond
words. You knew exactly what you were doing. You are a dangerous
man, and I hereby sentence you to twelve years in federal prison
with no possibility of early parole. Maybe sitting behind bars will
make you think and process what you have done.”

The judge doesn’t give him time to speak as
he nods at the guards. I turn and watch the guards walk over to
Jesse for the first time since this whole thing started. I look at
Jesse, his eyes locked with mine, as he takes a deep breath. “You
will pay for this. Just remember if I can’t have you, no one will,
Emory. I will make sure of it,” Jesse states in a low, dark voice,
the same voice he has used a million times, trying to keep me in
line.

But no matter what I did, no matter how hard
I tried to change the way he wanted, it was never good enough for
him. He always wanted more, but now I have nothing left. I am empty
in every sense of the word. I don’t even know who I am anymore.

The girl I was before I met him is long
gone. She has been chipped away piece by piece and replaced with
someone I don’t recognize. I used to be full of life. I had dreams
and goals, but now, when I look in the mirror, I see nothing.

I hate the person I am right now in this
court. Someone who is afraid of men. Someone afraid of every noise,
afraid of certain tones, certain behaviors. All of it makes me
uneasy and uncomfortable. I quickly turn my head and sink down into
my chair, his words repeating in my head as the guards remove Jesse
from the courtroom.

“I am sorry for what you have gone through,
Emory. Hopefully, we can help you start over. We will help you
relocate far from here. I know that will not take back what has
been done to you, but it will give you a fresh start and time to
heal,” the judge states. I can hear the pain in his voice, forcing
me to look up at him.

“Thank you,” I whisper. Those are the only
words I can say right now, because honestly, I don’t know what else
to say. This whole process has made me even more numb, if that is
possible.

 


****

 


One Hour Later

 


“We will take you wherever you want to go,”
the officer says. His tone is soft and gentle.

My hands are still shaking. I know Jesse
means what he says. One thing for sure: he is not a liar. He always
means what he says, and I know he will find a way to follow through
with his words.

“New Orleans, please,” I state softly. I
have always wanted to go to New Orleans, and now I can finally go.
I don’t need to ask permission or look over my shoulder for Jesse.
He doesn’t get to control me anymore, or at least that is what I
tell myself.

Honestly, I can still feel his fingertips on
me, his lips on mine, and I doubt that will ever go away. He has
marked me, claimed me, and even though he is now locked up, he
haunts me.

“You want to go that far away?” he asks
softly, resting his hand on my lower back. I feel my body wanting
to pull away, but I fight through it. This man means no harm. He is
just trying to help. I can see it in his eyes he is a good man. I
have learned to know the difference.

“Yes, there is nothing here for me,” I
whisper. No friends, no family. All of them left me a long time
ago. Jesse made sure of that. He has always been jealous and
possessive, and over the years it only got worse, and eventually my
friends and family couldn’t take it anymore, so they wrote me off
and walked away. Because I couldn’t walk away from Jesse, he
wouldn’t let me. No one seemed to understand that.

Walking away sounds so easy, but really, it
is the hardest thing to do when you have someone putting you down
and breaking you for so long. Eventually, you start to believe what
they tell you, and that is what happened to me. I finally accepted
what Jesse was telling me. I finally gave in and believed
everything he told me, and now I don’t know what to do.

“Okay, New Orleans it is,” he states with a
smile. He opens the back door to the black car. The undercover car
is a little over the top, but I will run with it. I take a deep
breath and slide inside. The officer closes the door and gets into
the passenger seat. His partner is in the driver’s seat, ready to
go.

Maybe a fresh new start is exactly what I
need. The farther away I get from here, the better. Twelve years
can go by quick, but I can only hope and pray that by the time the
twelve years are up, Jesse will have moved on and forgotten about
me. Then again, I have never been that lucky.

