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After escaping her abusive uncle, Sarah Hammond flees to Red Valley to start a new life working at her friend’s hair salon. When she meets Nathan Connors, the backup goaltender for the Red Valley Ravens hockey team, Sarah fears he’s too good to be true…







  
  
The story doesn’t end on the last page…

There’s something special waiting for you at the end of this book—but don’t peek just yet… some things are better discovered at the right moment.

Visit www.rachellevaughn.com and subscribe to my newsletter for exclusive Red Valley Ravens extras, collectible cards, and reader-only surprises.
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  Dear Reader,




I have a sweet spot for goalies. In fact, I first fell in love with a hockey player when I saw Evgeni Nabokov in net for the San Jose Sharks. Brooding, handsome men have appealed to me ever since. 
I was sure that when I finally wrote a book about a goaltender, it would be about Alexandre Sebastien, starting goaltender for my Red Valley Ravens, but things don’t always happen as planned—especially when you’re writing! I’m sure Sebby will have his day (and his own book!), but he hasn’t revealed it to me yet. Until then, Nathan Connors steps between the pipes in Fresh Ice and offers up plenty of introspective magnetism to go along with his fresh start on a new team.
Sarah Hammond has read about plenty of fictional heroes, but she never thought she’d actually meet one in person. Nathan rescues her in more ways than one and gets her thinking that maybe there really is such a thing as happily ever after. And, in the wake of the nightmarish existence Sarah endured before escaping to Northern California, a happy ending would be a long-awaited dream come true. Maybe the two of them can navigate that fresh start together…
Besides enjoying Nathan and Sarah’s sweet/innocent/delicate love story, I have to admit that I had a blast writing Dwight and Troy’s chapters. This was the first time I’ve written a villain’s point of view and I can’t wait to do it again.
Here’s to trying something new and starting fresh!

