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      Boy Child & Wee One, both of you inspire me daily. Never lose sight of your goals.
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      This book contains subjects that might be triggering. The following are included:

      
        	Domestic abuse

        	Emotional abuse

      

      If you want to see the content warnings of all my books, you can find it on my website.
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      Slivers of moonlight filter in through the blinds, illuminating the otherwise dark room. Dawson lies next to me, snoring softly. This is something I would have found adorable when we started dating. Now, it’s annoying that he can sleep peacefully. He should be the one wide awake, in turmoil over the words he’s thrown at me.

      Instead, I’m the one curled up into a ball wondering how the hell I got here. It’s not how I envisioned our lives together. When we first moved in together, everything was perfect. We spent time together every night, and I knew he adored me. Now… now, I’m always waiting for the other shoe to drop. Never knowing when something I say is going to set him off. Every day is like walking on eggshells, hoping he’ll be in a good mood.

      If my parents knew how badly my relationship has gone downhill, they would be appalled. Dawson has never laid a hand on me, but the verbal slams pain me almost as much. A shard of glass, glinting in the corner, catches my eye. It’s a small reminder of pissing him off earlier this evening because I didn’t fold his laundry the way he likes it. The vase hitting the wall before shattering will forever be etched into my mind. I should be used to it by now, the sound of whatever he can get his hands on hitting the wall. But it’s not something I should ever have to be accustomed to.

      Everyone has an opinion about how they would react if they found themselves in this sort of situation. They will never truly know the fear that courses through you at the thought of leaving. The lengths a person like Dawson will go through in order to keep you by their side. The I’m sorry’s, and empty promises. All of it grooming you, cultivating you to do what you’re supposed to do, and stand beside them. Even when the very sight of them makes you sick to your stomach.

      But no more. At least, not for me. I’m done being the person he takes out his anger on. No longer willing to be the one he uses to make himself feel big. I am better than this. I deserve more than this.

      With one last glance at Dawson’s sleeping form, I gently climb out of bed. The bags I packed hours before he got home await me in the coat closet. Most would call me a coward for taking off in the middle of the night, but it’s the only time I can ensure that I’m going to get out with my dignity intact.

      As quietly as possible, I pull my bags out of the closet and my keys off the key hook. Opening the door, I breathe in the cold winter night. My first taste of freedom in over six months. A voice from down the hallway stops me in my tracks.

      “Going somewhere?” Dawson asks, voice scratchy with sleep.

      Part of me wants to turn around and put my bags up. To beg for forgiveness and hope this isn’t the time he’ll begin using his fists. But I push that reaction down, determined to take my stand and be the strong person I know is hidden deep inside me. “Yeah,” my voice comes out in a squeak. Clearing my throat, I try again. “Yes, I’m going to my parents.”

      “No, you aren’t,” he takes a step toward me, hands curled into fists at his side.

      The urge to retreat courses through me. Dropping my bags and running for my car would be the easiest option. But… it could also end with me stumbling over something and hurting myself in the process. If I don’t stand up for myself now, there’s no guarantee I won’t come back to him later. It’s a vicious cycle, and one that I’m sick of. Straightening my back, I broaden my shoulders. I refuse to let him intimidate me the way he has. Refuse to let him think he can control me for one second longer. “Yes, I am,” I lift my chin higher. “I’m done, Dawson. This isn’t working for me. The yelling, throwing things at me… I deserve more than that. You aren’t the man I thought you were when we first moved in together. I won’t be your prisoner anymore.”

      Tightening my grip on my keys in one hand, and my bag in the other, I step outside the door. This place is no longer my home. “Goodbye, Dawson.”

      “You can’t just leave me, Sophie.” His voice is pained. “I’ll do better. Go to counseling. Anything.” The sad thing is, I’ve heard all this before. Things will be great between us for a week or two, then it’s back to the same old story.

