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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a beautiful day.

      Brynn couldn’t ask for anything more perfect. The sun was shining and bright. The leaves on the trees and blades of grass were the greenest green, almost as if the ideal shade was painted on just for her. The weather had been dismal lately, but the beauty of the day was unsurpassed by any so far.

      Brynn sat back in her lounge chair with a book, looking forward to getting lost in it for a few hours. She hadn’t been able to enjoy the simplicity and beauty of their large backyard for a long time.

      These days she needed it. Her doctor wanted her to take it easy, and as difficult as it was, she was trying.

      She sat back and nestled deep into the Adirondack chair made comfortable with soft cushions and closed her eyes.

      Suddenly, she felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. Someone was there in the backyard watching her. Somehow, she knew that it was him. She looked around frantically trying to find him. How did he find me? How did he know where I was? She felt completely naked and exposed in the spaciousness of the grass and the trees.

      Maxie, their 80-pound pet Lab lifted his head and looked around. He seemed to sense something, too—almost as though he could smell him in the air. He let out a few loud barks as a warning while being sure to stay close to Brynn.

      Thomas was close, and he was watching her. Brynn knew it. She felt the saliva building in the back of her throat, nearly choking her. It was a familiar feeling, one that she hadn’t felt for a long time. How can this be? How can he be here? He’s dead, gone for almost two decades. How can he be here now?

      Brynn frantically gathered her things and turned to go into the house. Suddenly he was there, standing in front of her, towering as he did when she was young.

      He glared at her, ice blue eyes piercing through her soul, hatred, and resentment radiating dangerously. Brynn was in danger, and she felt it in every fiber of her being.

      “W-w-what do you want?” she croaked, barely able to utter the words. Maxie stood next to her, alarmed. He was more of a lover than anything else, and Brynn knew that she couldn’t count on him to protect her, despite his size.

      Thomas didn’t speak. He just stared at her. Brynn wanted to cry.

      “You’re supposed to be dead! Dead!” Brynn yelled, backing away from him cautiously, slowly. It felt like the house was a mile away from her as she tried to move her feet faster, yet keep her eyes on him. Thomas seemed to be getting closer and closer to her. “Oh my God, you’re supposed to be dead.”

      Suddenly Brynn felt his hands around her throat, and before she knew it, she had fallen backwards onto the ground, and he was above her. He was squeezing slowly, tightening his grip, and Brynn felt her air supply cutting off.

      “Please stop! P-p-please!” she cried, unable to raise her voice above barely a whisper.

      She felt him release his grip on her, and she was grateful for a split second as she gasped for breath. Horrified, she watched him roll up his sleeve. What is he doing? It was an odd gesture, and she couldn’t imagine why he would do that.

      He opened his mouth to speak. His voice was different from the low, gravelly voice that haunted Brynn’s dreams from her childhood. His voice now was loud, booming, and clear like a bell. “You killed me. You were my daughter, and you killed me. How could you?”

      Brynn was stunned. He knows. How does he know?

      “I know, because I know everything. And now, since you took something from me, I am going to take something from you.”

      Brynn was confused. What else can he take from me? He took my childhood, my ability to love openly and completely. He caused me to scar myself. What else can he do to me?

      “This is what I am going to do to you.” With one sudden movement, Thomas took his fist and shoved it violently into her belly. Brynn couldn’t believe her eyes. Oh my God, what is he doing?

      “I’m killing your baby, just like you killed me,” Thomas sneered, his yellow teeth staring down at her as he grinned.

      Brynn screamed. The pain was incredible as she watched him pulling his bloody arm in and out of her stomach, his fists squeezing the tiny life inside of her. She could feel that she was in pain, her little baby. She screamed, desperately, trapped beneath Thomas’ massive body as he straddled her legs.

      Suddenly she felt a sharp slap, then another. “Brynn! Brynn!”

      Thomas was calling her name, but it wasn’t his strange voice. It was someone else’s. “Brynn! Brynn!”

      Adam. She heard Adam’s voice coming out of Thomas’ mouth.

      Brynn sat straight up, no longer trapped. “Where did Thomas go?” she screamed in horror.

      “Brynn, it’s me! It’s Adam!” Adam held her with his strong hands, trying desperately to get her to see him. Her eyes were wide and frantic, her pupils huge and black. He knew that she was lost in her dream, as she was so many nights. “Brynn, sweetheart, it’s me, honey. It’s Adam. Wake up. It’s just a bad dream.”