The officer puts the car in “drive” and
presses on the gas, pulling quickly out of the courthouse parking
lot and onto the road heading toward the highway. It is going to be
a long drive, but maybe by the time we get there, my hands will
finally not be shaking.


Chapter One

 


Emory

 


Present Day

 


I pull into the center’s parking lot and
find my normal spot at the front. The closer to the door I can get,
the better. I have been working at this center for seven years now.
Being able to help others escape what I lived through has become a
passion of mine, so much that when I moved here, I went back to
school and got my master’s in social work. Being able to give
others hope after their trauma and during their trauma has helped
me heal from my own.

At first, it was hard, but now I have found
a safe routine. I go a different way to work every day. I have
three different apartments I move from, and I have five different
cell phones. I still stay in contact with the officers that took me
to my new home. They have become my close friends and have been a
big help in decreasing my anxiety over the years.

Jesse still haunts my dreams. I still jump
when I hear certain noises or certain tones of voices, and when I
am around men, I am still on edge. Over the years, I have been able
to learn how to cope with my trauma response, and what I learned in
school has really helped me as well. You can never have too many
coping skills.

But, my coping skills and education still
haven’t prepared me for when Jesse will be released from prison.
Which I know will be soon. It has been twelve years, and the judge
kept his promise. Jesse never got an early release, but that also
means he has served his full sentence, and they can’t keep him
longer. But I have faith that he has moved on. He was possessive
and controlling, but who would hang on for twelve years? He was
crazy, but not that crazy, or at least that is what I tell
myself.

I take a deep breath as I turn off the car
and grab my bag. I open my car door and quickly get out. The air is
warm, and the sun is already hot in the sky. I love the weather
here. You never know what you are going to get from time to time,
but for the most part, it is nice and comforting.

I close my car door and start to make my way
to the front door of the center. I look up and see the big sign
that reads, REDEEMING HOPE, the center for domestic violence.
Working here has given me many different points of view, not only
on DV but also on my own trauma. A lot of my questions have been
answered by working here. It has helped me understand myself better
and has also helped me understand and process what I have survived
myself.

I open the front door and walk inside. I can
see my coworkers walking around, talking and laughing. I see
clients in the waiting room. Some have been here for a while
getting services, and others are new and waiting to be seen for the
first time.

I found out about this place because I was a
client when I first moved here. They really helped me and inspired
me to share my story and help others who are going through the same
thing.

I look at the front desk and see our
director and owner, Shawn Cross. He is gorgeous, like a model out
of a magazine. He has long dark hair that comes down to his
shoulders, but like every other day, it is pulled back into a bun.
He is wearing his black dress-up shoes, black slack pants, and a
black button-up shirt. The sleeves are pulled up past his elbows,
showing off his tattoos. The first two buttons are undone, showing
off part of his chest tattoo.

I haven’t spoken to him much, only in
passing, but we all know who he is. He is the biggest meth dealer
in the State. A criminal, a mob boss, or that is what others call
him. The longest conversation we have ever had was when he
interviewed me. I told him part of my story, but I knew he already
read it. He looked at my file from when I was a client. He knows a
lot about me, and I only know what my coworkers and the rumors have
told me.

I honestly don’t know how much is true, but
I do know he is a dangerous man but a man who has a soft heart for
women who have been hurt. If I could guess why, it is probably
because one of his family members went through what most of us
women here have survived.

Even though Shawn is a drug dealer and a
criminal, he gives back to his community and gives women a safe
place to heal. So, in my eyes, he is good even if others only see
the monster. I know monsters. I was with a monster, and Shawn Cross
is not a monster. He is just misunderstood.

I stop at the desk. Shawn stops talking to
Sherri, who has also worked here as long as I have. He looks up at
me, his eyes locked with mine. He has the deepest green eyes I have
ever seen. The kind of eyes that look into your soul.

I feel my heart starting to race as I break
my eyes from him and look at Sherri. She is smiling at me. She is a
kind older woman, soft-spoken and gentle. You can tell she is one
of those people who really care about your answer when she asks how
you are doing.