      “Sorry,” I close the door behind me and walk briskly to my car. Fear makes me want to look back, but I don’t. He’s not going to follow me. Not yet, anyway. I’m sure he’ll show up at my parents’ house with some sob story. But by then, it’ll be too late. They’ll know the truth of how my life has been. There’s no way Mom, or Dad, will let him come anywhere near me.

      Unlocking my car door, I throw my bags into the passenger seat before sliding behind the wheel. A glance toward the apartment shows Dawson’s shadowed outline in the doorway. Without taking my eyes off the door, I start the car and put it in gear. It’s time to rebuild myself and put everything Dawson tore down back together.
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      It’s been four months since I walked out of the apartment I shared with Dawson. My parents reacted exactly the way I thought they were going to when I showed up on their doorstep in the middle of the night. They were upset I didn’t say anything to them sooner, but mostly they were happy I was okay. That I finally got myself out of a bad situation they hadn’t realize existed.

      Mom and Dad have done an amazing job of keeping Dawson away from me, too. Any other guy would have run screaming with the threats Dad threw at him. Not him, though. He took it as a challenge to see how long it would take before he could persuade my parents into letting him see me. That is until we took out a restraining order against him. He hasn’t shown up since.

      Before we got that taken care of, I was terrified to leave the house. Always worried Dawson was going to jump out from behind a row of bushes. While I’d like to say that I don’t feel any fear when I leave the house, that would be a lie. Constantly looking over my shoulder is something I think I’m going to do for a long time, if not forever. I want to believe he’d never physically hurt me, but I’m not sure of that. His temper kept getting worse and worse. How do I know that he wouldn’t have taken it a step further? That thought alone is what scares me more than anything.

      “Sophie,” Mom yells from the living room, pulling my thoughts away from Dawson and all that he has done. She acts as if I can’t hear her at a normal level from the kitchen. We are maybe twenty feet away from each other.

      “Yeah, Mom.” My fingers are poised over my laptop keyboard, filling out yet another job application. It would be amazing if one of them actually responded, or even gave me a “no, thank you.” Not hearing anything is driving me batty.

      “How’s the search going?”

      She asks me this at least twice a day. As if I’m lazing about not trying to find another way to replace my income. When fear kept me from leaving my parents’ house, my job was understanding… at first. When there were consecutive days missed, thanks to Dawson’s harassment, they made the decision to let me go indefinitely. There’s a tiny part of me that hoped they would give me another chance, but it’s not something they were comfortable doing. I can’t blame them, not really. It’s not their fault I decided to date a controlling, overbearing asshole. Maybe if I’m quiet long enough she’ll forget she asked.

      Minutes pass without another sound from the living room, and I breathe a sigh of relief. My fingers ache from the constant scrolling as job listings pop up on the screen. My qualifications do not fit any of these jobs. Most require a degree that I don’t have, or a commute that makes it not worth the earnings. I need to find something soon. The money I put away when I was still with Dawson is slowly dwindling. It shouldn’t be this hard to find something on the East side of Dallas.

      “Did you hear me, Sophie?” Mom is by the counter, and I jump.

      “You scared the crap out of me,” I breathe. “And yes, I heard you.”

      “I called your name three times,” she rolls her eyes. “You were staring into space. So, how’s the search going?” She grabs an apple from the fruit bowl and takes a bite, waiting for my reply.

      That makes twice she’s asked me within the hour, and I get the message loud and clear. As much as my parents love me… They want me out. Not that I blame them. My little brother is getting ready to spend his last summer at home before heading off to fulfill his Ivy League dreams in another state. He may drive me nuts most of the time, but I’m proud of the kid. Maybe he’ll let me tag along on his road trip. It will be a good way to avoid my parents worrying gaze for a while.

      “It’s going,” I mutter. “I’m either under, or over, qualified. Why isn’t anyone calling me back?” I wave my hands at my laptop to emphasize my continued frustration.

      “Well, maybe you should actually go to some of the places,” she says. “It might be easier if they could put a face to a name. At least,” she shrugs. “that’s what we used to do back in my day before we had the internet. There wasn’t an option to fill out an application online.” Oh great, she’s going to go on another one of her long diatribes. “We had to go to the location, meet with a manager, and fill out the application by hand.” She mimics writing as if I can’t understand what she’s saying.