      Brynn stared straight ahead, her thick dark hair a tangled mess, tears running down her face. Maxie was sitting at her side, his big head lying next to her as he whimpered.

      Slowly, her face started to relax a little, her hands flying to her belly, rubbing desperately. She shifted her gaze down to Maxie and then over to Adam, and then back to Maxie.

      “Adam!” she cried. “Adam!” She was back, and Adam felt relief flood through him. This was a bad one, maybe even the worst one. He was afraid he wasn’t going to get her back.

      “It’s okay Brynn. You’re safe. It was just a bad dream.”

      “It was Thomas.”

      “I know it was Thomas. You screamed his name. It’s always Thomas. But he’s dead. He can’t hurt you anymore.” Adam took her hand and pulled her into his arms so that he could hold her close.

      Brynn kept rubbing her stomach. She could feel the scars through her cotton nightshirt. Several of the deeper ones were pretty bumpy. She was sure those would never go away. Thomas was her father, and he was supposed to protect her. But instead, she had to protect herself. The cutting always allowed her to cocoon away into her own world for a bit so that she didn’t have to feel the pain and the fear. If she didn’t have the cutting, and then Adam, she knew that she never would have survived.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Adam asked gently. Sometimes she did, and sometimes she didn’t. The shrink had told them that it was up to Brynn, so Adam always asked. He didn’t want to pressure her.

      “No. Yes…no.” Brynn wasn’t sure. She was trying to shut the dream out of her mind, but the sobs kept coming, and it was still difficult to breathe.

      Adam looked at her cautiously. He had made the mistake once of leaving her behind. He was never going to do that again, but he wondered if they would ever be able to have a normal life. He wanted one, he needed one. He loved Brynn and he couldn’t live without her.

      “Let’s go to sleep then, sweetheart. We need to rest. You need to rest.” Adam turned off the bedside lamp, and they settled into the soft, comfortable sheets. They felt Maxie jump on to the end of the bed, which jostled as if an earthquake struck until they were all comfortable. Adam could tell that Brynn was smiling, and he smiled, too. Maxie had been good for both of them.

      “I’m sorry, Adam,” Brynn said in the dark, still sniffling.

      “Don’t be sorry. You can’t help it,” Adam said sleepily. “It’ll be okay.”

      As they drifted off to sleep, Adam heard Brynn’s voice.

      “Adam, he was killing our baby.”
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            JANE’S WEDDING DAY

          

        

      

    

    
      Brynn was excited for the day.

      Jane was finally getting married to a wonderful man, Andrew, and she had asked Brynn to be the Matron of Honor. Brynn had spent the last year dealing with ghosts and trying to put away the past, and Jane’s wedding was the first time she had felt hopeful about anything for awhile.

      Brynn’s therapist helped her come to terms with her past. Most recently, they were working out her relationship with Rose, and the resentment she continued to feel toward her, even though she was dead. Theirs had been far from the ideal mother/daughter relationship. Brynn was finally beginning to understand, and to feel more at peace with just how much Rose had needed her, even when Brynn was just a child. Brynn missed Rose and had loved her, but the memory of how dependent Rose had been on her continued to plague her. It took a year for her to stop expecting the early morning phone calls or the constant text messaging, but Brynn felt herself finally able to relax rather than feel “on call” at all times.

      The shrink also helped her come to terms with being abandoned, but the nightmares about running, hiding, and being terrified in the woods still tormented her. The nightmares were violent, intense, and brutally real, often leaving their imprint on Brynn for days.

      Adam did his best to comfort her through the dreams when they happened, and he was glad when they began to occur less often. For awhile, it had stayed that way, but recently, they seemed to occur more often, almost nightly. The feelings of abandonment were strong, and they weren’t going away, even though Brynn tried desperately to push them aside.

      But with Jane’s wedding and so many new things on the horizon, there was so much to look forward to now.

      “Brynn, we have to go soon, sweetheart,” Adam’s voice called up from the bottom of the stairs. He was always the early riser, and Brynn knew that he was already up, dressed, and had breakfast waiting for her. She showered the night before and got up slowly. She was so tired and could use another hour or so of sleep, but she knew that Jane would kill her.