Wishing you the kind of love that gives you butterflies,

Rachelle Vaughn






  
  Chapter One
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Escape


Sarah’s breath hitched in and out as she shoved her clothes into her backpack. She only had a matter of hours, maybe less, before he’d be back. This was her one and only chance to escape the hell she’d been living in. The living nightmare that was her life. She’d been preparing for this moment for months, years even.
She didn’t have much. It wasn’t the first time she was grateful for that. Having so little allowed her to travel light. She didn’t own any jewelry or pretty knick-knacks. Dwight had destroyed anything beautiful of hers years ago and she’d learned to live without. Besides the clothes she was wearing, Sarah only had a pair of jeans that were a size too big, a skirt, and a few tops she’d purchased at Goodwill.
Dwight loved to destroy what belonged to her. Her possessions, her dignity, her freedom. Her body. She’d been his personal servant and punching bag for long enough. Sarah was getting out.
She swallowed down the nerves that threatened to paralyze her.
As fast as she could, she packed the few items from the bathroom that were hers and even grabbed the spare bar of soap from under the sink. The more necessities she didn’t have to buy when she arrived in Red Valley, the better.
When everything was packed, she set her backpack down and picked up the worn paperback novel off the bed. The book was bestselling novelist Felicity Johns’ first novel and Sarah’s absolute favorite. She’d read it several times and knew the chapters by heart. It was the story of a plucky heroine who sets out for a new city and finds love in the process. Sure, it was fiction, but the concept wasn’t so foreign. Sarah owed her own bravery to the book for giving her the guts to escape the hell she’d been living in for so long.
For years, she’d kept the book hidden from Dwight in the heating vent. The corners of the pages were folded and the spine frayed. She lovingly ran her fingers over the tattered cover before slipping the bus ticket receipt inside. Then she set the book down on the floor by the closet to make it look like she’d accidentally dropped it in her haste to leave.
It pained her to leave the cherished book behind, but she was counting on Dwight to find it. 
Inside the closet, Sarah crouched down to find her sandals and was reminded of Dwight’s “secret” stash. Not his stash of drugs. No, he didn’t bother to hide that. His money.
At first, she hesitated. Stealing didn’t come naturally to Sarah, but she’d had to lie about a lot of things to Dwight in order to get to this point in her life. Her job at the maid service, the real amount of her paychecks, and her classes at the beauty school. Lying and stealing went hand in hand and could be justified when the situation was life or death. In the end, Sarah decided she didn’t have a snowball’s chance if she didn’t help herself to the money. 
Her hands shook as she sorted through the shoes in the closet. Finally, she found the dirty old work boots and dug them out from the very back. The fact that Dwight even owned a pair of “work” boots was ironic because he’d never done an honest day’s work in his entire life. The only “work” Dwight participated in was dealing drugs and bashing in heads. Sarah knew the latter from personal experience.
Hidden in the toe of the left boot was the cash. She reached in and came out with a half dozen twenties. Disappointment flooded her. She thought for sure he would have more stashed away than a measly hundred dollars. After tucking the boots back into their spot, she quietly slid the closet door shut. 
Sarah took a deep breath and reminded herself that by the time Dwight found out the money was missing, she’d be six hundred miles away. Along with the skills sweet Miriam had taught her, it just might be enough to start fresh and keep on her feet for a while.
Tears burned at the back of her eyes. Oh, dear, sweet Miri. If it wasn’t for her friend’s unwavering kindness, Sarah would never have been able to pull this off. If angels did exist, Miri was the definition of one.
Sarah shook away the thought and slung the backpack over her shoulder. There was no time to reflect because Miri was due to arrive any minute. 
When she tiptoed into the living room, Sarah saw that her cousin Troy was still passed out on the couch. Good.
Troy’s bloated stomach spilled over the waistband of his acid-wash jeans. His jaw hung open and drool leaked down into the crease of his double chin. He resembled a rhinoceros that had been shot in the ass with a tranquilizer dart. Troy’s looks were deceiving. He could be as dangerous as his father when the mood struck. Luckily, though, he was more interested in junk food lately than her.
Dwight had left Troy to keep an eye on Sarah while he was away. Good old Uncle Dwight was down in Mexico buying or selling drugs or whatever else kind of illegal activities he was a part of. Sarah didn’t know the details and she was content to keep it that way. All she knew was that Troy was a lot easier to dupe than Dwight.
Earlier, Sarah had laced Troy’s favorite whiskey with sleeping pills and he’d passed out like a sorority girl after a rave. She’d ground up enough sleeping pills to sedate an elephant. Troy was dead to the world, but Sarah still didn’t have much time.
In the kitchen, she hurried over to the cabinet under the sink and fished out the coffee can hidden way in the back corner. Rats must have started to gnaw on the lid because there were tiny teeth marks in the plastic. Dwight was going to have to find a new container or his stash would be sawdust soon.
There had to be at least a thousand dollars inside. Sarah started to count out half for herself but thought better of it and shoved the whole roll of bills in her pocket. The thought of stealing that much money made her stomach wrench, but if she had a nickel for every time Dwight had violated her over the past decade, she would have a hundred times that amount. Carefully, she sealed the lid back into place and put the can back where she found it.
Neither of Dwight’s stashes was as substantial as she’d hoped, but it would sure help to cover the cost of the decoy bus ticket she’d purchased to throw him off her trail. 
Just then, Sarah heard a car pull up out front and hoped to God it was Miri and not someone else looking for a drug deal, or worse, Dwight coming home early. 
A flock of butterflies fluttered in her stomach as she looked out the front window. She let out a sigh of relief. It was Miri.
Quickly, Sarah did a mental checklist in her head to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything. Clothes, check. Money, check. The real bus ticket, check.
With her hand on the doorknob, Sarah paused and looked around the filthy living room of the house she’d lived in since she was fourteen. The gruesome image burned into her mind. The grimy windows, the various holes in the walls from when Dwight had gone on a rampage pummeling everything in sight, including her. The section of carpet in the living room that Troy’s strung-out friend had torn up, convinced there were surveillance wires underneath. The spider webs in the corner that swayed whenever anyone walked by. The dirt and cigarette butts ground into the ancient carpet. 
Dust and a layer of cigarette ash covered virtually every surface inside these walls. The whole house smelled of cigarette smoke and misery.
In the early days, Sarah had tried to keep the house clean, she really had. But Dwight loved to knock things over and create spills just to watch her scramble to clean them up. And the ashtrays filled up faster than she could empty them anyway. So, she just let it all deteriorate, along with any hope of getting out.
As she opened the door, Sarah vowed never to step foot inside this house again. Carefully, she pushed open the screen door that hung on by one rusty hinge and closed it behind her so it wouldn’t slam and wake Troy. Sarah jogged across the brown yard, the dead grass crunching beneath her feet.
She was too excited about starting her new life to look back.

