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Аннотация
<spanThey say when the devil comes knocking on your door, he'll come dressed as everything you ever wanted ... and he did.<span>><spanSarah Kennedy is a Sophomore in college when she meets Daniel Rothschild. On the surface, he is everything she could ever want and he sweeps her off her feet. Their relationship moves quickly and weeks later, over the objection of her parents, she marries him. Things that seemed off about him while dating, become threatening once they're married. Sarah's dream man changes into an abusive monster who beats her almost to death.<span>><spanWhile Daniel is in jail for attempted murder, the police encourage her to fake her death and move someplace far away with a new identity. She agrees and moves to Jackson, Wyoming where she meets a handsome rancher, Matt Brooks. Sarah is firm with Matt that she can never offer him more than friendship, but over time, their relationship grows into a deep and long-lasting love.<span>><spanYears later a chance encounter sets the wheels in motion for a disastrous reunion, one that could end their happy family and everything they hold dear.>
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They say when the devil comes knocking at your door, he�ll come dressed as everything you ever wanted �

And he did.








Part I
The Devil Comes Knocking







Sarah
It was my first day back at UVA in Charlottesville and the beginning of my sophomore year. The air was hot on my face and bare arms. The humidity was close to ninety percent and I could feel the beads of perspiration forming on my upper lip as I grabbed the first box out of my trunk to take it into our new apartment.
Last year my friends, Kaitlyn, Julianna and I shared a dorm room. It was okay, but we decided over spring break to rent an apartment together this year. We found an amazing old house that was converted into a duplex and jumped at it. It has three bedrooms, three bathrooms and plenty of space to stretch out and enjoy our second year of college life.
We all felt very grown up as we signed the lease.
I grew up in a small town in Kentucky, not far from the Tennessee line. I never planned on staying in that small town for the rest of my life and the excitement I felt at coming to UVA last year was only surpassed by my excitement at moving into my own apartment with my friends this year.
I didn�t see him coming. I didn�t know the impact he would have on my life as I struggled to get the front door opened. It was as though he appeared out of nowhere.
�Here,� he said, taking the box from me as though it weighed less than a newborn kitten. �Let me help you with that.�
I looked up into moss-green eyes and blushed. This wasn�t like me, which made me duck my head from embarrassment. He was model gorgeous. It was sort of like seeing a young Brad Pitt in person for the first time.
�Thank you,� I stammered, reaching for the keys in my purse and unlocking the door.
�I�m Daniel,� he said. His smile showed perfectly aligned white teeth, but it wasn�t his smile that melted me. His eyes had me captivated as they crinkled a little at the corners when he smiled. My stomach felt as though a million butterflies were taking flight.
I motioned for him where I needed the box to go while my stomach tumbled at his close proximity.
�I�m Sarah,� I said, brushing off imaginary dirt and extending my hand.
What felt like an electric current charged from my fingertips, up my arm and flowed through my entire body at his touch as he took my hand.
�Sarah,� he repeated, his eyes making me feel as though he was staring into my soul. �It�s nice to meet you.�
�It�s nice to meet you,� I manage. �Thank you for helping me. Are you a student?�
�Guilty,� he admitted and the tension between us seemed to relax a bit. �It�s my final semester for my Masters. You?�
�Yes,� I answered as we stepped out onto the porch again. It felt as though he were towering over my five feet six-inch frame.
We stood in awkward silence for a few moments before I spoke again.
�I guess I should get the rest of my boxes inside,� I said, wondering if he planned to help with those as well.
�I would love to stay and help you out,� he said. �But I have to get to Dr. Burke�s office for a meeting.�
�I have Dr. Burke for one of my classes. Maybe I�ll see you again.� Did that sound desperate? I hope not.
�I�ll look forward to it,� he smiled and I watch as he headed down the steps and toward the rotunda.
I sigh and manage to get the rest of my boxes in, thankful they aren�t too heavy in this increasing heat and humidity. They don�t say the South is sultry for nothing.
I remove my shoes, not so much to protect the hardwood floors, those had seen better days, but mostly because I like being barefoot. I like the feel of the cool, flat wood against my feet.
�You�re going to get splinters doing that,� I hear Kaitlyn�s voice through the screened door right before it opens and closes with a resounding bang behind her.
�Let me help!� I rush toward her and grab the teetering top boxes from her arms and place them on a nearby table. She places the rest of the boxes on the floor and we give each other a bear hug.
�It feels like forever since we�ve seen each other,� I tell her. She looks good. Her light-brown hair has turned blonder during the summer and her skin is tanned and flushed from the heat. She has a very girl-next-door kind of beauty and I�ve always envied her fresh-faced good looks. �You look incredible.�
�Me?� she smiles. �What about you? As always, you look as though you could step off the cover of a magazine! Do you ever have a hair out of place or clothes that don�t look like they�ve been curated by a Vogue editor?�
I scrunch my face up at her comment.
�These are hardly designer clothes,� I frown. �I just look at the fashion magazines and try and find similar looking items at discount and thrift stores. Anyone can do that.�
�Anyone might be able to do it, but most of us don�t end up looking as effortlessly chic as you do all the time. Honestly, I�d swear you were from Park Avenue instead of some small town in Kentucky.�
Kaitlyn would know about Park Avenue. Her parents are divorced and she lives with her mother in a tiny apartment in Manhattan while her father lives with his new wife in a mansion on Long Island. Many times I wished I could live in big city like New York, but I would never move that far away from my parents.
�Any sign of Julianna yet?� Kaitlyn asks as she picks up one of her smaller boxes.
�Not yet,� I shake my head and pick up the other two boxes I�d helped her with before.
�Knowing her, she�s probably getting the phone numbers of all the cute guys within a five-mile radius and inviting them to a party here tonight.�
�She wouldn�t dare!�
Kaitlyn turns on the stairs, faces me and arches her eyebrows.
�Okay, maybe she would. But she wouldn�t, right?�
�I guess we�ll find out when she shows up. Which bedroom do you want?�
�The one on the right at the top of the stairs. It�s probably the smallest one, but it has the most windows and you know how much I love the sunlight streaming in the windows in the morning.�
I watch as Kaitlyn moves toward the two bedrooms down the hall before deciding on the left one.
�This one�s bigger,� she announces as she places the boxes inside. I follow her and put the boxes I�ve been carrying on top of hers.
�Anybody home?� we hear Julianna�s voice downstairs. �Where are my best bitches?�
� Kaitlyn and I both grin and run downstairs engulfing Julianna in a three-way hug. She is dark, exotic and gorgeous. Men are drawn to her like moths to a flame and literally drool when she walks by.
�You both look gorgeous! We are going to have so much fun this year!� she announces. �I can�t wait to get started!�
It takes us most of the day to get everything moved in. The duplex was partly furnished and Kaitlyn�s parents bought IKEA furniture to round out the rest of what we needed. We each brought our own bedroom furniture. By the time we were finished it was seven. I was exhausted, ready for a shower and some food.
�Great!� Julianna exclaimed looking at the finished product. �We�ve got plenty of time to take showers and get ready.�
�Get ready for what?� Kaitlyn and I say in unison.
�I thought I told you! We�re invited to a party on Fraternity Row tonight! It should be a lot of fun! Think of all the cute guys that will be there just waiting to meet us.�
Kaitlyn frowned, but managed a smile at the same time.
�You know I�ve already got a boyfriend. I�m not looking to meet anyone.�
�Fine,� she acquiesced. �You can be Sarah�s and my wingman � wingwoman. Whatever. You can hang with us and help us get more good-looking guys and shoo away the douchebags.�
�I�m kind of tired,� I whine. �I just want to take a shower, put on some comfy pjs and eat delivery pizza.�
�What have I gotten myself into?� Julianna threw up her hands. �I thought I was going to be roommates with two exciting young women in the prime of their lives. Instead, I�m saddled with two homebodies who don�t want to do anything.�
�We�re just tired,� I smile. �I�m tired. Remember, I drove all the way from Kentucky early this morning and we�ve been moving stuff all day. I promise it won�t be like this all year. But tonight, I�m just too tired to party at a frat house.�
�Fine,� she gave an exaggerated sigh. �I guess I�ll just go by myself. And since the two of you are staying home, I�ve got first dibs on the hot shower. I don�t want it running out while I�m shampooing my hair.�
�No worries about that,� Kaitlyn chimes in. �One of the perks about getting a renovated duplex is that the people who renovated it put in a tankless hot water heater. I noticed it earlier. We can take as many showers and baths as we want and we�ll never run out of hot water!�
A hot bath sounded like heaven to me right now. If I could just get myself off the couch, up the stairs and into my bathroom.