      Jane’s husband-to-be was a good man, and Jane credited Brynn with giving her the courage to date again. She wanted Brynn to stand up with them at the altar, and Brynn knew that she couldn’t be late.

      As Brynn applied her makeup, she took a long look at herself in the mirror. The woman looking back at her was finally happier and more at peace than she had been her entire life. Brynn was no longer obsessed with finding answers to the questions that had plagued her all of her life.

      Why was I abandoned? Why did Thomas hurt me? Why didn’t Rose stop him?

      Brynn’s shrink told her that there was nothing she could do about her past; she actually began to believe him. Brynn couldn’t remember ever being happy, and it was a strange feeling.

      She slowly brushed her thick dark hair in long strokes. It had taken her entire life, but Brynn was finally letting it grow. She knew that there was nobody in her life anymore, who would grab it and yank it or use it to hold her captive while he hit her as Thomas had. The fear slowly diminished with every passing day. As far as adopted fathers went, Thomas was the worst, but he was dead now, and she didn’t have to be afraid any longer.

      She sighed contentedly, and smiled into the mirror. Her cheeks were rounder now that she had gained some weight. She looked healthier, almost glowing.

      The doorbell rang, startling Brynn. She waited to hear Adam answer it, but then it rang again.

      Brynn padded down the stairs, moving a little slower than usual, her long, cotton nightgown flowing behind her. When she reached the front door, she hesitated for a moment and felt a shiver run down her spine.

      Don’t be silly, she told herself. There’s nothing to be afraid of...

      When she opened the door, she froze—her big coffee colored eyes opening wide in disbelief.

      On the other side of the screen stood an almost exact replica of herself, aged about 15 years. Her hand instinctively went to her belly.

      They stared at each other silently.

      “Brynn, honey, who is it?” Adam called coming up behind her.

      When he got close behind her, he put his hand on her shoulder and stared. Nobody moved.

      The woman on the other side stared down at Brynn’s swollen belly and smiled.

      She spoke first, her voice husky, sounding eerily like Brynn’s. “Eva? Eva? It’s me. Do you recognize me, sweetheart?” She was petite like Brynn, with the same dark hair and beautiful brown eyes. But as much as she resembled Brynn, Adam could tell there was something different, almost absent, in this other woman.

      She looked worn down, her skin thin and dull, and her hair unkempt. But there was more that unsettled him. While Brynn’s eyes were bright and beautiful, this woman’s eyes reflected something different, something darker, and Adam automatically felt anxious. He instinctively moved a step closer to Brynn.

      Brynn was quiet. The moment stretched out in front of her in slow motion. She felt a chill run down her spine, and she shivered.

      Ellie stared at Brynn with a mixture of curiosity and jealously.

      “Eva. Are you okay? You don’t look so good, honey. I’m your Momma. Can you let me in? I’d love to talk to you.”

      Brynn didn’t want to let her in. She knew that she should want to, but she didn’t. Against her better judgment, she reached out toward the door to unlock the screen. Brynn suddenly felt dizzy, the woman in front of her was making a strange face.

      Brynn could hear Adam’s voice call her name, and she wondered why he was yelling so loudly when she was standing right in front of him. The last thing Brynn saw was the distraught look on Adam’s face as she fell to the floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            BRYNN’S MOTHER

          

        

      

    

    
      Brynn woke up, her head aching and heavy. She was in a curtained area. She could hear beeping and the quiet scuffle of feet and voices, but she was alone. Squinting, her eyes tried to adjust to the harsh impersonal lighting fixtures. Brynn looked around and realized she was in the hospital and wearing a gown that was two sizes too big. Where are my clothes?

      The last thing that she remembered was opening the screen door and seeing…what? What did I see? What made me faint? Brynn’s head felt fuzzy, and it hurt. A lot. Her tongue felt dry and thick, and too big for her mouth. She desperately wanted water. She reached up and pulled at her long thick hair, trying to make the headache stop.

      She instinctively put her hand over her belly. Oh my God, the baby. Is the baby okay? Brynn’s heart was starting to race. How long have I been here? Is the baby alright? Adam, where are you? Why is this happening now that everything has been going so well? Why?

      Brynn still couldn’t believe that she was pregnant. After all this time, she was finally ready to be a mother. Adam was ready to be a parent much sooner than she was, but now she was at peace with her past. And with everything they had been through together—they had endured a separation, but now they were repairing their marriage and their lives. With Rose gone for over a year, Brynn now had faith that she was capable of being a good mother.