      “Yeah, yeah. I get it. You had to do everything the hard way.” Groaning, I shut my laptop and lay my head on top of it. “But, I guess I can hit up some of these places tomorrow.”

      She walks over and pats me on the back. “You can’t stay shut in the house out of fear. If you happen to see Dawson while you’re out, you can always find someone to help you.”

      While her reassurances are helpful, she’s working on the assumption that people are inherently good. Maybe she’s forgotten I was dating someone we all thought was amazing, but turned out to be a monster. “I actually thought about seeing if Jay would let me go with him, and his friends, on their trip this summer.”

      “Nope,” she leans back and pulls her hand from my back. “You are not running away from your problems. I won’t allow it, and since you are under my roof for the time being… What I say goes.”

      Ugh, I hate when she uses the “mom” voice. What she’s saying makes complete sense. Dawson has already taken so much from me… my self-worth, sense of security, and my job. If I let him claim any other parts of my life, I might as well go back to him. I’m not going to do that. My strength is greater than my fear. At least, I hope it is. “Fine,” I huff. “I’ll go look for a job tomorrow.”

      “Good.” She doesn’t say anything else, just turns and goes back to the living room. Mom has done her duty of nudging me in the direction she thinks is best. Maybe it is and maybe it isn’t, but her and Dad are the only ones I can turn to right now.

      Friends would come in handy right now. There were a few girls I was close with from high school, and we talked every day. They were the ones I could count on to catch me whenever I fell. That is until Dawson came into the picture and my world started to revolve around him. Pushing away those closest to me was the dumbest thing I’ve ever done. If I hadn’t let him have so much control over me, my friends could have possibly helped me before things between us got so bad.

      Enough of this. I’m not going to spend the rest of the day thinking about what could have, or should have, happened. Scooting my chair back, I stand up and debate taking my laptop to my room with me. I know I should be looking for more jobs right now, but I don’t have the mental capacity to deal with it. There’s a book by Kandi Steiner, sitting on my tablet, and calling my name. If Mom stops bugging me, I may be able to finish it today. The book kept me up way past my normal bedtime last night because of how much I connected with the main character.

      Mom is on the sofa, reading a magazine, when I cut through the living room on the way to my room. She doesn’t say anything to me, and I’m grateful for it. I fully expected her to stop and lecture me some more about finding a job. Maybe she’s giving me this one free pass after seeing how down I was in the kitchen a few moments ago.

      My tablet is lying on my bed where I left it this morning. With any luck, it hasn’t died yet. Plopping on the bed and adjusting my pillows until I’m comfortable, I pick up the tablet and press the power button. Score, it’s still living. The battery is low, but not so low that I have to plug it in. Not right now anyway.

      Revelry is already visible on the screen, waiting for me to devour it. To pull me in and live among these characters. To hopefully heal myself in the process. If there is anything that can propel me in the direction I should be going, it’s the power of books. The one thing I didn’t give up to Dawson.

      The lack of interviews, and all my problems, will still be waiting for me later. Right now, I need this time for me to decompress and let go of my worries for a bit. The only way I can do that is through the characters in this book.
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      Today is the day for our weekend getaway. It’s so hard to get a weekend off from the tattoo shop, since those are our busiest days. Drunken people looking to add their dates name to their bodies, no matter how much we protest. And teens trying to come in with a fake license. It’s always amusing on those nights because Charleigh has zero patience with those people. But Miranda has been acting different lately, and I wanted to surprise her with a beach trip all to ourselves. No clients or late nights getting in our way, just us and the frothy waves splashing against the shore.

      Shuffling through the laundry basket at the foot of my bed, I pull out enough clothes to last the weekend. It’s something I should have done before, but I’ve been at the shop past closing time the last few nights trying to get people out of the door as fast as possible. Honestly, I think that is what is causing the strain between us. At the same time, she knew what she was getting into when she started dating me, and when I proposed. Nothing has changed. Hell, it’s actually helped since Charleigh has started tattooing as well. The workload is more evenly spread out.