�So, you�re not coming? Seriously?�
Kaitlyn and I both look at each other collapsed on the chairs, then look at Julianna.
�No!�
�Fine,� she announces and heads up the stairs. �I�ll just keep all those gorgeous men to myself then!�
I watch her go up the stairs, her long, black hair swinging as she mounts each step. She reminds me of the photos I�ve seen of a young Kim Kardashian. Dark, beautiful and full of life. She is the type of person who grabs life by the horns and hangs on for the ride no matter how wild it might be.
�I wish I was more like Julianna,� I sigh as flop over to the side and stare up at the ceiling.
�Maybe Julianna wishes she were more like you,� Kaitlyn leans back and closes her eyes.
I give a snort of laughter at that comment.
�As if.�
�Why wouldn�t she want to be more like you? You�re smart, kind, generous and pretty. Everyone loves you!�
�All the guys love Julianna!� I blurt out.
�Look,� Kaitlyn sits up and leans toward me. �Julianna wants attention and she gets it. I�m not sure either of us wants the kind attention Julianna gets.�
I open my eyes and look at her.
�What do you mean?�
Kaitlyn gets up and moves toward the staircase listening to make sure the shower is still going.
�Julianna sleeps with a lot of guys,� she whispers. �A LOT of guys.�
�I know. But that�s her choice.�
�I agree. But that being said, Julianna�s got a kind of reputation at school and I don�t think that�s the kind of reputation either of us want.�
�Kaitlyn?�
�I�m not ragging on her. Honest. I love her to death. I love her party-girl vibe and her unabashed joy of life. She treats sex like most guys and there is nothing wrong with that if that�s the kind of person you are, which Julianna is.�
�But?�
�But you and I are not Julianna and to be honest I think a lot of her appeal with men is that they know if they go out with her she�ll let them have sex with her. There�s no mystery. No maybe she will or maybe she won�t. She lets them know right off the bat that she�s up for anything. I hear she did a foursome the final night of school last year.�
�Seriously?�
�Seriously. All I keep thinking is that I hope she doesn�t bring that back here anytime this year and keeps it at someone else�s apartment. She couldn�t do that in the dorm, but we�re not in the dorm anymore.�
I sit thinking on Kaitlyn�s words for a while. �A foursome? Really? What exactly does that entail?�
Kaitlyn shrugged her shoulders. �Two guys. Two girls. A lot of alcohol from what I heard.�
�Wow,� I sigh. �No. I�m definitely not into that kind of partying.�
�You�ll find the right guy for you one day,� Kaitlyn promises.
�I hope so.� I stand and get ready to go upstairs remembering the handsome stranger named Daniel who helped me earlier today.
***
�Is Julianna up yet?� I ask as I pour myself a cup of coffee.
�Is she up yet?� Kaitlyn asks. �You should be asking if she�s home yet.�
�She didn�t come home?�
Kaitlyn shrugged her shoulders.
�You remember how she is, especially if she doesn�t have to go to school the next day.�
I shake my head.
�I don�t get it.�
�What don�t you get? Julianna�s always been a bit on the wild side. We saw that last year.�
�I know, but ��
�But?�
�I know this is going to sound odd, but I worry about her. It�s not safe doing what she�s doing. You don�t know what kind of person she�ll end up with. What if she hooks up with the wrong guy one night?�
�You�re a good person, Sarah. I worry about her too. She�s just enjoying herself while she�s at college.�
I nod, but I still can�t help the gnawing of worry in the pit of my stomach. Or was that hunger?
�We need to get groceries,� I mention, grabbing a banana and peeling it. �Like real groceries and not just overripe fruit from the corner gas station.�
�I agree,� Kaitlyn said. �Let�s sit down and figure out what we need and make a list.�
The kitchen door slowly opens and I stare at a flushed, half-dressed Julianna standing in our doorway.
�Why didn�t you use the front door?� Kaitlyn asked, helping her inside and closing the door behind her.
�I need some water,� Julianna said, plopping herself down in one of the chairs.
�Are you just now getting home?� I ask, grabbing a bottled water and bringing it to her.
She smiles at me.
�Yes. And I had a wonderful time with the most amazing man. Not boy,� she sighed. �A man. He was soooo handsome.�
�What was his name?�
I watch as she furrows her brow.
�I can�t remember. But he was sooo handsome.�
�She�s still drunk,� Kaitlyn announces.
�Maybe a little,� Julianna admits.
�Come on,� Kaitlyn says, helping Julianna up from her seat. �Let�s get you upstairs.
I stand and put Julianna�s other arm around my neck and we help her slowly get up the stairs to her bedroom. We somehow manage to get her under the covers and watch as she snuggles into her pillows and smiles.
�I think I love him,� she sighs before she drifts off.
Kaitlyn and I exit the room and shut her door.
�Ten bucks says she doesn�t even remember him by the time she wakes up.�
I nod and we head downstairs.
�I met someone,� I comment as we get back to the kitchen.
Kaitlyn stops pouring cream into her coffee and turns around to look at me.
�Really? Who?�
�His name is Daniel and he helped me bring some packages in when I first got here.�
�And why haven�t I heard about this guy before now?�
I shrug my shoulders and take a sip of my coffee.
�I think he was just being nice, but Julianna�s drunken raving about the guy she was with being so handsome reminded me of this guy. He was ��
�You�re blushing!� Kaitlyn smiles back at me.
�He was really, really hot,� I admit.
�And?�
I sigh.
�And nothing. He�s a grad student and saw an undergraduate struggling to get some boxes in. I�m sure he�s got a girlfriend.�
�Maybe not.�
�He is working as an assistant to one of my professors, so maybe I�ll get to see him again. If I do, I�ll point him out to you just so you can see him.�
�That good-looking huh?�
�Better,� I admit. �And he was nice. And smart. And kind and funny and ��
�Wow! You really do like him! How long was he here?�
�Only about fifteen minutes. I�m sure it was one-sided though. He didn�t even ask for my number.�
�Maybe he was just playing it cool.�
�Or maybe he�s got a serious girlfriend and was just being a nice guy helping me out. I mean really. A guy that looks like that and has great personality is always taken. It�s only the jerks who are single.�
�We just got to school, there are plenty of fish in the sea, my friend. Plenty of handsome fish in the sea. Don�t be so cynical.�
�I�m trying not to be,� I smile. �I just got burned by too many guys in high school and then there was that one guy last year who was engaged while I was dating him!�
�He was a creep. All guys are not like that.�
�I know. I�m not giving up. At least not yet.�
�Good. When�s your first class?�
�Monday at nine in the Business Building.�
�Is it Economics?�
�How�d you know?�
�Because I think Julianna and I have the same class that morning.�
�Really?�
�Yes. Is it professor Burke?�
�Yes!�
�That�s the one!�
�Ooooo,� I half whisper. �That�s the professor Daniel is assisting.�
�So I guess we�ll find out if Mr. Perfect is really all that,� Kaitlyn smirked.
�You�ll see,� I sigh. �You�ll see.�
***
I know it�s silly, but I haven�t seen Daniel since that day he helped me move some of my boxes. Believe me, I looked! I figured today I would probably run into him either going to or coming from Professor Burke�s class. I just wanted to get an advanced look at him again to see if he�s as handsome as I remember him being.
�What are you wearing to class tomorrow?� Kaitlyn teased as I was heading upstairs to go to bed.
�I don�t know,� I yawned, feigning ignorance at her question.
�Yes, you do,� she smirked, settling herself down to finish reading the chapter she was engrossed in.