      She was done being afraid.

      Adam said he was never going to leave again, and Brynn somehow believed that it was true. She was finally learning to open up and embrace life with him, and there was a connection between them that was stronger than ever before. She knew that he felt it every time she looked at him, and she could tell that he was happy. They were finally on common ground, and for the first time, she felt as if she were contributing to their relationship as much as he had since they were fifteen years old.

      But now, her whole world felt as if it were crashing in, and there was no way to stop it. The baby isn’t moving, oh God! The baby isn’t moving!

      She looked around and saw a plastic box by her side.

      She pushed the red nurses call button frantically, terrified to be alone, and desperate for answers. I need Adam! I need someone!

      “Yes, may I help you?” a distant voice came from nowhere, a subtle clicking sound accompanying it.

      “Yes, I need my husband. Where is he? How is my baby?” Brynn said in one breath, talking to the air. She was lost. She needed Adam.

      “We’ll be right there,” the voice said.

      “Okay,” she said weakly, to no one. She hated to be alone. What happened?

      The moment came flooding back to her, almost overtaking her. Brynn remembered, and then her heart started to race. The woman! That woman who was at my front door… the woman who called me Eva!

      The woman looked so much like Brynn—small, petite, with dark, pretty features, and big brown eyes that seemed too big for her face. She could have been Brynn’s sister, only she wasn’t. The woman said she was Brynn’s Momma.

      Brynn hadn’t even gotten her name.

      Could it really be my Mother? Why would she come into my life now, when I’m finally happy, when I have finally found some peace? Why would she bother to show up now when my life with Adam is starting to be really nice? Brynn’s head was swimming with questions. How did my Mother even find me?

      It didn’t make sense. And then Brynn realized that the woman must have found her because years earlier, Brynn had put her name in with the adoption agency. She always thought that she wanted to connect with her parents someday, but now that the day had come, she wasn’t as sure.

      But why wouldn’t someone have called her to give her some warning? How did this woman just show up at her door? It was the moment that Brynn had always dreamt about, her Mother coming to find her.

      She thought back to when she was a little girl, kneeling beside her bed, earnestly folding her hands to pray. Dear God, please help my real Mommy to find me and take me and my Momma away from Daddy so he can’t hurt me anymore.” Brynn thought that her real Mommy would rescue her from Thomas’ fist and feet, and protect her from his rage. Tiny brown-eyed Brynn, with her long hair and high-pitched little girl voice, prayed night after night to be saved.

      Thomas blamed her for stealing all of Rose’s love so that there was nothing left for him. Young Brynn would pray desperately that her birth Mommy would take her away. But she never came. So why now? Why did she show up now? It didn’t make sense.

      Brynn thought about the woman’s face, even though she had only seen it for a fraction of a second. Brynn could tell that she had been beautiful at one time, but the beauty looked like it had slowly been erased. The woman looked like the shadow of someone else, someone that Brynn didn’t know.

      The nurse was taking so long, and Brynn worried about the baby. She saw that she had a strap, with what looked like a monitor of some sort, around her belly. The machine that the strap was connected to displayed a steady, green line that ran across the screen at a consistent pace, making the same up and down lines every time it went across. Brynn watched the monitor for a while feeling better. It was the same type of monitor she use to stare at as she sat by Rose’s bedside for hours.

      Brynn heard a noise, and turned from the monitor to see Adam racing into the room. His thick, brown hair was disheveled, and his beautiful blue eyes the color of the sea, wide with distress. “Brynn, you’re awake!” he said, his voice full of concern. Brynn never tired of hearing him talk. She loved his voice and everything about him. To think that she nearly lost him forever still gravely chilled her. Living life without him in it for those long months was the worst time of her life. Even thinking about it made her want to cry, so she pushed the memory from her mind. She knew that if she thought about it, she would remain in a dark mood for the rest of the day. And there were too many other things to contend with right now.

      Brynn couldn’t blame Adam for leaving those months back. She had inexplicably withdrawn her love, leaving him alone even after he had always taken care of her. She knew he left without much of a choice.

      “You’ve abandoned me, Brynn!” Adam would say to her time and again in total frustration. “You won’t even discuss having a family with me! You just wallow! If I had known this is who you would become when I married you…” Adam never finished the sentence, but Brynn knew that he would never have married her in the first place.