      [image: ]Miri sat in her shiny white PT Cruiser with the engine running just like Sarah had asked her to. Thank goodness for small miracles. 
As soon as Sarah was safely inside, Miri pulled swiftly away from the curb and looked in the rear-view mirror. Sarah could’ve sworn she saw Miri shudder.
“Did you have any trouble getting out?” Miri asked.
“No.” Sarah breathed out a jagged sigh. “Troy was asleep and I snuck out.” She didn’t tell Miri she’d drugged her cousin into oblivion. She didn’t want Miri to have bad thoughts about her. Oh, she’d probably understand, but it was better if no one knew the things Sarah had done to survive the past few years.
Miri was the only person Sarah had ever confided in. Even though Miri was only a decade older than Sarah’s twenty-four years, Sarah thought of her as a mentor and maybe even a mother figure. She didn’t tell Miri about her situation for pity, she told her so Miri would understand how grateful she was for her kindness. And, she hadn’t even told Miri everything. Just enough to give her an idea of how badly she needed to get out.
Sarah’s teeth started to chatter she was so nervous. Miri patted her hand and gave her a warm, reassuring smile.
As Miri drove out of the neighborhood and onto the main road, Sarah watched the familiar landmarks pass by. The liquor store on the corner where Sarah purchased alcohol for Dwight. She shivered at the thought. It had been like buying ammunition for a madman. Then there was the minimart where Dwight had beat her in the parking lot for taking too long buying his cigarettes. And the alley behind the diner where Dwight had left her for dead after “convincing” her never to run away again.
A few blocks later, Sarah’s breathing and heartbeat started to return to normal. She was far from being in the clear, but she’d managed the first hurdle in escaping the house.
Finally, they passed the beauty school where Sarah’s life had changed in a matter of weeks.
“You okay?” Miri asked at the stoplight in front of the school.
Sarah took a deep breath. “Yeah, I think so. I still can’t believe I got out of there in one piece.”
“It’s going to be all right, Sarah. No one besides me knows you’re going to Red Valley and I promise not to tell a soul.”
“I know. I just can’t believe this is actually happening.”
Sarah had dreamed of this day for years. She would have left long ago, but she was too scared and didn’t know where to go where Dwight wouldn’t find her. He’d always threatened to track her down if she ever dared to leave. And Dwight always followed through with his threats.
Besides, she never had enough money to get far, didn’t have a job to go to, and without a job, she couldn’t get a place to live. There weren’t many ways around the giant catch-22. The few dollars she skimmed from her paychecks here and there weren’t enough to get out of the city, much less far enough where he wouldn’t be able to track her down. Even if she filed a restraining order against him, a piece of paper wouldn’t keep a monster like him away.
But now, thanks to Miri, Sarah had the opportunity to start a new life in a new city with a new job lined up.
After years of begging Dwight to let her work outside the home, he finally relented and Sarah found a job with a maid service that specialized in cleaning small businesses and office buildings. One of the businesses was Miri’s beauty school. Sarah met Miri and an unlikely friendship blossomed.
Eventually, Sarah quit the cleaning service and enrolled in Miri’s beauty program. Everything was done in secrecy behind Dwight’s back. If he were to find out, Sarah’s punishment would have been beyond severe.
Sarah told Dwight that the cleaning service was paying her under the table and every month she handed over her wages in cash. He’d put the money away in his stash and the next month she’d take it out again. Essentially, Sarah was just giving Dwight the same money over and over again each month.
Sarah knew the risks going in but was encouraged by the potential reward. Learning a skill could very well be her ticket out. And here she was two years later, taking that first step to freedom.
Her whole life she’d never felt good enough. Never been good enough. Dwight had pounded it into her brain just how worthless she was. But when Sarah was cutting hair, all that negativity and ugliness faded away. The only thoughts were of the slant of her scissors and the sound of hair splatting onto the cape and sliding down to the floor.
Miri’s voice brought Sarah back to the present.
“You know my offer to drive you to Red Valley is still on the table,” she said.
“Yes, I know you would. And I’d still turn you down because you’ve already done too much.”
“Hey, what are friends for?”
Before two years ago, Sarah wouldn’t have known the answer to that question. Dwight had made it impossible for her to have friends. He didn’t know Sarah had made a friend for life with Miri. And now she was leaving her behind.
It was a double-edged sword. Sarah hated to leave Miri, but she needed more than anything to get out of her uncle’s clutches. Miri was the only good thing about Los Angeles, but having a friend wasn’t worth staying and enduring Dwight’s wrath for.
Sarah bit back the tears that threatened to fall. She still had a long journey in front of her and she couldn’t afford to fall apart this early in the game. “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” she whispered.