�Fine,� I stopped and sat down on the stairs. �I�m thinking of wearing my white shorts with that blue linen camp shirt.�
�Oooooh good choice,� Kaitlyn says, closing her book and sitting up. �That shirt makes your eyes look even bluer.�
�What are we talking about?� Julianna comes in from the kitchen with a bowl of popcorn.
�Sarah�s �perfect man.��
I frown and roll my eyes.
�I never said he was perfect.�
�Yes, you did,� they both say in unison.
�Fine. Maybe I did. But really, no one is perfect. He�s just the first man and not boy I�ve met here at school that I�m interested in.�
�And you think we�ll see him tomorrow?�
�He works with Dr. Burke and that�s who all three of us have for class in the morning.�
I notice Julianna has an odd look on her face.
�Is something wrong?� I ask.
�No,� she quickly assures me, popping a kernel in her mouth and chewing. �I feel like there�s something I know about Dr. Burke, but I can�t recall what it is.�
�You�ll probably figure it out when we get to class tomorrow.�
�I hope so,� she smiles. �I hate not remembering something that I�m supposed to know.�
I head upstairs and thankfully fall right to sleep. The next morning I wake up and take my shower, blow dry my hair and make sure my makeup is perfect. If I do see Daniel again, I want to make sure he remembers me like this and not the hot mess I was that day he helped me bring the boxes in.
I head downstairs to find Kaitlyn and Julianna waiting for me.
�Come on,� Kaitlyn smiles. �Julianna and I can�t wait to see what this guy looks like!�
I was nervous walking into the building, let alone the classroom, but just as I�d half-hoped and half-dreaded, there he was in the front of the classroom. He noticed me right away and our gazes locked.
For those first few seconds, it was almost like it was just the two of us. My stomach was in knots, my knees grew weak and all I could see was him.
Somehow, I manage drag my gaze away and find a seat, but the flush in my cheeks heated my face. I was embarrassed by my reaction, but would occasionally sneak a peak at him and when I did, I would see him staring at me. My stomach flipped each time and my cheeks grew hotter.
I wondered if maybe, just maybe, he was hoping to see me again too. He was the professor�s teaching assistant, he must have seen the class roster and seen my name. It�s not like the class size was one of those classrooms that held several hundred students. There were probably only about fifty of us in there.
In truth, I could barely concentrate and wondered if I would have to change classes. I couldn�t afford to lose my scholarship and I don�t think I�d be able to focus on what Dr. Burke was teaching with Daniel in class each day.
When Dr. Burke introduced him to the class, I found out his last name.
Rothschild. Daniel Rothschild. I wondered momentarily if he was related to �those� Rothschilds. I wouldn�t be surprised if he was.
All I could think about during that first class was how his eyes were even greener than I remembered. Not like a dirty green, but just a deep, pure green almost like moss. I wondered for a moment if they might be colored contacts because I�d never seen eyes that color. He even had dimples when he smiled and as I looked around the lecture hall, I realized I was not the only one in that class to be mesmerized by our new teaching assistant.
The two girls sitting directly behind me whispered about exactly what they�d like to do to him after class. One was certain he was staring at her. The other wondered aloud if he had a girlfriend to which her friend replied, �How could he not? He�s gorgeous! Oh, to be that girlfriend � I�d never let him get out of bed.�
My cheeks grew hotter as their conversation grew more explicit. I never mentioned to Kaitlyn and Julianna, but I�ve never been with anyone in that way, which made this topic even more embarrassing for me to hear.
I looked at him again and mentally chastised myself. What was I thinking? Of course, he has a girlfriend and of course he wouldn�t be interested in someone like me who was so young and inexperienced. I�d been living in fantasy land dreaming about seeing him again and thinking something would happen between us.
Somehow, I managed to get through the class without fangirling too much. I look at Julianna, who is strangely silent during class about this new man I met last week.
We single-filed it out the door and were about three feet outside the classroom when Julianna grabbed my hands. She was just about to say something when�
�Sarah?�
My heart lodges in my throat when I hear Daniel�s voice.
I turn around to find him directly behind me.
�Hi Daniel,� I say, trying not to sound too anxious. Was I too chipper? Did my voice sound too high? Was I too happy and energetic?
�I didn�t know if you�d remember me,� he smiles and his dimples melt me.
�How could I not?� I smile back. �You saved the day when I was moving in.� My cheeks feel like they�re on fire and I wonder if they�re as red as they feel. Why do I have to blush so easily? �These are my friends, Julianna and Kaitlyn.�
He smiles and nods his head in acknowledgement.
�It�s nice to meet you.�
�I just wanted to reintroduce myself and find out if you�d be interested in grabbing a coffee or some lunch? I�ve got a couple of hours before my next class.� He looks at Kaitlyn and Julianna. �Unless, you have other plans. I could take a raincheck.�
I look at my friends. I do have plans with both of them. We were going to check out that new burger place that opened up over the summer. Kaitlyn�s eyes are dancing with excitement. Julianna, who I expected to look equally excited, does not look excited at all and I know why. She hates when women ditch other women for a guy.
Julianna may be a happy-go-lucky party girl, but she has a code where her friends are concerned. You don�t treat your girlfriends less than your boyfriends.
�Actually, I do have plans,� I turn back toward him.
�We were just going to grab a burger at Corner Joe�s,� Kaitlyn breaks into our conversation. �But I just remembered I have to get ready for my Art History class. There was an assignment we were supposed to read before class started and it completely slipped my mind.�
That was Kaitlyn�s way of offering me an excuse to ditch them and have lunch with him instead.
�Right, Julianna?�
�Sure,� she says, hoisting her backpack further up her shoulder, entrapping her long, black hair. I love Julianna�s hair. It hangs to her waist and looks like black silk. �I completely forgot about that Art History assignment. Sorry to ditch you last minute,� she apologizes. I can tell by the tone of her voice that something�s not right. I want to question her about it in private, but Kaitlyn is already grabbing her and pulling her away.
I tear my gaze away from them, shrugging my shoulders as I give him my best smile. �I guess my lunch plans have changed.�
�Great!� he smiles back. His teeth are perfect. �I know a great place that�s only a few blocks away, if you don�t mind walking?�
�I like walking,� I assure him, maybe a little too quickly. Did he think I was desperate? Desperation is not a good look when you�re trying to impress someone like him. He probably has confident, beautiful women throwing themselves at him all the time.
I turn to say goodbye to Kaitlyn and Julianna who are already a good six feet away. As Daniel and I move in the opposite direction, I glance over my shoulder to see Kaitlyn mouthing, �Oh. My. Gawwwwwd� at me before she grabs Julianna�s arm to pull her down the hall.
�I hope I�m not stepping on any toes by taking you to lunch,� he says, holding the door open for me to walk through. My stomach flips as he gives me another smile and my heart beats even faster.
�Thank you,� I say, because my mother raised me to be a polite young woman as I step through the door. �What do you mean by �stepping on any toes?��
�I kind of figured someone as beautiful as you must have a boyfriend. I don�t want to cause any problems for you if that�s the case.�
�No,� I duck my head down. �I don�t have a boyfriend.�
We walk silently together for a few minutes before I get the courage to say, �You?�
�Me? Have a boyfriend? I like women,� he winks. My stomach is in my throat and I feel the heat in my cheeks getting hotter.
�I mean, do you have a girlfriend?�
�No,� he gives me a gallant nod. �No girlfriend.�
I find it hard to believe that some co-ed on campus hasn�t sunk her claws into him by now, but I keep that thought to myself.
�There was someone,� he admits. �But we broke up at the end of the year and I haven�t wanted to date anyone else until I saw you the day you were moving in. I was too nervous to ask for your number, but then you walked into class today and I thought, �Why not take a shot?��
I blush and digest the compliment, basking in his attention for as long as it lasts. One nagging thought keeps creeping into my mind.
Why me?
�You know, Dr. Burke told me you would be the student to watch this year. He said you are on an academic scholarship and are one of the smartest students he�s ever had.�
I should feel flattered by the comment; however, I worked hard for those grades. I always have. I didn�t come from an impressive family or a good zip code like some of my classmates. Like Daniel probably does I remind myself
�I spend a lot of time studying,� I tell him. �The scholarships will go away if I don�t and the out-of-state tuition here is astronomical. I couldn�t afford to go here without them.�
�So, you have a full-ride scholarship then?�
�Yes,� I confirm.