      They fell in love at fifteen and Adam was the only person to teach Brynn how to live, to laugh, and to smile. Even though Adam knew she had endured more than any one person should have ever had to, he wanted Brynn to want to be happy, with him. And as much as he loved her, he needed her to love him, too.

      Adam needed her to let him love her, but Brynn refused, and so he left.

      Those months without him were hell.

      Now Brynn knew what life was without him, and she vowed to never lose him again. Adam returned with love, finally winning out over her anger and confusion.

      Brynn sometimes wondered whether he would have come back if Rose hadn’t died. She knew it didn’t matter, because her adopted mother did die, and Adam did come back, and she chastised herself for trying to over think it.

      But it wasn’t an easy road for either of them, and they had worked through much in the past year and a half since he moved home.

      “I’m never leaving you again Brynn,” Adam would say to her repeatedly. “I’ll never hurt you again.”

      “I want to believe you, Adam.” Brynn was stubborn and her heart had a hard time letting go of the fear. “I want to, but I just don’t.” Adam would try to hold her, and Brynn would stiffen up, pushing him away with her fear.

      “Stop pushing me away. You don’t have to push me away anymore.” Adam won out, and he held her close, feeling her heart beating in her chest from the anxiety. “I’ll never abandon you.”

      Brynn always felt herself give into the deep, low tone of his voice that she loved so much. She allowed herself to be enveloped in his strong, sturdy arms, but a tiny part of her still wanted to shrink away. She wondered if she would ever stop fighting the happiness he gave her.

      She had experienced so much loss in life that she had come to expect it. First, her birth parents abandoning her. Then Stacy, her childhood friend who had been killed by her husband’s lover. Then Rose. And now Adam. Brynn finally decided that she would give herself permission to accept Adam’s love, no matter how long she was able to have it.

      When she gave in, there was finally peace.

      And now they were having a baby together. Brynn was five months along, and her belly was nice and round. When Brynn looked at her belly, naked in the mirror, she saw the scars from years of cutting stretched out wide. Some were still painfully visible while others were beginning to fade, but they all still served as a horrific reminder of her painful childhood. The first time she went to have her ultrasound done, Brynn was embarrassed. The technician didn’t even blink twice, and proceeded with ‘business as usual.’ Brynn was grateful.

      She knew that she needed to accept the pain from her past and move on in order to be a good mother.

      Now she was enjoying every moment of her pregnancy. There was no morning sickness, and she loved how the growing baby was giving her an excuse to eat a little more. She finally looked healthy, and was actually glowing and radiant. Brynn looked so different from the sick, bony woman she had become when Adam was gone.

      But now Brynn worried for her baby.

      Jane! It’s Jane’s wedding day, and I am supposed to stand up with her. Brynn was horrified. Jane was her closest friend. She was the one who saw her through when Adam was gone, and Rose was dying. Jane helped pave the way for Adam to come home, and she took care of Brynn when Brynn couldn’t take care of herself. And now it was Jane’s day, and Brynn failed her… again.

      Brynn was indebted to Jane in the same way that she was indebted to Adam. They both had brought her out of the darkness, and she loved her friend with all of her heart.

      Before Jane, Brynn only had one friend in all of her life, but now Stacy was gone, murdered by her husband’s lover. Now Jane was her very best friend, and only the second real friend she’d ever had.

      “Oh, Adam! The baby!” she cried. “…and Jane!”

      “Jane is fine sweetheart,” Adam said smoothing her hair, which instantly calmed her. He knew just how to touch her to make her feel better. “She understands. She said she could postpone it, but I told her to just go ahead. This isn’t our day. It’s her day. She said it wouldn’t be the same without you.”

      Brynn cried. She was looking forward to seeing her friend get married and finally find her happiness. Jane had come to work at Brynn’s restaurant years before and was broke, overwhelmed, and grieving the loss of her husband from stomach cancer. Brynn helped her get on her feet and find hope again.

      Now, Jane and her two girls were finally getting the happiness they deserved. Ryan was a great guy, and he loved them all so much. Brynn was so happy for her friend.

      A nurse came into the room and started checking the monitors and wires efficiently. She smiled politely at Brynn and asked her how she was feeling. Brynn said she was fine. Brynn always said she was fine, even when she wasn’t.