“Good morning, Sherri,” I whisper , allowing
a smile to form across my lips.

“Good morning, Em,” she says softly. The
nickname has stuck with me since I got the job here. I have never
had a nickname, and in a weird way, it makes me feel like I am part
of something that matters to the people I work with.

I look back at Shawn. He is standing up
straight now behind Sherri. His eyes search mine for a moment.
“Shawn,” I murmur softly.

“Em,” he acknowledges calmly.

I slowly walk around the counter and pass
Sherri and Shawn toward my office, which is right across from
Shawn’s. Even though we haven’t said much to each other over the
years, we have spent a lot of time watching each other. Normally,
around men, I am on edge and nervous, but not with Shawn. He puts
my anxiety at ease without even trying, which scares me a
little.

Shawn without even knowing it, has caused
the anxiety ridden knot that is constantly inside my stomach. When
I was a client here, I felt safe and understood. That has not
changed since I have started working here, if anything it has only
intensified over the years.

My trauma response to men is still the same,
but I know Shawn is here, and he has made it clear he isn’t going
anywhere.


Chapter Two

 


Shawn

 


I slightly turn around and watch Em make her
way to her office. She doesn’t turn and look at me even though I
know she can feel me staring. It is just what she and I do, I
guess. It has been this way for years. There is just something
about her that draws me in, and when I looked over her file, I
learned a lot about her and what she has been through, which
explains why she is always on edge and quiet.

But I have heard her with clients and have
seen her with my other staff around them. She allows herself to be
open and funny. She lets her guard down just enough that I get to
see the woman she is hiding inside. The woman she feels she lost
with her ex, but I see she is still in there, just waiting to be
free.

Emory Sparks is the kind of woman who is
downright gorgeous but doesn’t know it. She is humble, kind, sweet,
and gentle. She is much shorter than me, but I can tell she is in
shape. She has shoulder-length hair with a mixture of dark brown
and blonde.

She has tattoos covering a lot of her body,
or at least the parts of her body she has allowed us to see, which
is very surprising to me. She doesn’t seem like the type, but then
again, I think she is misunderstood. She wears black glasses that
make her look sexy as fuck. She wears comfortable clothing that
shows off her curves but is never showing too much.

Today, she is wearing a pair of blue skinny
jeans with black boots that come up to her knees and a dark green
button-up shirt. The shirt is undone in the front, showing off the
black tank top underneath, and her chest tattoo.

“Why don’t you just go talk to her?” Sherri
states in an amused voice.

I feel my heart race a little, hearing
Sherri’s words. Talking to Em is not that simple. She has been
through enough. She doesn’t need to get mixed up with a guy like
me. I am not good for her. “I’m good right here,” I answer
back.

“You two have been playing this hot-and-cold
game for years,” Sherri says, allowing a small laugh to leave
her.

“I don’t know what you are talking about,” I
take a deep breath. Sherri is not stupid. Em and I have been
playing the hot-and-cold game, but it is better this way. It is
better I keep my distance from her.

“We all see the way you two look at each
other,” Sherri says softly.

I am very much aware of what my staff has
seen, but I can’t hide the way I look at her. I have tried.

“It would never work,” I say calmly.

“Now that is the first lie you have told
today, young man,” Sherri states.

I don’t need to look at her to know she is
shaking her head. Sherri is the only staff member who has the balls
to talk to me the way she does, but I have learned to love her for
it. She isn’t afraid of me. She says what is on her mind, and I
admire her for that, although sometimes I wish she was afraid to
say what is on her mind.

“Careful,” I state in an amused voice. I
don’t know why I said it. Sherri won’t listen to me. She never has
and probably never will. Sherri is confident in who she is, honest
and blunt to the core with everyone, even clients. She makes me
laugh and shake my head at least five times a day. It keeps things
interesting around here, that is for sure.