�Wow! I didn�t know that. That�s incredible.�
�Thank you,� I say.
�Beautiful and smart.�
I look up at him and my stomach flips again when I gaze into his eyes. I imagine what it would be like to have his lips on mine.
�So, what is it that you want to do when you finish school? What are you studying?�
�I want to be an architect. I love designing buildings,� I tell him. And it�s true. �My father owns a construction company back home in Kentucky and I�ve tagged along with him my entire life watching him build houses for people. I wanted to design the houses he was building.�
�You�ll have to come to my parents� apartment sometime. Their building was designed by Frank Gehry.�
�Wow! He�s fantastic! I�d love to see it sometime!�
�They also have quite a collection of art. You may enjoy looking through it as well.�
�I�d love to,� I say and hope I don�t sound too eager. Don�t be too anxious, Sarah. �You said your parents� apartment. Where are you from?� I ask, prepared to hear his, I assume, impeccable lineage. He has that look. That wealthy, nice-guy who�s never had to work a hard day in his life look.
�Connecticut,� he answers. �At least that�s where I grew up. My parents� apartment is in the city though. That�s where we spend most of our time.�
�The city?�
�New York,� he answers, still smiling.
�Oh. Right.� I�m embarrassed. I should have known that. I�m from a small town in Kentucky. The first thing that pops in my mind when someone says the word �city� is Louisville, Lexington or maybe, Nashville.
�Have you ever been?�
�No,� I confess. �I haven�t. I�ve always wanted to, but never had the chance. Coming here to UVA is my first real step out into the world away from my home in Kentucky.�
�Lucky me,� he says. �We�ll have to take a trip into DC and check out the architecture. And, of course all of that art and history at the Smithsonian.�
�I�d love that,� I smile.
Just then he stops walking and I see we�ve arrived at a small, intimate restaurant that�s tucked away behind ivy covered walls and boxwoods. It�s very cozy and romantically charming. Rustic wide-planked hardwood floors and beamed ceilings give it a homey feel and the large fireplace that is not in use yet would definitely be romantic in the winter on a cold evening.
�This is lovely,� I say as the hostess seats us near a window. �I was at school here all last year and never knew about it. How did you find it?�
�I�ve been here for a while. You get to know where the hidden gems are over time.�
�How long have you been at UVA?�
�This is my sixth and final year. I graduate in December.�
My heart plummets. He�ll be gone in a few months. It figures.
�I�m sorry to hear that,� I say. �Are you heading back to Connecticut or New York after graduation?�
�Neither. I have a job offer from a financial management company in Dallas I�ll be working for. I interned for them every summer and they�ve already made me an offer I would be foolish to refuse.�
�Dallas? Wow! Won�t your family miss you being so far away?�
He makes a face and I�m a bit unsure if he�s pensive or, I don�t know, put off by the question. He ignores it and keeps talking.
�I love the Monte Cristo sandwich here. I think you�ll like it too.�
My stomach is so nervous I doubt I could eat an entire sandwich. �Sounds good,� I say, hoping I can keep it down. �Though I�m not feeling very hungry.�
�I believe in you,� he says and gives me a wink.
He orders the sandwich for me and I smile at the waitress as she takes my menu, though she doesn�t seem to notice me at all. Her attention is solely on my lunch companion.
I haven�t had anyone order for me since I was a small child, yet here I was allowing him to take control. I�m not going to lie. It excites me. I like that he is so sure of himself. He�s so confident. And he was right. I love the sandwich and I end up eating every morsel.
�I can�t believe I haven�t had this before,� I tell him as I look at my now empty plate. �That was delicious!�
�I knew you�d like it,� he smiles. �There�s another restaurant I�d love to share with you. It�s in DC though, so we should probably plan that for a weekend.�
My heart flutters as he mentions taking me out again. It nearly bursts out of my chest when he reaches across the table and takes my hand.
�I can�t wait.�
He excuses himself to head to the restroom and I take the chance to glance at my phone. Along with excited texts from Kaitlyn, I�m shocked to find that three hours have passed which means I�ve missed one of my classes and am about to miss another one. How could the time have passed so quickly?
Part of me wants to rush out of the restaurant to try and make at least the last half of the class, but realistically, there�s no way I�d make it in time. I�d arrive just as the professor was wrapping up his lecture.
�What�s wrong?� Daniel asks as he takes his seat again and prepares to pay our check.
�I didn�t realize how long we�d been here,� I admit. �I�ve missed two of my classes.
�Someone as smart as you should have no problem making up a missed class,� he assures me.
I�m not going to lie. I like it that he thinks I�m smart. It makes me like him all that much more. He pays for our check with a one-hundred-dollar bill and tells the waitress to keep the change for her tip.
I clench my teeth slightly to keep from showing my surprise at such a large amount. It takes me almost three days to make that much working part-time as a barista at the student commons and he�s just giving it away like it�s nothing.
We take our time walking back to the apartment I share with Julianna and Kaitlyn. He continues to hold my hand as we walk.
�I know we just met,� he says, squeezing my hand. �But I feel like I�ve known you my entire life. I can�t explain it, but the first time I saw you that day you were moving in, I �� He trails off. �I hoped I would see you again and when you walked into class today, I wasn�t going to let you go.�
His words are like something out of a movie. Perfect and romantic. I can�t hold back my smile.
�You know, I never believed in love at first sight,� he continues. �I do now.�
He leans in and gives me a kiss on my cheek.
�I would love to see you again tomorrow night.�
I�m overwhelmed by his attention and try to keep my composure. Can I go out tomorrow night? Do I have to work? Do I have a test I should be studying for? None of that seems to matter when I look at him.
�I�d love that,� I say, my heart beating a bit faster when he raises my hand to kiss my palm.
Sooner than I want, we�re in front of the duplex, both of us standing awkwardly as we arrive.
�Pick you up at six?�
�That sounds great.�
�I can�t wait.�
�Me too.�
As I watch him walk away, I feel like I�ve just received the starring role in a fairy tale.




Daniel
Everything is working just as I planned. I�ve been waiting all summer to meet her and now that have her on the hook, I will slowly entangle her into my well-thought-out web. It took a lot of restraint not to �accidentally� run into her again after our initial meeting.
As she entered the classroom my first thought was that she�s prettier up close than I remembered. The photos on her social media don�t do her justice. Her eyes are bluer than I remembered. Maybe it�s the perfectly applied makeup she didn�t have on that first day.
I made sure to give her my best smile and felt gratified to see her cheeks flush pink. This confirmed she already likes me. I knew she would.
Sarah believes the first time I saw her was when she was bringing in her boxes at the duplex. She would be wrong.
The first time I saw Sarah was at party right before the semester ended last year. I was with my ex-girlfriend, Elyse. Elyse was okay. To her credit, she tried to please me, but I was bored with her and it turned out she wasn�t the person I thought she was.
Not like Sarah.
Sarah is perfect. I knew from the moment I saw her that she was woman I�ve been waiting for.
Beautiful. Young. Smart.
There was a time I thought Elyse would be my perfect mate.
She turned out disappointing.
When our relationship started, she had promise. But she let herself go. She started losing too much weight and her looks started to fade. She wasn�t even at the top of her class when our time together ended.
Sarah will not disappoint me that way.
Sarah�s promise is just beginning to blossom. She will be the perfect complement to me. She�s beautiful, but in a classic and not obvious way. She�s academically oriented and received straight A�s all through high school. She�s made the Dean�s List each semester she�s been here despite having to work a side job.
I�ve done my homework.
Sarah�s on a full scholarship and comes from a small nothing town in Kentucky. That was disappointing, but not something that will prevent us from becoming everything I envision our future together to be.
I will have the perfect family. She will be my perfect wife and the mother to our perfect children.
Everyone will be jealous, just as I know every male I encounter is jealous of me now.
I was not surprised when she accepted my invitation to lunch. I�d already picked out the place I would take her. I purposefully placed several crisp one hundred-dollar bills in my wallet, so I could impress her when I paid the bill.