      “How is my baby?” she asked, afraid of the answer. She was trying to live life unafraid for the first time ever, but this was a new kind of terror.

      “Oh, the baby is fine. Don’t worry, the doctor will talk to you when she gets in,” the nurse smiled and patted Brynn’s arm softly. Brynn sighed with relief.

      When the nurse left, Brynn looked at Adam, her eyes filled with questions.

      “She’s in the waiting room,” Adam said, answering her first, unspoken question. “She felt bad about shocking you the way that she did, but refused to leave.”

      Brynn was quiet. She didn’t know what she would do with this woman in her life after all this time. Brynn didn’t know this woman, and didn’t know if she even wanted to… After all, this woman hadn’t wanted her before, abandoning her as a toddler, leaving Brynn to fend for herself. Brynn broke her leg, and she had nearly starved to death trying to look for her mother.

      Now that Brynn was about to have her own baby, she couldn’t even imagine leaving a child. She had been terrified to become pregnant, but now that she was, she was terrified that harm would come to her baby. She couldn’t even imagine a circumstance in which she would walk away from her child now.

      Brynn looked down at her belly and smiled. She loved her baby with something inside of her that she hadn’t even known existed. It was as though the moment she knew she was pregnant, a switch turned on. Now she thought it had been so silly to be afraid of motherhood. Protecting her child and caring for it seemed like the most natural thing in the world to do.

      “What does she want?” Brynn asked even though she knew that Adam wouldn’t know the answer.

      “I don’t know, sweetheart.” Adam was asking himself the same question. While Ellie seemed concerned about Brynn, there was something in her demeanor that appeared detached. It made him uncomfortable.

      His first impression of Ellie was unsettling, even though she was making every attempt to be friendly. Adam thought that he should give her a chance, but he couldn’t shake the uneasiness. “Don’t worry about that right now. I just want you to get some sleep. Please rest. The baby needs it, and so do you.”

      Suddenly Brynn felt a sharp pain, followed quickly by another.

      The nurse was just about to leave the room when she noticed Brynn’s face, grimaced in pain. “Are you okay?” She asked looking anxiously at the monitor, its lines jumping erratically. She quickly pushed the red button on Brynn’s bed. “I need some assistance in room 210, Stat!”

      Brynn felt pain. Sharp, stabbing pain and she yelped as she felt herself getting hot and starting to sweat. Oh God, no! No! You can’t have my baby!

      “Brynn, Brynn, can you hear me?”

      Brynn could hear Adam’s voice, but she couldn’t answer. She was lost in pain, trying to gather herself, fearing for the tiny life growing inside. She felt pain, and then she felt wetness as a pool of red started to stain the crisp white sheet of the hospital bed. Adam and Brynn stared down in horror, and Brynn started to feel faint.

      She felt the room growing dark, and she knew she was going to black out again.

      The last thought she had was of the tiny baby inside fighting for life, and all she wanted was for her to live. She knew it was a girl, even though everyone else thought it was a boy. She knew with all of her heart that she was a girl. She even had a name picked out, even though she kept it to herself. She hadn’t even told Adam. Not until it was time.

      Please baby, fight. You have to live. I need you to live. Mommy needs you, and she wants you more than anything in the world. I have fought to have you, so don’t leave me now.

      Brynn felt herself getting weaker. She could still feel Adam in the distance holding her hand, calling her name. She knew that there was a flurry of excitement in the room, and that she was being hooked up to more monitors. She even thought that someone might have been pumping her chest, but she wasn’t certain. Everything felt like a blur. She thought she saw the woman who claimed to be her mother at the door fighting with a nurse to get in. Her long hair was flying about as she yelled at the nurse, and Brynn could tell she was upset. But Brynn felt strangely calm, peaceful. Even though Adam looked like he was about to explode with fear and concern, and her birth mother fought desperately to get into the room. Still, Brynn felt at peace, so she talked to her baby and prayed.

      Baby, fight! Mommy won’t leave you. We will be together in this world, I promise. I won’t abandon you like my mother abandoned me, and I will never hurt you. You will always be mine…mine and Daddy’s. God, please let us live! Please! Amen.

      Brynn prayed over and over, while the commotion in the room continued.