Sherri laughs and answers the phone on the
first ring.

I take a deep breath and shake my head as Em
makes her way into her office, turning on the light. Her schedule
is full today. The clients and my staff love her, and I can see and
understand why. She is a mystery.

 


****

 


I look up and see Em leave her office. She
has been overloaded with clients today. I can hear her walking
around the hall toward the break room. She loves coffee like no one
I have ever seen before. I just need to get her a coffee maker to
keep in her office.

I take a deep breath and continue to look
over the emails—the never-ending emails. I hear the front bell go
off. I can hear a man speaking to Sherri. The one thing I love
about this building is that I can hear everything. It makes it
easier to keep my staff and clients safe. After all, we are helping
them escape and heal from some dangerous men.

A few moments later, I hear a cup fall and
shatter on the ground in the break room. I jump up from my chair
and exit the office, making my way down to the room right across
from the front desk. I see a tall man standing near the desk. He
looks angry and on edge. He is covered in tattoos, and from what I
can tell, they are from when he was in prison or jail. I know
because I have some that look the same.

I look at Sherri. She is sitting down,
trying to answer the man’s questions. I stop and look down at the
broken coffee cup. I take another step inside and slowly scan the
room. I turn and look behind the door and see Em on the ground. She
has her knees pulled up, her arms are wrapped tightly around her
knees, and she is rocking back and forth. Her head is leaning
against the wall, and her eyes are closed. I see tears rolling down
her face.

I take a deep breath and slowly close the
distance between us. I kneel down in front of her and lift my hand,
resting gently on her knee. As soon as I do, she stops rocking back
and forth, opens her eyes, and looks at me. Her eyes are a dark
ocean blue. Fucking beautiful.

“Em,” I whisper, not wanting to make her
afraid of me.

“Shawn,” she whispers my name. I can hear
the fear in her tone as Sherri continues to talk to the man who is
now yelling at her. He doesn’t like whatever answer Sherri has
given him. I keep my eyes on Em. Her eyes search mine. Her body
tenses each time the man raises his voice.

“Let me help you,” I state softly as I reach
out my hands to her. She looks down at my hands for a moment, then
grabs onto them. I slowly stand, forcing her to do the same. The
man is still yelling. But right now, I am only focused on Em as she
shoves her face into my chest, making my heart beat a little faster
at the gesture.

I release my hold on her hands and slowly
and gently wrap my arms around her, pulling her into me. She allows
me to.

I have never seen her act like this, and
honestly, it concerns me. She is having a trauma response to the
man who is yelling. She is going through exactly what her clients
come here to talk to her about. I need to fucking make it stop. I
don’t like this. I don’t like that this fucking man is coming into
my business and making Em this uncomfortable.

I have been watching her long enough to know
she is about to break, shatter, and I fucking refuse to let that
happen.

Even though I don’t want to leave her, I
need to get this fucker out of my business, away from my staff, and
away from Em.

“I need you to stay right here,” I
whisper.

“Please don’t leave me,” she begs me. Her
voice is both making my heart sink and turning me on. Her voice is
like no other, and it has always done strange things to me.

“I will be right back, I promise. I need to
ask him to leave,” I state softly.

She takes a deep breath and pulls back just
enough to look up at me. Her eyes search mine for a moment, then
she slowly nods. “I trust you, Shawn,” she says through her
tears.

I gently release my hold on her and take a
small step back. She backs up into the corner, hiding behind the
door. Seeing her like this makes my blood boil. Makes me want to
break this fucker’s neck, but I can’t, not yet and not here.

I take a deep breath and nod as I turn and
walk around the door. I stop at the doorway. The man is pounding on
the counter at Sherri. I can tell she is uncomfortable with this
man. We don’t get many men in here, and normally, when we do, it is
because they have found their victim, and I think this time the
victim is Em.