She is so beautiful. I get hard just thinking about taking her the first time. But not yet. I�ll wait. I will have to find release with someone else. Perhaps her friend Julianna would be accommodating in that department.
I know all about her friend.
Just a few days ago she was with one of my fellow grad students. He doesn�t like me very much. She was so drunk she doesn�t even remember seeing me.
Her other friend seems to like me. Kaitlyn. I can use her as an ally down the road. She�s the type who is easily manipulated. Frankly, I don�t care about her friends. I barely took notice of them other than when I did my research to get to know Sarah better.
It doesn�t matter. They won�t be around long if I have anything to say about it. Sarah�s world will consist of just the two of us.
All of this has been going through my mind as I make my approach. To be outwardly polite, I nod my head in recognition of the other girls before turning my focus on Sarah.
I ask her if she�d like to go for coffee, or maybe even lunch as I look at her two friends, clearly letting them know I prefer to be alone with Sarah.
�Unless of course, you have other plans.�
She turns to get permission from her friends. It�s obvious they have plans, but she wants to go with me. What will she do?
Julianna looks at me as though I�m a piece of garbage on the bottom of her shoe. She�s beautiful in an exotic kind of way. I didn�t think she would remember me from the party, but it is entirely possible that she wasn�t as drunk as I thought she was. Perhaps I will find time to be alone with her at some point.
�I � uh �� Sarah stammers, because yes, she does have plans. But you want to be with me. I can see it written all over your face.
�We were going to grab a burger at Corner Joe�s, but I just remembered I have that big Art History exam coming up and need to get to the library for some final studying,� Kaitlyn the attractive, but plain-looking one with highlighted brown hair offers up an excuse for her friend. I see her nudge Julianna to do the same.
�Oh, yes,� Julianna stammers, her full lips moving. I would love to have those lips around my cock. She is beautiful, but she�s not the target. She�s not the one who will make the perfect wife and mother. She�s the kind of girl that�s good for a few hot steamy nights between the sheets. She�ll be some married man�s mistress at some point. But she�ll never be anything more than that. I give her an intense look and smile as she continues to stare daggers at me. What could I have done to make her hate me so much? Or what did that student she was with tell her about me?
�I completely forgot about that Art History exam,� she murmurs at the urging of Kaitlyn. �Sorry Sarah,� she apologizes. Could she be jealous? Is that it? That�s something I will have to think on later. For now, I need to set my plan in motion with Sarah.
Finally, her gaze meets mine once more and she smiles. �I guess my lunch plans have changed.�
�Great!� I smile back and note with pleasure how her cheeks have colored a rosy pink. �I know a great place that�s only a few blocks away, if you don�t mind walking?�
�I like walking,� she says. She�s so agreeable. She�s everything I envisioned her to be.
She tells her friends goodbye, only checking back over her shoulder once as we walk away.
I hold the door open for her to walk through, playing my role of the perfect gentleman. She stumbles as she looks into my eyes and this makes me smile wider. I catch her and help her recover.
�Thank you,� she says as I help her. So polite. I gently guide her in the direction of the restaurant with my hand low on her back. I like it that she lets me touch her so possessively.
We walk silently together for a few minutes before I address her again. �Dr. Burke told me that you were the student to watch this year. He said he�s been talking with your professors from last year and thinks you may be one of the smartest students he�s ever had.�
Dr. Burke never told me that. I�ve been doing my research and it�s not like she�s going to go up to him and ask if he said these things about her. It makes her feel good and scores points for me.� That�s a win-win in my book. I expect to see her blush at the compliment, but she doesn�t. That�s somewhat disappointing.
I reassess her now. She knows she�s smart, so she�s not going to blush at something she�s worked hard for. That might seem charming and strong to some. It may appeal to other men. It does not appeal to me. I�ll have to make sure to curb that part of her personality over time. I look forward to breaking her of that annoyance.
�I spend a lot of time studying,� she tells me. �The scholarships will go away if I don�t and the out-of-state tuition here is astronomical. I�ve worked hard to get here. I don�t intend to squander my opportunity.�
Ah. She�s vulnerable where her finances are concerned. She needs the money. �So, you have a full-ride scholarship then?� I already know she does.
�Yes,� she confirms. I notice an errant strand of hair and take the opportunity to tuck it behind her ear. This time I do get rewarded with a shy smile and a slight blush of her cheeks.
�Wow! I did not know that. That�s incredible.� I�m lying through my teeth. I know everything about her.
�Thank you,� she says.
�What is it that you want to do when you finish school? What are you studying?� What ambitions do you have for yourself? If they�re not too cumbersome or interfere with the plans I have for the two us, I might let you pursue them.
�I want to be an architect,� she admits.
An architect. Not fucking likely. Too much work and too many chances to meet other men. No. That won�t do at all.� I keep this to myself and smile as she continues. �I have always loved building things. My father�s in the construction business, so maybe it�s in my blood.�
�You�ll have to come to my parents� house sometime. They live in an architectural dream home.� They don�t. My parents are middle-class nothings. They live in a tiny house outside Boston. I haven�t been in contact with them for years and have no intention of ever seeing them again.
�I�d love to,� she says. Her enthusiasm almost makes me wish the lie were true.
My parents wouldn�t know an architectural masterpiece if they saw one.
�Where are you from?� she asks.
�Connecticut,� I lie. �At least that�s where I grew up. My parents have another place in the city where we spend a lot of time.�
�The city?� she asks. Her ignorance is charming.
�New York?� I answer, smiling indulgently at her naivety.
�Oh. Right.� I can see she�s embarrassed. Good. She�ll look to me for guidance and direction which is exactly how I want things.
�Have you ever been?�
�No,� she confesses. �I haven�t. I always wanted to, but never had the chance. Coming here to UVA is my first real step out into the world away from my home in Kentucky.�
�Lucky me,� I say and mean it. �We�ll have to take a trip into DC and check out the architecture and art at the Smithsonian as well as a few other places.�
She looks startled. Was it because I said �we�? I make a mental note to slow things down a bit. I don�t want to scare her off. I keep walking and stay silent for a while contemplating how to proceed.
We arrive at my chosen destination, a small, intimate restaurant tucked away from the busy college. I chose it because it�s quiet, cozy and very romantic, especially in the winter when there�s a fire in the fireplace. It�s where I�ll propose to her in a few months.
�This is lovely,� she says as the hostess I fucked last night seats us near a window. She gives me a hurt look. As if I care.� She was useful when I needed her. Sarah has my undivided attention now. �How did you find it?�
�I�ve been here at the university for a while. You get to know the place pretty well. I�ll be graduating in December.�
She looks impressed. And crushed. Good. She�s already thinking what life will be like without me in it and she doesn�t like that scenario.
�I�m sorry to hear that,� she says. �Are you heading back to Connecticut after graduation?�
Hell no. I�m starting a new life. With you. In Texas. �No. I have a job offer from a finance company in Dallas I�ll be headed to.�
�Dallas? Wow! Won�t your family miss you being so far away?�
As far as I�m concerned, I don�t have a family. I ignore her question and point out the sandwich I usually get here for lunch.
�I love the Monte Cristo sandwich here. I think you�ll like it too.�
She gives her shoulders a delicate shrug.
I order for the both of us and it�s at the table in record time. I watch her take her first bite, pleased that she enjoys it. I ask her a multitude of questions. I want to know everything about her. Every minor detail is important to me. I want to possess her and make her mine. For that, I need her to divulge every dream, every secret. She gets lost in our conversation, never realizing that I deflect every question about me by asking one about herself. I check my watch and realize that it�s now past three o�clock and the restaurant is empty. The hostess from last night is glaring at me from the kitchen. What was her name? Karen? Chloe? I can�t remember and honestly, I don�t care.
I pay for the meal, making sure she sees I�ve paid for a thirty-five-dollar meal with a one-hundred-dollar bill and walk her back to her apartment, still listening to everything she has to say. I let her tell me where to go, even though I�ve been here many times before, watching her.
We finally arrive, and I take her hand in mine to kiss her palm. I note the goose-pimples that rise on her skin.