      And then there was nothing.
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      The guilt was crushing Ellie from the inside out. She felt it as they had driven home from abandoning her child; she felt it in the morning when she woke up, and at night before she went to bed. She carried it with her like a sharp dagger not too far from her heart, wounding herself daily.

      Jonas didn’t understand it. He was a man, and he had never created life inside of his own body the way that she had. Ellie made sure to spend her entire pregnancy detached, but the moment Eva was born, she was in love.

      But Jonas hated Eva. From the moment he found out Ellie was pregnant, he didn’t want anything to do with her. Ellie couldn’t believe how cold he could be, and how mean he was to his little girl. She could understand if Eva was an ugly child, but Ellie knew that she was beautiful, with big brown eyes and that cute little chin. Eva was the spitting image of her momma, and if nothing else, she thought Jonas should appreciate that.

      Ellie wanted to leave him, but she loved him. She needed him. He was her drug, and she was addicted to him in a way that terrified her yet satisfied her all at once. But watching her baby lying on the cold ground crying as Jonas sped away was an image that was burned into Ellie’s mind.

      Ellie almost killed Jonas in his sleep that night.

      When they arrived back at Jonas’ dirty little apartment, Ellie was almost hysterical.

      “Calm down, El. She’ll be fine!” Jonas lit a cigarette and handed it to her. She took it, her hand shaking uncontrollably, her eyes unfocused. He was losing patience. She had cried and screamed for the entire two-hour drive back. She screamed for him to turn around. She pulled at her hair. She cursed him and herself. She was hysterical, and Jonas could do nothing to calm her down.

      He thought about pushing her out of the car, but even he wasn’t that cruel. “There were cars all up and down that road. The kid is going to be fine!”

      Ellie looked at Jonas in a daze. What will Momma think? Daddy is going to hate me. What have I done? She felt something squeezing her heart, like a giant fist. Squeezing, squeezing. Her heart was going to explode. She knew that if it did, she would deserve it. She deserved a horrible death after what she had done to her baby girl.

      Jonas looked at her in disgust. So young! He loved his little sweet Ellie, but she was so young and so dramatic. He didn’t usually pick them this young, but Ellie had captivated him with her innocence. The twelve-year age difference didn’t bother him, and it wasn’t as though he planned to be with her forever. He got bored easily and didn’t usually stay with his women very long. She had proven to be different, though. She tried to ditch him when she was pregnant with the kid, but he always made it a point to find her. It was an effort he wasn’t used to making for a piece of ass, but for some reason, he couldn’t seem to shake Ellie.

      “My baby, my baby, my baby,” Ellie had rocked back and forth on the floor, sobbing. Jonas had never seen anyone cry so much. And all over a snotty kid. He knew that he should feel bad, but Jonas’ dad split when his mother was pregnant with him, and he turned out pretty good. Jonas didn’t think that people should even have kids, and he certainly never wanted one. Not now, not ever.

      He went to the drawer and pulled out a syringe. If he didn’t quiet her down, he was never going to get any sleep, and he needed to sleep. He was tired from all the driving. And he needed to go out and move some product, or they weren’t going to be able to eat. He pulled out the syringe and prepared it while she rocked and cried behind him.

      “Ellie, shut the hell up. The kid is going to be fine! You’ll see. We are going to be so much better off without her.” Jonas used his sexy voice, the one that usually made her climb all over him. He knew that she liked it, but this time it didn’t do anything to her.

      He grabbed Ellie’s arm and wrapped the stretchy band around it. She winced when he tightened it, but didn’t move. Jonas watched Ellie’s face when the needle went in, and her expression didn’t change. Good, he thought. She’ll be out of it for awhile, and I won’t have to listen to her cry anymore. She will see how much better off we are now.

      Ellie’s body consumed the drug while Jonas watched her go limp. He knew that she needed it to cope, but he figured that after a few days she would forget, and things would be better. He had hoped anyway. For some reason he needed Ellie, and it was getting harder and harder to think about a life without her. He shook his head, trying to clear it. Don’t get all sappy, you idiot. She’s just like anyone else, take or leave her.

      Ellie was lying peacefully on the ratty couch, and he laid a blanket over her and smoothed her hair. He sat next to her, careful not to jostle her too much. He thought about how young she looked, how innocent. He let his thumb run down her face and admired her perfect smooth skin and the long eyelashes that skimmed her cheeks. Five years after he met her, she still stopped his heart, even after everything they had been through. She did something to him
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