Miri patted her hand again. “You’d better believe it, hon. You deserve this and you’ve worked hard for it. Now you’ve got a new job to start and a new hairdo to go along with it. The color looks great, by the way.”
Sarah touched the ends of her newly highlighted hair. The week before, Miri had given her a beautiful new cut and brightened up her already light brown hair with blonde highlights. Now Sarah’s new shoulder-length cut hair swung around her shoulders in layers. It was Miri’s gift for graduating the beauty school’s cosmetology course at the top of her class and completing her apprenticeship. “You can’t start a new life without new hair to go with it,” Miri had told her. She’d been wearing it pulled up into a messy bun so Dwight wouldn’t notice.
At that moment, her hair was the last thing Sarah cared about, but she figured she’d better get used to it because appearances were everything in the salon business.
“I can’t thank you enough for everything, Miri.”
“It’s been my pleasure. When Peach told me she needed another stylist, I knew you were meant to go to Red Valley.”
Sarah smiled and wondered what Peach’s Salon would be like. She hadn’t given herself any time to think about what things would be like in Red Valley. Her whole focus had been on getting away from Dwight. From everything that Miri had told her, Peach Pomatto sounded like quite the character.
“Are you sure I can’t change your mind about giving you a ride?” Miri asked.
“I’m sure.”
“It’s only a day’s drive.”
“No. I’ve involved you enough as it is. And it’s a nine-hour drive, Miri,” Sarah added with a smile. “That’s way too far for you to drive me.”
Miri returned the smile with a shrug. “I’ll plan a trip up in a few months for the holidays. It’s been too long since I’ve seen Peach anyway.”
When the bus station came into view, Miri slowed the car, found an empty parking space and parked. “Well, here we are.”
Sarah took a deep breath. This was it.
Miri turned sideways and pulled a gift bag out from behind the seat. “I put a few things together for you.”
“Oh, no, Miri! I can’t accept any more from you. You’ve already done so much.”
“Don’t be silly. Take it.” She shoved the heavy bag into Sarah’s hands.
“But you already gave me all those styling tools,” she said, referring to the blow dryer, flat iron, scissors, brushes, and combs at the bottom of her backpack.
“That was your graduation present. These are going away gifts.”
“Oh, Miri! I’ll repay you for everything, I promise!”
“The only payment I’ll accept is for you to go to Red Valley and do good hair, okay? This isn’t about money, it’s about helping you make a fresh start.”
“Okay,” Sarah conceded. She looked inside the bag and pulled out the first item. “A cell phone?”
“Yep. It’s nothing fancy or anything. Just the kind you pay as you go and add minutes whenever you need them.” Miri had put enough minutes on it to last Sarah a lifetime, but she didn’t tell her that. “I already programmed in my number and Peach’s too. You call me if you need anything, okay? Anything at all.”
“I will.” Sarah turned the phone over in her hand. She’d never owned a cell phone before. Dwight would never allow her to have such an extravagance. “Thank you so much.”
“You’re welcome. There’s a charger for it at the bottom of the bag, too.”
“Oh, Miri, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to thank you for everything you’ve done for me.”
Miri ignored her and gestured to the bag. “There’s more.”
Sarah reached in and pulled out a little metal can from inside. “What’s this?”
“Pepper spray. Just in case. A girl can never be too prepared.”
“Thank you, Miri.”
And there was even more. The next item in the bag was a fancy gift set tied with a purple satin ribbon. Inside were bottles of purple shampoo, conditioner, lotion, and bubble bath. Without even opening them, Sarah could smell the lovely lavender fragrance. 
“Those are from the girls in your class,” Miri told her.
“They’re wonderful!” She’d never had anything so lovely before. What an amazing day this was turning out to be.
Tears burned Sarah’s eyes as she pulled out a little velvet box from the bottom of the bag. She blinked and asked, “What’s this? It looks fancy.”
“That’s just a little something from me.”
Sarah opened the box and gasped. Inside was a necklace with a sterling silver butterfly pendant. Her hands shook, causing the necklace to sparkle even more. “It’s too much.”
“Nonsense,” Miri said and reached over to help Sarah put it on.
Sarah looked down at the pendant and beamed. “I’ve never had anything so beautiful. I don’t know what to say.”
Miri smiled. “Just say thank you for the millionth time and promise me you’ll take the R.V. hair world by storm.”
“Oh, thank you, Miri. I will!” She flung her arms around Miri’s neck and the two women embraced in a tearful hug across the center console.
“Keep in touch and call me the second you get there, okay?”
“Okay, I will.”
Miri pulled back and gave Sarah’s shoulders a squeeze. “You’d better go. You don’t want to miss your bus.”
After one last hug, Sarah got out of the car.
She walked into the terminal with a bittersweet feeling in her gut like she’d just lost her best and only friend. In reality, she had, but she was embarking on an exciting new adventure. Her life.