�I know we just met, but I feel like I�ve known you my entire life. I can�t explain it, but the first time I �� I purposefully trail off as though I�m too embarrassed to admit something. She eats it up.
�What?� she asks. I try and look vulnerable and afraid to say my next sentence.
�I never believed in love at first sight. I do now.� I lean in, she thinks I�m going to kiss her on the lips. I don�t. That will come later, when you�ll be begging me to possess you. Instead, I give her a gentle kiss on her soft cheek. �I would love to see you again tomorrow night.�
�I�d like that,� she says and I note a slight pinkening of her cheeks. How easily she blushes. I�m enthralled by her innocence.
�Great. I�ll pick you up at six.� I sound shy, but confident. I�ve got her on the hook, but I need to reel her in slowly. I�ll be cancelling those plans about fifteen minutes before I�m supposed to pick her up. She needs to be trained early to not expect too much from me. She�ll learn.
�Okay,� she smiles.
�I can�t wait,� I tell her.
�Me too.�
I turn to leave, knowing she�s watching me walk away from her and dreaming of our date tomorrow night. I�ll break her heart, then make it up to her later so she�ll forgive me.
Because that�s what I do.





Sarah
Daniel and I have been seeing each other non-stop for four weeks. I can�t believe it�s already been a month. I feel like I�m living in a whirlwind fairytale, but at the same time, everything with him is so perfect it seems as though I�ve known him my entire life.
In my mind, I know it�s too soon to feel this way, but my heart � in my heart I know he is my soulmate.� I can�t stand to be away from him and when I�m with him, I don�t want the time to end.
In such a short amount of time, he has become my everything. It actually hurts to be apart from him. And the best part is, he feels the same way. He�s already talking about marriage and while that makes me nervous, it also makes me giddy with excitement. I can�t believe how lucky I am to have found someone so perfect for me.
�This place is starting to look like a florist. Does Daniel have to bring you flowers every time you see him? We�re running out of room to put them.�
�Isn�t he the best?�
�Are you going out with him again today?� Julianna asks, ignoring my question and plopping down at the kitchen table with her first cup of coffee in the morning. She�s one of those people who look absolutely stunning as soon as she rolls out of bed. Her hair hasn�t even been brushed, but she looks like she could be in a sexy magazine ad.
�Yes!� I beam at her.
�But didn�t I hear you get home around midnight last night? Don�t you guys need a breather? How much sex can two people have in one day?�
My cheeks flush.
�We haven�t had sex,� I admit.
�What?� She nearly chokes on the hot liquid and starts coughing. �Seriously?�
�He wants to wait.�
�He wants to wait? For what?�
I shrug my shoulders. I never confessed to my roommates about being a virgin. Sure, there�s been long, intense kissing sessions with heavy petting, but I�ve never gone all the way. Ever. When Daniel found out, he was surprised, but looked pleased. He kissed me and said we should not allow our time together to get too intense.
He didn�t want to push me too far and have me regret it later.
I could never regret being with him. He�s everything I�ve ever dreamed of having in a boyfriend. He�s gorgeous and smart and kind and he loves me. At least I think he does.
�Maybe he�s gay,� Kaitlyn chimes in from the hallway.
�I don�t think that�s it,� Juliana takes another sip of her coffee.
I open my mouth to say something, but then Juliana asks, �Have you even been going to class? I only ask because I haven�t seen you in any of the classes we share since you started seeing Daniel.�
I�ve been anticipating this question, because the answer is no. I haven�t been going to class. When Daniel has his classes, I�m free and when he�s free, I have class. Since he�ll be graduating in December, it�s easier for me to skip mine so I can be with him.
�I�ve been skipping a few classes here in there,� I confess.
Julianna raises an eyebrow. �For him?�
I look at her and feel defensive. �Yes.�
I can tell by the frown on her face she doesn�t approve. She doesn�t say anything, but that look on her face says it all.
�You don�t understand.�
�No,� she says, rolling her eyes as she drains the cup. �I don�t understand you risking your scholarship for a guy. I know he�s good-looking, Sarah, but he�s not worth losing everything you�ve worked so hard for. You need to get your butt to class.�
�You sound like my mother.�
�I sound like a friend,� she countered. �I love you and I know how hard you worked to get here, and I also know how hard you worked last year to maintain your GPA. I don�t want you to lose all that over a guy who�ll be screwing some Texas beauty queen in a few months.�
That stung. The thought of Daniel leaving and being with another woman makes my stomach lurch and my heart ache. It must have shown on my face, because Julianna got up from the table and hugged me. I haven�t told anyone that Daniel�s been talking marriage.
�I�m sorry if what I said was harsh, but you have to think past your present giddiness of a new boyfriend and think about your future. By this time next year, I promise Daniel Rothschild will be nothing but a memory.�
I blink my eyes several times, because frankly, thinking about him being gone so far away and never seeing him again made them sting with tears. I know Julianna�s right. I can�t keep skipping my classes. Even with the notes I�m borrowing from other friends, my last quiz was not good.
�Maybe we should start seeing less of one another?� I say aloud. �I don�t want to lose my scholarship.� Plus, it might make his leaving a bit easier to take, because who am I kidding? Marriage? At my age? To someone I just met?
Even as I say the words, a lump forms in my throat the size of a baseball.
�Be like me,� Julianna pops a pod in the coffee machine to make herself another cup. �Screw �em, forget �em and keep moving on. We�re young, Sarah. This is the time for no strings, making mistakes and learning what we like and don�t like.�
I smile. I wish I could be more like Julianna. She�s beautiful, sensual and fearless. I don�t think there�s a guy on campus who doesn�t lust after her. She never gets serious with anyone. She�s made no secret about her philosophical views of college life. She thinks everyone on campus should be learning, partying, screwing and having fun. In her mind, the time to get serious about life is after you graduate and spend a few years building your career.
She may have a point.
�I know you�re right,� I admit, making my mind up as I take a sip from my own coffee. �I�ll start today and get back to classes. Hopefully I�m not too far behind and can make it up so it won�t mess up my GPA too much.�
�You�ll catch up,� Kaitlyn comments as she sits down at the counter with a pastry and Mountain Dew. �You�re one of the smartest people I know. If you need any help or notes or anything, just let us know. We�ve got your back.�
I take another gulp of coffee, before putting it in the sink and heading out the door.
�Julianna,� I call and see her look up from the magazine she�s reading. �Thank you for being a friend.�
�Always,� she smiles.
�Hey!� Kaitlyn calls. �What about me?�
�You both are amazing friends. I don�t know what I�d do without you!�
I close the door behind me and smile. Our apartment is only about six blocks from school and I take my time. I love walking in the warm sunshine and basking in the knowledge that crisp autumn air and falling leaves are just around the corner.
�Hello beautiful,� I hear Daniel�s familiar voice behind me, making me jump.
�Where did you come from?� I ask.
�I was on my way to see you and I noticed you walking toward school, so I started following you. You weren�t going to ditch me, were you?�
�No!� I quickly assure him. �I was actually going to head to class and text you to see if we could meet later this morning. I�m really falling behind.�
He stares at me and I can see � something � in his eyes.
�Fine,� he says and turns to leave.
�Wait!� I put out my hand to stop him.
He looks at me but doesn�t say anything.
�I really need to keep up my grades,� I say. �I was talking to Julianna this morning ��
�Julianna?�
�Yes. She reminded me that if my grades fall, I could lose my scholarship and there�s no way I can afford this school without the full scholarship I�m receiving.�
�Julianna needs to mind her own business.�
�She�s just trying to be a good friend.�
�She�s jealous of you. She�s jealous of what we have.�
I shake my head. �No. That�s not true.�
�It is true. Look, I didn�t want to tell you this. I wanted to spare you the pain, but Julianna has tried to get with me several times over the last several weeks. About a week after we started dating she started showing up at my classes and suggested I should go out with her.�
I shake my head. �She wouldn�t do that.�
�Are you saying I�m lying?�
He looks angry.