      All Miranda sees, though, is late nights and fear that I’ll find someone else. Hopefully this weekend shows her that she’s it for me. She’s all I want, and there will never be anyone else for me. If there was any doubt on my end, I wouldn’t have asked her to marry me.

      The front door opening then closing catches my attention. “Miranda?” I call out. When she doesn’t answer, I walk into the living room. She’s staring out the window, her arms crossed over her chest. “I’m almost done packing then we can head out.”

      She doesn’t respond, or even look in my direction. Silence is never a good thing with her, it’s something I’ve learned over the two years we’ve been together. If she’s quiet, she’s upset about something. “Is everything okay?”

      Still nothing. Glancing around the living room, I notice the lack of bags. Dread builds in the pit of my stomach. “Did you leave your suitcases in the car?”

      “That’s what I need to talk to you about,” she says. Her voice is quiet, barely about a whisper. She’s finally looking at me, though.

      “Are you not coming with me? Did something happen?” It wouldn’t be out of the realm of possibility. Her job at one of the top advertising firms in Dallas keeps her pretty busy. They’ve been known to ask her to work over the weekend for some of their bigger clients. But they usually give her more than a days’ notice when that happens.

      Miranda leans against the window frame, massaging her temples as if she’s suddenly been struck with a headache. “Nothing happened, but I’m not going to the beach with you this weekend.”

      “Why not?” I stammer. “I have so many things planned for us. This is supposed to be our weekend to get away from our busy schedules.” If I sound like a child pouting because I’m not getting my way, so be it. I’ve been looking forward to this weekend for over a month. Time alone, just the two of us, without any other worries. Not to mention it was hard as hell to get off work since weekends are the best nights for tattoos. And… I’m losing out on tips that could have gone toward our wedding.

      I take a few steps toward her, willing her to see how much I want her to go with me. “Talk to me.”

      The second her eyes meet mine; I’m not going to like what she’s going to say. There’s no regret in them, only resignation. She sighs so loudly that I feel like I’m missing some important piece of information. “This, you and me,” she waves her fingers between us. “Isn’t working. We are two completely different people, and want different things.”

      “What do you mean?” There’s no way she can mean what she’s saying. Things were going great between us. A little tense at times, but overall, I think we have a solid relationship.

      “I want more from life. If things at work keep progressing, I’ll be up for a promotion soon. There’s no way I can achieve that while I’m with you. We’ve been together for two years, and you’re still only a tattoo artist.”

      Everything else she said doesn’t bug me. It’s that last statement that makes my blood boil. “I was a tattooist when we started dating. I’m always going to be one. It’s my passion, and something I’m damn good at. It’s not like I’m hurting for money.” I spread my arms out wide to indicate the apartment I live in. It’s not some massive living space, but it’s downtown and nicer than anything I’ve ever lived in.

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” she retorts. “I just thought you’d move on to something different. You’d dabble in this for a while until you figured out what you really want to do with your life.”

      “This is what I want to do with my life. It’s what I’ve always wanted to do. Ever since I first put pencil to paper,” I yell. “Where is this really coming from? Your parents?” Then a thought hits me. One I don’t want to begin entertaining, but it would make sense with all the late nights and the distance she’s put between us. “Is there someone else?”

      She winces, and I know I’ve gotten my answer. “No,” she quickly replies. “I just don’t think we’re at the same place in our lives.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Miranda.” What seemed like a spacious apartment moments ago now feels like a tiny box, suffocating me. “I deserve the truth, at least.”

      “I’m not lying,” she says, softly. “Not completely. I haven’t physically cheated on you. But there’s a guy at work who lines up with what my parents want for me, and fits in with the career I’m busting my ass to achieve.”