  
  Chapter Two
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Meh-he-co


The hot Mexican sun beat down on Dwight Hammond’s head and shoulders. Sweat trickled down his thick neck and slithered down his spine. God, he hated the heat. Then again, he hated most things. Booze, drugs, women, and his Datsun pickup were the only few exceptions. 
At 6’1”, 280 pounds, Dwight was an intimidating man. If not for his size, then for the permanent scowl that had taken up residence on his face since he’d been brought into the world fifty-plus years ago.
He adjusted his ball cap over his scruffy graying hair and walked across the street to the payphone. He liked the cantinas south of the border, but he couldn’t get cell phone reception for shit. 
He picked up the phone, punched in the number, and pressed the sticky receiver to his ear. The phone rang and rang and finally his son, Troy, answered, sounding like a grizzly bear awakening from hibernation. 
On the long list of things Dwight hated, Troy was near the top. He was as good-for-nothing as every other human being Dwight had crossed paths with in his life. The only reason Dwight tolerated him was because he was his son. Blood was thicker than water, but thank God for alcohol.
“Troy,” he barked into the phone.
“Pop?”
Dwight pinched the bridge of his nose with his free hand. “Who the fuck else would it be?”
“I dunno,” Troy mumbled.
“Everything okay up there?” Dwight hated to leave Troy in charge at home, but his trip to Mexico couldn’t be avoided. The drugs didn’t smuggle themselves. If only he could trust Troy to do the work for him, Dwight would be back in L.A. emptying a bottle of whiskey down his throat instead of baking out in the blazing hot sun.
There was a long pause and Dwight feared the connection had been lost. “I said, is everything okay up there!” he shouted into the phone.
“Yeah,” Troy finally answered, not sounding one hundred percent sure. “I was just…uh, takin’ a nap.”
Of course, he was. Naps and consuming large quantities of junk food were Troy’s only pathetic claims to fame.
“Listen,” Dwight demanded. “There’s been a change in plans. Instead of driving back tonight, I’m gonna stay down here for a couple a weeks.”
“Okay,” Troy answered, sounding only partly interested.
“That means I need you to keep an eye on Sarah for two more weeks,” he clarified. “Do you understand?”
“Yeah, yeah, I got it, Pop.”
Dwight would have brought Sarah to Mexico with him, but she was of more use to him at home where she could work and at least bring home a paycheck. Despite her blatant ungratefulness, he’d been kind enough to let her work outside the home. She should be thankful she even got to see the light of day and that he didn’t keep her locked up twenty-four-seven. 
“You’ll need to make sure she goes to work and doesn’t do anything stupid like run off, okay?”
“Yeah, whatever.”
“Troy!” Dwight shouted. “This is important.”
“I know, I know,” Troy said and started crunching on something.
Christ, couldn’t he go two seconds without eating?
“Put her on the line,” Dwight snarled. Just because he was a hundred and twenty miles away, he didn’t want Sarah to forget he was the boss. Although he liked to think so, Sarah wasn’t as dumb as she looked. She’d outsmarted him before and there was no guarantee the little brat wouldn’t do it again. Dwight kept her on a short leash and expected Troy to do the same. Give that girl an inch and she’d take a whole freakin’ mile. Worthless, ungrateful brat.
Sarah had lied to him on many occasions and had several failed escape attempts under her belt. She’d even tried calling the cops on him once. Luckily, Dwight had friends down at the police station to nip that little fiasco in the bud. 
Come to think of it, ever since Dwight had taken her in and given her a place to live, Sarah had been trying to find a way to escape him. What a selfish bitch. Fortunately, he’d swiftly put an end to her shenanigans and his fist had made it crystal clear that she wasn’t to cross him again. Now he just needed to drive that point home with Troy.
“Put who on the line?” Troy asked.
“Sarah, you numbskull! Lemme talk to her.”
“Um…okay.”
Dwight heard shuffling and then a long sigh from his idiot son.
“I, uh, I don’t see her, Pop.”
Dwight grinded his teeth and resisted the urge to rip the phone from its metal cord. “Well, where is she then?”
“I think she must have gone to work. Yeah,” he added sounding a little more certain. “She’s probably already left for work.”
Dwight felt his chest tighten at his son’s sheer stupidity. “I told you not to let her out of your sight.”
“I know, but I’ve sort of been out of it lately.”
“No shit,” Dwight mumbled with disgust. Christ, he didn’t have time for this. There were dealers to meet with, tequila to drink and women to be had. If Dwight could have wrung Troy’s neck through the phone line, he would have. “From now on, you are to take her to work and pick her up. You hear me? Keep your eye on her at all times.”
“Yeah, I hear ya.”
“Now go find her. If Sarah’s not there when I get back, there’s gonna be hell to pay.”
Dwight slammed the phone down, pulled his cap down low over his eyes, and strode over to the nearest cantina.