�No,� I assure him, startled by the rage I see in his eyes. �I just think there must have been some misunderstanding.�
�Sarah,� he reaches out and touches my face. �You�re so innocent. I think your friends take advantage of you. I�m sure you know Julianna has a reputation. Everyone in school knows about her and how wild and promiscuous she is. It�s all some of the guys talk about. She�s up for pretty much anything and it seems she�s even up for going after her so-called friends� boyfriends.�
I can�t believe Julianna would ever do what he�s suggesting. I hug myself against the images popping in my head. Images of Julianna and Daniel entangled in a heated embrace.
�She did go out with someone Kaitlyn had a crush on last fall,� I say aloud, as if affirming what Daniel was saying.
�Of course, she did,� he says. �Julianna is not a real friend. How long have you known her? What do you really know about her?�
�I �� I don�t finish my sentence. I want to defend my friend, but don�t know what to say.
Daniel reaches over and kisses my forehead. The kiss is quick, short, and definitely not romantic.
�Call me later if you have time for me,� he says before leaving.
�Daniel!� I call after him. But he keeps walking as though he never heard me.





Daniel
Sarah�s apartment is only about six blocks from school. I left her last night after a particularly hot and heavy make out session. She was practically begging me to ram my hard cock inside her.
Don�t get me wrong. I wanted to. Very badly. However, not yet. We�ll have plenty of time for that once we�re married and I�ve taken her away from all of this. Then I�ll have her wherever, whenever and however I want.
I was hard and ready when I left her last night, so I went to a bar on the far side of campus that stays open later than most of the places around here. There was a very drunk and very horny girl from one of the classes I teach in economics. It took me all of fifteen minutes to get her out of the bar and behind the building for a fast and quick fuck against the wall.
Sarah and I agreed to meet this morning before I have class. She doesn�t seem to mind missing her classes to be with me. I haven�t actually asked her to skip her classes, but I haven�t discouraged her from doing it either. Everything is going according to plan and she is practically eating out of my outstretched hand.
She�s fallen for me.
Hard.
Just as I intended.
I make my way down Turner Street toward her house with my bouquet of flowers I bought from a local florist when I see her. Where is she going?
To class? When she�s supposed to meet me?
That pisses me off so much I have squeezed the living daylights out of the flowers in my hand until they look like a bunch of mutilated weeds. I chuck them in the nearest trash container.
I don�t have to increase my speed too much as she�s meandering more than she�s walking with a purpose.
I quicken my pace so that I will reach her before she gets too close to the building where her first class is. I finally reach her.
�Hello beautiful,� I say and watch as she whirls around. Her eyes are wide with shock, almost as if I frightened her by my presence.
�Where did you come from?� she asks. Oh Sarah, I�ve been walking behind you for a while now.
�I was on my way to see you and I noticed you walking toward school, so I started following you. You weren�t going to ditch me, were you?� I smile to let her know I�m not upset, though inside I�m quietly seething with rage. How dare she blow me off. Who does she think she is?
�No!� she quickly assures me. �I was actually going to head to class and text you to see if we could meet later this morning. I�m really falling behind.�
I lick my lips, then clench my teeth to keep myself from saying what I�m thinking. I try to tamp down my anger so I don�t ruin everything I�ve been working towards.
I know she loves me, let�s find out how much.
�Fine,� I say and turn to leave.
�Wait!� she puts her hand on my arm to stop me from leaving.
I look at her, but keep my mouth closed, interested to hear what she has to say for herself. As if there could be an excuse for blowing me off.
�I really need to keep up my grades,� she says as a way of explaining. Explaining is not an apology and I expect a groveling one. This will not do. �I was talking to Julianna this morning ��
�Julianna?� I say. I hate that bitch. She�s too confident in her own beauty and sexuality. That could be appealing for a short while, but no man wants to have someone like that for a wife.
�Yes. She reminded me that if my grades fall, I could lose my scholarship and there�s no way I can afford this school without the full scholarship I�m receiving.�
�Julianna needs to mind her own business,� I say, perhaps a bit too quickly.
�She�s just trying to be a good friend.�
�She�s jealous of you. She�s jealous of what we have.� I�m going to put an end to this so-called friendship of yours.
She shakes her head in denial at me. �No. That�s not true.�
�It is true. Look, I didn�t want to tell you this,� I say as my mind quickly comes up with the perfect wedge. �I wanted to spare you the pain, but Julianna has tried to get me to go out with her several times over the last few weeks. About a week after we started dating she started showing up around my classes and suggested I should go out with her.�
I can tell my words are having an impact. She�s starting to doubt herself and her friend.
Perfect.
�She wouldn�t do that.�
�Are you saying I�m lying?� Don�t question me.
��No,� she tries to assure me that she would never question my honesty. Of course, she wouldn�t. �I just think there must have been some misunderstanding.� She�s making excuses for her friend. She doesn�t want to believe Julianna would do such a thing. She would. All women would because they�re made that way.
�Sarah,� I reach out and touch her beautiful, trusting face. �You�re so innocent. I think your friends take advantage of you. Julianna has a reputation. Everyone in school knows about her and how wild and promiscuous she is. It�s all some of the guys talk about. She�s up for pretty much anything and it seems she�s even up for going after her so-called friends� boyfriends.�
Sarah looks pained and confused. Have I gone too far? I know she mentioned one time that Kaitlyn was drooling over me that first day of class. Julianna, not so much.
Kaitlyn. That�s another friend she can do without, but at least she�s not a meddling bitch like Julianna.
I can see her mind working as she digests the lie.
�She did go out with someone Kaitlyn had a crush on last fall,� she says aloud, affirming what I just told her.
Jackpot.
�Of course, she did,� I say. �Julianna is not a real friend. How long have you known her anyway? What do you really know about her?� Question her loyalty to you. You will come to find that I am the only person you can trust.
�I �� she pauses, unsure of what to say before finishing her sentence.
I reach over and give her a chaste kiss on her forehead like a parent would to a child they are leaving. The kiss is quick, short, and definitely not romantic.
�Call me later if you have time for me,� I say before walking away.
�Daniel!� I hear her call after me, but I ignore her. I will ignore her for a while now to teach her a lesson. She will not be allowed to blow me off.
It�s time I take care of Julianna.





Julianna
Someone�s been stalking me for the last few days, though I keep brushing it off as paranoia. Maybe I�ve smoked too much weed over the last few weeks since returning to college. Who knows?
Anyway, as I leave my last class, which ends at nine thirty, I distinctly feel someone is watching me. I stop and turn around, but don�t see anyone.
I start walking faster and turn the corner when I instantly bump into him.
Daniel.
�I�m sorry!� he says, grabbing my shoulders to steady me before bending down to pick up the books. He almost falls over in the process. �I�ve been distracted all day ever since � well � you know.�
�Know what?� I ask.
�Sarah didn�t tell you?�
His eyes look red and swollen and he reeks of alcohol. His normally impeccable appearance is gone, replaced by a disheveled mess.
�I�ve been in class and at the library every day. I haven�t seen or heard from Sarah.�
�She broke up with me this morning.�
�Sarah broke up with you? Really?�
�I thought we had something special, but apparently she wants to quit seeing each other so she can focus on her studies and she figured with me leaving in a couple of months, we should end it.�
He looks defeated. Broken.
�I�m sorry,� I say, then remember the conversation I had with her a few days ago in the kitchen. �I hate to say this, but it may be partly my fault.�
�Your fault? How could Sarah breaking up with me be your fault?�
I feel a little guilty looking at him.
�I told her she needed to concentrate on her studies more and not get so caught up in a relationship that would be ending in just a few months. I felt like she was sacrificing her future for something, let�s face it Daniel, that�s just not going to last.�
He stares at me as though I�ve just stabbed him in the back.
�Come on,� I continue. �You�re going to be headed to Texas and probably end up with some gorgeous ex-beauty queen. Meanwhile, Sarah is still going to be here, battling the snow and trying to keep her grades up to stay in good standing with her scholarship. This was never going to be a long-term relationship. You know it. I know it. And I told her that.� Wow, I sound like a bitch right now, but it had to be said. Truthfully, I�m more than a little relieved she�s called it quits with him. There�s just something about him that creeps me out. I feel like I know something bad about him, I just can�t put my finger on it.