      “So that’s it, then?” I’m pacing back and forth, unable to stand still. The urge to take out my anger, and frustration, on the wall is hard to ignore. “You’re going to throw away what we have, all the love I have for you, for someone who looks good on paper?” Coming to a stop, I turn and look at her. “If you didn’t want this, why did you say yes when I proposed?”

      “I, I don’t know,” she whispers. “I thought things would be different.”

      It’s not often that I’m rendered speechless, but now is one of those times. Not once in this entire conversation, has she said that she’s sorry, or gotten upset. It’s as if I’m a passing phase for her.  A toy while she sows her oats, when I’ve loved her with every fiber of my soul. “You need to go.”

      “Can we at least be friends?” She asks on her way toward the door.

      “Are you fucking kidding me right now, Miranda?” The audacity of those six words make me see red. “No, we can’t be friends. In what universe would you think that’s even a possibility?”

      “I was just hoping…” She begins, but I don’t let her finish.

      “There’s nothing to hope for,” I say. “I don’t even want to look at you. I’ll drop your things off at your office. But, before you go, I want the key back. You no longer have a right to come here.”

      Silently, she takes the key to my apartment off her key ring, placing it on the table before she walks out of the door without a backward glance. She doesn’t even care that she just ripped out my heart and put it through a grinder. What we had was real, or at least, I thought it was. Apparently, I’m just another lovesick moron that fell for the wrong girl.

      To make matters worse, I’m screwed on this trip. Everything is already paid for, and now there’s no reason for me to go. I’m sure Corey will be okay if I come into work. There are a few concerts going on in the area, and that means an influx of people coming into the shop. The only difficult part would be tattooing people who are getting ink for the special person in their lives. That’s definitely not something I want to be around right now.

      Grabbing my bag from the bed, I make the decision to go ahead with the trip. I don’t need her with me to enjoy the beach. Instead of it being a weekend of passion and love, I’ll be using it to forget the first girl I’ve allowed myself to love.
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      Rolling over, my face hits something cold and hard. Ugh, what the hell is that? I lift my face up and see my tablet smeared with drool. At least I had the good sense to take my glasses off at some point in the night. Buying another pair is not something I want to do. Wiping off the remnants of my sleep, I fully intend to pick up where I left off in the book I’m reading. To my horror, it’s dead. I guess today is going to be filled with adulting and all that jazz. If I would have known how stressful being an adult was going to be, I never would have signed up for it.

      The sun shining through my window is bright, and I squint my eyes trying to dull the brightness. Since I’m up, I may as well get dressed and actually go out job hunting. Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful for everything my parents have done, but I need my space. I’ve been on my own since I was eighteen, and being stuck in their house at twenty-four isn’t my idea of a great time. There is a tiny bit of fear that Dawson will be lurking around the corner. It’s something I can’t help feeling, and it will probably be around for a while. I have to overcome it, though. If I continue to let him have a hold on me, I’ll never be able to move on with my life.

      “Are you awake, Soph?” Mom knocks on my door.

      “Yeah,” I mumble, stretching my arms. “I’m about to jump in the shower.”

      “Okay,” she pauses for a second. “Are you going anywhere today?”

      Very subtle, Mom. It would have been better if you’d just come out and ask me instead of beating around the bush. “Yes, Mom,” I grunt. Swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, I stand. Sleep is what I really want. Reading always manages to keep me up until an unreasonable hour. “I’m going to check with employers today about a job.”

      “That’s good.” The smile can be heard even if it can’t be seen. The feeling is mutual. Anything to get out of this house.

      “I’m gonna get ready, and I’ll be out there in a bit.” Pulling clothes from my closet, I hate everything I have. The “interview” clothes I have are outdated, and sort of blah. Definitely not a good look when I'm trying to impress people. It might just be time to go shopping, but I’m going to wait until Mom can go with me because I’m still not completely comfortable going out for long periods of time. I need a buffer in case I do run into Dawson.

      “I’ll make you something to eat,” She says before walking away. Her footsteps are muffled by the carpet, but she’s heavy footed
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