  
  Chapter Three
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Fresh Start


Man, it felt great to start fresh in a new city. The ink had barely dried on his contract with the Red Valley Ravens and Nathan Connors had already rented a house in Red Valley and started settling into the California lifestyle. Sure, it had been a bit of a shock finding out the Denver Blizzards had traded him, but in the end, it was a good thing. Being the Blizzards’ third-string goaltender hardly gave him the opportunity to play and showcase his talent anyway. 
Here in Red Valley, on the other hand, Nathan would serve as the Ravens’ primary backup goalie. He’d still be on the bench most of the time, but at least he wouldn’t be stuck in the minor leagues waiting to be called up. And, if and when Alexandre Sebastien, or “Sebby” as the team and all of the fans affectionately called him, was ever injured or needed a rest, Nathan would step in.
At age twenty-five, Nathan had hoped to be the starting goalie on a prestigious team by now, but things hadn’t worked out as planned. They rarely ever did. The past would always follow him around like a shadow, but Nathan was bound and determined to make the future something worth talking about, too.
Nathan liked Red Valley, or at least what he’d seen of it so far. Actually, he’d been spending most of his time at Ravens Ice, the team’s practice facility. Even though it was a fairly big city, big enough to have its own professional hockey team at least, Red Valley had a small-town feeling that Nathan could get used to. There was plenty of shopping and restaurants, and as far as recreation was concerned, to the north there was August Lake, a little mountain town that had a lake of the same name and beautiful Mt. August.
Sebby was born in Moscow and there was a bit of a communication gap, but he seemed like a nice enough guy. Nathan had already met a few of his other teammates when he went to the NorCal Center, Home of the Ravens, to check out his new arena. Most of the team had already called from their hometowns and summer vacation destinations to welcome him. Nathan, on the other hand, didn’t take much of a vacation. This year, he’d been training hard and spending long hours on the ice and in the gym all summer long.
Training camp started next week and it was time to focus on hockey. No excuses. No distractions. This was his year to prove he deserved to play first-string again. There’d be plenty of games spent warming the bench, but when he had the chance to show them he still had it, he’d knock their freakin’ socks off.
While Nathan was on the ice doing drills and sharpening his reflexes, his family was settling into the new house nicely. The house was in a good neighborhood and spacious enough so that little Robbie could have his own room and Nathan still had room for a home gym. It was just a rental, but Nathan would look into buying something more permanent later. Depending on how things went with the Ravens.
Nathan had an hour to kill before he was scheduled to meet with his trainer and goalie coach, so he decided to see what Robbie was up to. Nathan walked down the hall to Robbie’s room and paused in the doorway. There were so many Matchbox cars, plastic dinosaurs, and stuffed animals, the carpet was barely visible under all the toys. This made Nathan smile.
In contrast to the cluttered floor, the walls of the room were bare. Kayla had made it clear that she wasn’t planning on staying long-term. She hadn’t hung any pictures or even unpacked all of her and Robbie’s things. Although it was hard to believe there were even more, some of Robbie’s toys still sat in boxes in the corner.
What Kayla had unpacked had been like Christmas morning for Robbie. Each box revealed more surprises and forgotten treasures. Even though their living arrangement was only short-term, Nathan sure enjoyed the feeling of being a part of a family again.
Nathan folded his arms over his chest and watched Robbie play. Robbie’s shaggy brown hair was the exact same shade of brown as Kayla’s. He had a lot of her features; curious hands, watchful eyes, a cute little button nose. 
Robbie darted around the room, selecting one toy and discarding it for another. Finally, after choosing a red sports car, he knelt down, cleared a path for it through the other toys, and drove it across the carpet.
Come to think of it, Nathan hardly ever saw Robbie stand still. The little guy ran everywhere on his short, pudgy legs. Always in a hurry, always on the hunt for his next great adventure.
Nathan was mystified by Robbie’s youthful innocence. What it must be like to be too young to know fear, loss, or heartache. Too young to have experienced tragedy and the evil of this world. Nathan envied Robbie’s naiveté.
The second Robbie noticed Nathan in the doorway, he sprang to his feet and flung himself at Nathan for a hug. “Thun!” he exclaimed.
Nathan smiled at his nephew’s pronunciation of his name. “You’ve got too many toys, buddy.”
“That’s because you spoil him rotten,” a voice came from behind them.
Nathan turned around to find Kayla standing in the hallway with her hands on her slender hips. She looked tired, but Nathan would never tell her that. She was putting in long hours at the police station at her new job as a 9-1-1 operator. She’d work five jobs if she had to just to support Robbie and make sure he had everything he needed. But Nathan would never let it come to that.
Nathan shrugged. “That’s what uncles are for.”
Kayla had that look in her eyes like she knew exactly what he’d been thinking about. Then again, she probably did. She knew him better than anyone else. That probably had something to do with the fact that he hadn’t let anyone else get close enough to really know him.
Kayla moved past Nathan, went to the nearest moving box, and pulled out several toy trucks. “I mean, what does he need three types of Tonka trucks for?”
“Those are construction vehicles and there’s one for every job,” he explained. “A dump truck for hauling stuff, a bulldozer for…bulldozing…”
“Okay, okay. I get it,” she said with a wave of her hand.
Nathan smirked and looked down at Robbie. “Girls just don’t understand those kinds of things.”
Robbie raced over to his mom and tugged the yellow truck from her grasp. “Vroom, vroom,” he sounded out and drove the truck over a pile of teddy bears on the floor.
Nathan smiled warmly at his sister. “You’re a good mom, Kayla. You’ve done a great job of raising Robbie on your own and you’re not half bad at mothering me.”
She put a hand to his cheek and smiled back. “We’re going to do okay here in Red Valley, Nathan. I have a good feeling about it.”
Nathan pulled her in for a hug and hoped she was right. Even though the three of them were together, there was still something missing. There would always be something missing from their family. A dark and giant chasm that prevented them from being completely whole ever again.
Robbie looked up from his truck, saw them hugging, and yelled, “Mommy! Thun! Hug!”
Nathan and Kayla welcomed him into a noisy group hug with open arms.