I slowly walk over to Sherri, standing
behind her. The man stops yelling and stands up straight. He looks
me right in the eyes, and then he looks me up and down, trying to
size me up, which, honestly, takes everything in me not to laugh.
He has no fucking idea who I am, and I can tell he is not from
around here, but he will soon remember my name.


Chapter Three

 


Emory

 


My entire body is shaking. My heart is
racing as I slowly turn and look through the small crack. The words
I told Shawn repeat inside my head. I do trust him. It’s going to
sound nuts coming from me, but I know him. I know him better than
anyone else here. We both have been watching each other for years.
Keeping our distance but watching everything. I know he won’t hurt
me. I know deep down inside, he is a good man, even if on the
outside he puts up a dangerous front. Shawn is not who he wants
everyone to think he is, at least not all the way.

I can see Shawn. He is now standing behind
Sherri. Sherri, for the first time ever, is completely quiet. I can
tell by her body language that she doesn’t know what to do. We have
never had this happen before, but then again, Shawn has never hired
a survivor of DV before.

Man, it took me years to be able to say that
word, because for so long, I didn’t believe I survived. I was still
trying to stay above water when I first moved here, but then I
found this place, and it changed everything.

The people here reminded me how strong I am.
That I am worth it. That I can do this. They gave me the skills I
needed to swim instead of allowing myself to drown, and after
everything I have learned, none of it comes to mind now as I stare
through the crack. All the skills and knowledge I have gained have
left my mind, and the only thing that remains is my fear. My fear
of the man who has walked into the center that has become my safe
haven. My fear of this man taking me back to the place where I lost
myself.

I take a deep breath as I look from Sherri
to the man that caught my attention. The man that made my heart
sink standing on the other side of the counter is Jesse Cannon, my
ex. His threats and promises flood my mind. The threat and promises
he made in front of everyone in the courtroom before they took him
to prison.

“I know she works here,” Jesse states
through gritted teeth.

How did he find me so quickly? Has he been
watching me this entire time? Why didn’t the officers call to let
me know he got out? Did he hurt them to find out where I was? All
these questions consume my mind as my heart starts to race even
faster.

“I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t tell you if she
does or does not,” Sherri states with confidence.

She is doing a good job not showing Jesse
that she is afraid. I, on the other hand, am terrified. I want to
run for the door and keep running, but I know I wouldn’t get that
far. He would catch me. And even if I wanted to, I can’t. I am
frozen exactly where I am. This spot right now is my new prison, my
new nightmare, as I continue to look at my ex, the man I used to
love. That man did nothing but hurt me and take from me until I had
nothing left to give.

“Don’t fucking play this game with me. I
know for a fucking fact she works here and she is in this building
right now.” Jesse says, getting louder.

Even after all these years, I know him, and
I know that soon he will lose all control and power over
himself.

“Sir, like I have told you, I can’t give you
any information,” Sherri states in a stern voice. She is my friend,
one of my only friends, and to see her standing up to him makes me
want to smile. Reminds me of the life I have created for
myself.

“This is bullshit!” he screams as he slams
his hands onto the counter.

I jump and quickly lift my hands and place
them over my mouth to keep myself silent as I watch Shawn go around
the counter so fast that Jesse doesn’t have time to react. Shawn
walks right into him, quickly lifts his hand, and grabs Jesse’s
throat. I have never seen anyone stand up to Jesse. Where I am
from, everyone stays clear of him. They are afraid of him, but
Shawn is afraid of no one.

“Get your fucking hands off of me!” Jesse
yells in Shawn’s face. The look in Jesse’s eyes right now brings me
back to the courthouse, back to when I was on the stand, sharing
with everyone what Jesse did to me after he kidnapped me. The look
he is giving Shawn right now is the look that has haunted my
nightmares. The look he used to keep me in line, the look that let
me know I was about to get punished.