  
  Chapter Four
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Red Valley, California


Sarah watched as the barren California scenery passed by the bus window. She was excited to start fresh in a new town, but at the same time, she was scared half to death. This was what she’d waited her whole life for, but nothing could prepare her for the loneliness she felt. 
Looking down at her new necklace, Sarah smiled. She didn’t know how she had been so lucky to cross paths with someone as kind and generous as Miriam Lee, but, oh, how she had changed her life for the better.
Twelve hours later, the bus pulled into the city of Red Valley. A million miles wouldn’t be far enough away from Dwight, but Red Valley would just have to do.
Red Valley was just as populated as her old home in southern California and a big enough city to have its own national hockey team. Sarah didn’t know much about hockey, but there were huge billboards advertising the team all over the city. She thought about how fun it must be to go to games and root for the home team but immediately pushed the notion away. She was getting ahead of herself. She’d never had the luxury of a balanced meal every day, much less extra cash to spend on game tickets or fan merchandise. And that wasn’t an option. Certainly not now that she was out on her own. Maybe someday. Right now, she had to focus on the necessities in life and hockey wasn’t one of them. She needed to find a place to stay for the night.
The neighborhood around the bus terminal wasn’t the greatest or probably the safest, but Sarah needed a place within walking distance. The city bus had already stopped running for the day and she’d have to depend on public transportation until she could save up enough money for a car.
Two blocks away from the bus station, Sarah found a motel that offered affordable weekly rates. It was in a seedy part of town, but Sarah didn’t have the option of being picky.
The Half Moon Motel had definitely seen better days, but it was the sort of place where her money would stretch further than anywhere else. The motel office looked like the setting of a bad 1970s horror movie, complete with gold shag carpeting and lime green drapes.
Sarah swallowed down the sick feeling rising in her throat. Skeet, the man working behind the check-in desk, was just the kind of guy Sarah was trying to get away from. Although he was frightening, Sarah had come across plenty of people like Skeet before. Unpredictable, high as a kite, and extremely dangerous. 
As she walked up to the counter, his eyes traveled slowly up and down her body and she inwardly cringed. This was not what she had in mind when she’d set out on her new beginning. Silently, she thanked Miri for the can of Mace.
When she asked about a room, Skeet proceeded to look her up and down like she was the item for rent and not the room. His greasy hair and creepy sneer gave her instant flashbacks of Dwight.
No. She refused to be thwarted by fear. Soon, when she started making her own money, she could put Skeet in her rear-view mirror. Until then, she would have to be okay with calling the Half Moon Motel home.
“What size bed?” Skeet asked, his eyes sliding down to her chest again. “A single?”
The last thing Sarah wanted to be doing was discussing beds with the creep. “I need a room for my boyfriend and me,” she lied.
He let out a disappointed sigh. “I’ll give you a double, but it’ll cost ya more.”
Paying more wasn’t ideal, but it was the cost of making Skeet believe she wasn’t alone. A guy like him couldn’t be trusted and she needed to stack the deck in her favor.
“I have cash,” she told him.
Skeet ran his tongue over his cracked lips. “How much?”
She slapped the money on the counter and Skeet looked at it the same way he’d eyed her breasts. “It’s enough for two weeks,” she told him with confidence.
“All righty then. A double it is. Housekeeping and extra towels are extra. You want a second key for your boyfriend, pretty lady?”
“Yes, please,” she answered politely, ignoring the endearment.
He handed her the keys, making sure to touch her hand in the exchange. “Room 201. Upstairs and to the left. If your boyfriend doesn’t show up, give me a call.”
“Oh, he’ll be here,” she reassured him over her shoulder.
Sarah hurried out of the office and toward the stairs. The key was heavy in her hand and she liked what it represented. She went upstairs, easily found room 201, and used the key to unlock the door. 
Once inside, she flicked on the light. The dim light cast menacing shadows across the room. After deadbolting the door, she leaned against it with a sigh. No one said this was going to be easy. 
Glad to have her encounter with Skeet over with, Sarah eagerly looked around her new living quarters. It was a fairly big room, but most of it was void of furniture. The mud brown carpet was worn and frayed around the edges and looked like it hadn’t seen a vacuum in…well ever.
A small bed was pushed against the wall and next to it was a table that looked like it might collapse at any moment. There was a small microwave that looked functional and an even smaller TV with a rabbit ear antenna. Off to the side was a tiny bathroom with crumbling tile and rusted fixtures.
The room wasn’t much nicer and certainly not any cleaner than Dwight’s house, but it was all hers. Sure, it wasn’t much, but it was all she needed. It was a start.
Sarah tossed her backpack on the bed and remembered the new cell phone. 
Miri answered breathlessly halfway through the first ring. “Sarah?”
Oh, it was so wonderful to hear her friend’s familiar voice! “Miri! I’m here!” Sarah exclaimed.