Shawn doesn’t say anything, but I see that
he tightens his grip on Jesse’s throat. Jesse lifts his hands and
grabs Shawn’s wrist, trying to get his hand off him, but Shawn is
much stronger. Watching Jesse struggle against Shawn makes me
realize just how little power and control he has right now. When we
are around others, the power and control he had over me when we
were alone disappears.

“If I ever fucking see you on my property
again, you will fucking regret it,” Shawn states in a dark voice,
making chills go down my spine.

“What the fuck you gonna do, dude? I will
find her,” Jesse says, keeping his eyes deadlocked on Shawn.
Neither one of them is backing down.

Shawn leans in, his face now a few inches
away from Jesse’s. Shawn stands still against Jesse. The room is
completely silent for a moment.

“I will fucking kill you,” Shawn states, and
I know he will. I believe his words. I know what he says is not
just a threat, it is a promise—a deadly promise.

“You can’t threaten me,” Jesse states in a
surprised voice. He is not used to someone standing up to him, but
I know Shawn and Shawn will not back down.

“I can do whatever the fuck I want. This is
my town. Now get the fuck out,” Shawn says in a low dark voice as
he releases Jesse’s throat. Jesse quickly moves away from Shawn. He
stands still for a moment, looking Shawn up and down.

“You will fucking regret keeping her from
me,” Jesse yells, continuing to look at Shawn.

“Get out,” Shawn repeats, pointing to the
entrance of the building.

Jesse takes a deep breath. His hands form
into fists. “I know you can fucking hear me, Emory. I am coming for
you, and when I get my hands on you, you will never fucking
escape!” Jesse screams as he turns and walks out of the
building.

My heart is beating so fast I can hear it in
my ears. I know I am crying, but I can’t hear it through my
heartbeat. I lean over, resting the side of my head on the wall. I
close my eyes and take a deep breath. He wasted no time finding me.
I knew this day would come. I tried to prepare, and now that it is
here, I am frozen. I am right back in the state of mind I was at
the courthouse. Right back where I was in that locked room with
him.

I feel a set of knuckles gently brush
against my cheek. My body flinches a little. I open my eyes and
turn my head. Shawn is standing right there. His breathing is
rapid. His eyes search mine as he lowers his hand from my cheek. I
hate that I flinched. I hate that I feel completely out of control
right now.

“Are you okay?” Shawn asks me, tilting his
head to the side.

I shake my head slowly.

He takes a deep breath and reaches out his
hand to me. I don’t know why, but I take it without having to
think. He slowly guides me away from the corner and out of the
break room.

He leads me down the hallway toward his
office. I let him guide me inside as he closes the door and
releases my hand. I stand still, feeling vulnerable and naked. I
feel unsafe and uncomfortable. For all I know, Jesse is waiting
outside the building for me. I feel trapped.

Shawn grabs my hand and leads me over to the
couch. I sit and sink into it, wanting to escape. Wanting to
run.

Shawn quickly makes his way over to me and
stops in front of me. I watch him slowly kneel. He places his hands
on my knees and takes another deep breath. I think taking a deep
breath is the only thing either of us can do right now.

This whole situation is insane, and I feel
embarrassed. I feel like an outsider looking into the life I was
creating. No one here will ever look at me the same again. They now
will only see the trauma and the man at the counter screaming,
demanding to see me.

All the healing I have done over the years,
the power and control I felt I had gained back has just been
shattered and taken away. Jesse, once again, has become the center
of my life and my thoughts.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, looking into Shawn’s
eyes. He tilts his head to the side and continues to search my
eyes. His eyes are calm, and his breathing is more stable now. The
rage I saw earlier is gone and is replaced with worry and
concern.

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” Shawn
whispers.

I slowly look around his office. I have only
been here once when I had the interview. Since then, I have only
seen his office from my office. It is a lot more colorful and put
together than I thought it would be. There are pictures on the
walls. There is a rug in the center of the office and two chairs on
one side of the desk, and his big black leather chair is on the
other side. This office is a lot more inviting than
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