“Sarah! Are you okay, honey?”
“Yes, I’m fine. Everything is great. I’ve got a room and I’m safe.” 
Hmm, that was a peculiar word to say out loud. Safe. Sarah hadn’t felt safe in…well ever.
“Oh, good!” Miri cried. Her excitement crackled through the phone line. “I’m so glad you made it. I talked to Peach again and she just can’t wait to meet you. She’s expecting you at the salon tomorrow, okay?”
“Okay. I’ll be there first thing in the morning.”
“Do you know how to get to the salon from your new place?”
“Yes,” Sarah assured her. “I’ve got the map and directions you printed out for me.”
“Great. Well, good luck tomorrow, Sarah. You’re going to do just fine.”
“Thank you, Miri.”
Miri let out a sigh of relief. “I’m so glad you’re all right.”
“Me too.”
Sarah ended the call and tucked the phone back into her purse.
A TV blared from the room on the left and the people in the room on the right started arguing. It was a familiar sound. The soundtrack of her life. The door across the hall slammed and Sarah jumped. She took a deep breath, went to the door, and double-checked that the locks were secure. They were.
Now all she needed to do was make herself at home.
She unpacked her clothes and hung them up, hoping the wrinkles would disappear by morning. She didn’t have an iron and the motel wasn’t the type of place to provide one.
The motel didn’t offer HBO, a pool, or a free continental breakfast, but Sarah didn’t need any of those things. She had a roof over her head, money in her pocket, and a new job to go to in the morning. Right now, that was all that mattered.
Speaking of money, Sarah took half of the cash out of her backpack and hid the rolled-up bills under the bathroom sink. She didn’t trust leaving her money in the motel room, but it was too much cash to carry around with her. What if she was mugged out on the street and left with nothing? If there was one thing Sarah had learned from Dwight, it was not to leave all of your dope in one stash.
She hoped the girls in the salon didn’t notice she only had a couple of outfits to her name and that they’d come from a thrift store. She’d have to mix and match what she had for now. Once she built up her clientele, she’d be able to expand her wardrobe. 
In the bathroom, she took out her toiletries and set them on the cracked countertop. Sarah eyed the bathtub. Living with Dwight and Troy, she’d never been able to indulge in privacy long enough to take a bath. A quick shower was all she’d been allowed before Dwight would start pounding the door down. A bubble bath sounded like the perfect way to end the day.
After a few hard cranks, the faucet turned on and she stripped out of her clothes while the water ran. The tub barely filled halfway when the hot water ran out, but Sarah didn’t mind. She was thankful to have warm water at all.
She remembered the gift set in her backpack and hurried to get it. She poured a couple drops of bubble bath into the bathtub, just enough to make a few bubbles and fill the room with the smell of lavender. She couldn’t wait to wash the long bus ride from her skin and she was looking forward to her hair not smelling like Dwight’s cigarettes.
Slowly, she lowered herself into the tub and sunk into the scented bubbles. The warm water felt exquisite. She winced when her bruised knee touched the side of the porcelain. She looked down at her bruised body and sighed. Thanks to Dwight, her legs and arms were marbled with bruises that stood out in contrast to her pale skin. They were black, blue, and purple with some greenish and yellowish ones that were more healed than the others. Her upper arms bore the brunt of Dwight’s rage. He was constantly grabbing her by the arm and yanking her around like a ragdoll.
Sarah squeezed her eyes shut to block out the pitiful sight. She didn’t need to look at the bruises to know they were there. There was a baseball-sized one on her rib cage from when Dwight had pushed her down and kicked her for bringing home the wrong brand of cigarettes. The convenience store had run out of his usual brand and she’d been afraid to come home empty-handed, so she’d improvised. That had been a mistake. 
The greenish one on her arm was a stinging reminder of when she’d come home late from work. It had taken weeks to turn from black to green because Dwight had used a flashlight instead of his fist.
Then there was the extra tender one on her inner thigh from when she didn’t bring home Troy’s beer. She’d used the beer money to buy a sandwich because she hadn’t eaten in two days. The bruise was temporary, but unfortunately so was the sensation of having a full stomach.
Sarah leaned back in the tub, breathed out a ragged sigh, and tried to push the mental images away into the corners of her mind. She would never let Dwight Hammond or his son put their hands on her again. He wouldn’t hit her







OEBPS/images/4166c8c1-c5d2-45a7-b802-99087493a68e.jpeg





OEBPS/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/images/fcd79d2f-fbf0-48fb-a041-7362128a8687.png





OEBPS/images/01871b02-3049-44fe-ae9d-36dd9854bf2b.png





OEBPS/images/e1df81f3-054f-48ce-acfb-d89e325200f6.png





OEBPS/images/3a5542ba-b477-4a90-b805-5ffe5cccabc7.png





OEBPS/images/a7ccb348-6b4a-476e-a563-7fbe89fff61a.png





OEBPS/images/d25fdc08-45ac-4749-9265-7e93457a6631.png





OEBPS/images/b62a12b1-a44f-42b5-b1a5-71f1b8a50a62.png
. - g? <
by b O b
3 e |

RACHELLE VAUGHN <8 %





OEBPS/images/7c2138e8-589b-4d4b-b8e1-0f44dbbb589f.png





OEBPS/images/3ddc2026-0764-4d6d-a4eb-22262f047412.png