For a moment, only a fraction of a second, I think I can see a flash of rage, in his eyes. But it quickly vanishes and is replaced by the hurt I saw when we first bumped into one another.
�I don�t know what I�m going to do,� he sits down on the ground. The smell of liquor is so strong I feel I could get buzzed from the fumes alone. He must have been drinking for a while.
�Where do you live?� I ask. �You should go home.�
�Over there,� he points to a building across the lawn.
�I thought Sarah said you live on Hammond?�
He shakes his head. �I told her I used to live on Hammond. I live on Park now.�
�Come on,� I tell him, reaching and lifting him up. �I�ll help you get home.�
Agonizingly, we walk at a snail�s pace across the lawn toward his apartment. I help him up the stairs and watch as he fumbles with his keys, eventually dropping them.
�Here. Let me do it.�
I pick them up, insert the key he was using into the lock and open the door.
�Can you help me in?� he asks.
�Sure,� I say and put his arm over my shoulder to help him.
Once inside, I have to admit that this is not the kind of place I expected to see Daniel living in. It looks like a frat house and smells like one too.
�You really live here?� I ask, wrinkling my nose.
�Have a drink with me,� he says as way of answering.
�I think you�ve had enough,� I say.
�Please,� he begs. �Just one. I really need someone to talk to right now and I don�t want to be alone.�
I take a deep breath and sigh.
�Okay. But just one.�
I sit down on the couch and watch him stagger his way toward a makeshift bar with several bottles lined up.
�What�s your poison?�
�Tequila,� I answer. I�ll have one shot with him and be done with it.
�One shot of tequila coming up.�
He sways so much bringing the drink back to me I wonder if he�ll pass out right there, but he doesn�t.
�To Sarah!� He raises his glass and touches it with mine.
�To Sarah!� I say and tilt the glass back, draining it.
A few minutes later, I start to feel strange and it dawns on me that Daniel may have put something in my drink.
The last thing I remember is the menacing smile on Daniel�s face as I pass out.




Daniel
I watch Julianna as she leaves her last class. I�ve been watching her for several days, making sure I know her exact routine. Tonight is the night that bitch will pay for her interference. She�ll get what she deserves, and I�ll have a bit of fun at the same time.
I take a swig of the whiskey, swish it around in my mouth and spit it out before dousing some of my clothes with it. I pour a little more into my hands and rub it into my eyes, biting my tongue to keep from hissing as the alcohol seeps through. I need to appear drunk. However, I intend to be in full control of myself tonight.
I note which direction she�s headed and quickly cut through, making sure to stay in the shadows behind her where she can�t see me. It�s dark and the bushes camouflage me well.
She must know something is up because she starts to walk faster, though I�m pretty positive she cannot see me.
Just as it looks as though she�s going to make a run for it, I purposefully bump into her, making her books spill onto the concrete. For only a second, I could feel her nipples press into me. It excites me.
�I�m sorry!� I say and grab her shoulders as if I�m trying to help. I reach down to pick up the spilled books. It�s show time. �I�ve been distracted all day ever since � well � you know.�
�Know what?� she asks. This will be too easy.
�Sarah didn�t tell you?� I look up at her, hoping my eyes look red, swollen and pathetic.
�Tell me what?�
�She broke up with me this morning.�
�Sarah broke up with you?�
Of course not. Despite your efforts, she�s in love with me and that�s the way it�s going to stay. I try to look hurt.
�I thought we had something special, but apparently she wants to quit seeing me so she can focus on her studies. She said she figured with me leaving in a couple of months, we should just call it a day.�
I look down, hoping to look like a lost puppy. Girls like to take care of men who are lost and broken. I think I read that in a book somewhere.
�I�m sorry,� she says. �I hate to say this, but it may be partly my fault.�
All of this is your fault you stupid bitch. That�s why we�re here. I�m going to make sure you never interfere in my relationship again.
�Your fault? How could Sarah breaking up with me be your fault?�
She manages to look guilty. Good. She�s going to feel a lot more than guilt by the time I�m done with her.
�I told her she needed to concentrate on her studies more and not get so caught up in a relationship that would be ending in just a few months. I felt like she was sacrificing her future for something, let�s face it, that�s just not going to last.�
Not going to last? Oh Julianna, this relationship I have with Sarah will last a lot longer than your friendship. Of that I am certain. I try and hide my anger at her words by looking down towards the ground and hunching my shoulders forward.
�Come on,� she continues in her validation. �You�re going to be headed to Texas and probably find some gorgeous ex-beauty queen and Sarah is still going to be here, battling the snow and trying to keep her grades up to keep her scholarship. This was never going to be a long-term relationship and I told her that.�
She�s right. I will probably taste some of what Texas has to offer in the beauty queen department. However, that doesn�t mean I won�t still have Sarah. She will always be mine; mind, body and soul. She will be my perfect wife. She will have my perfect children and be there for me whenever I need her. For a moment, only a split second, I allow my anger to split the surface of my fa�ade.
I quickly get control of my emotions and replace it with the downtrodden appearance I cultivated in the mirror earlier in the evening.
�I don�t know what I�m going to do.� I sit down on the ground and bury my face in my hands. The scent of liquor is strong. I don�t know how she could miss smelling it.
�Where do you live?� she asks. �You should go home.�
�Over there,� I say and point to my friend Jonathan�s apartment building across the lawn.
�I thought Sarah said you live on Hammond?�
Shit. She knows I don�t live there. I start shaking my head as I come up with a believable lie. �I told her I used to live on Hammond. I live on Park now.�
�Come on,� she says and reaches for my hand. I purposefully wobble and fall against her as I get up. �I�ll help you get home.�
Slowly we walk across the lawn toward the building where Jonathan�s apartment is waiting. I have everything set up and ready for us. I can hardly wait as I purposefully fumble with my keys, dropping them on the ground.
�Here. Let me do it,� she says, grabbing the keys and inserting the key into the lock before she opens the door.
�Can you help me in?� I ask.
�Sure,� she says and she puts my arm over her shoulder to help me make it inside. My fingertips graze her nipples, but she doesn�t seem to notice.
It�s dark and secluded in here. It sets the perfect tone for what I have planned for this evening.
�You really live here?� she asks. Her knitted brows and inflection in her voice let me know she doesn�t approve. Too bad. There�s no way I�m taking her to my place and have her dirty my apartment.
�Have a drink with me,� I say.� You must, or this evening will not work.
�I think you�ve had enough,� she says.
�Please,� I beg. �Just one. I really need someone to talk to right now and I don�t want to be alone.�
She takes a deep breath and sighs.
�Okay. But just one.�
All I need is one, Julianna.
She sits down on the couch. I can feel her gaze on me as I wobble toward the tiny bar. There are several bottles to choose from.
�What�s your poison?� I ask. It doesn�t matter. Any of them will do. I could give you water and the end result will be the same.
�Tequila,� she says.
�One shot of tequila coming up.� I reach into my pocket and withdraw the tiny vial I purchased earlier this evening. I empty it into the glass before pouring the shot of tequila. I�ve used this before on unsuspecting women, so I know it will work. I just don�t know how fast.
I purposefully sway and wobble my way back toward where she is sitting. She�s wearing a low-cut v-neck tshirt with no bra. Sarah would never be trashy like that. Still, the sight of her nipples straining against the material gets me hard. I try not to think about that until I plop down on the couch next to her.
�To Sarah!� I raise my glass and touch it with hers.
�To Sarah!� she says and tilts the glass back, draining it.
It takes less than two minutes for the drug to work its magic.
�Julianna? Are you okay?�
�I�m fine,� she slurs her words and smiles. I reach over and cup one of her breasts to see how far gone she is. She doesn�t protest. Instead, she sways toward me and leans into my hand.
�You like that don�t you?� I say.
She makes a moaning sound. I kiss her and at first, she kisses me back. As I envisioned, she�s a good kisser, even when she�s drugged. She pushes against me slightly as I pull her shirt off.
�I want to fuck you,� I say.
She tries to shake her head no, but the drug is too powerful and the most I get is a nod.
�Sarah,� she whispers. �Where�s Sarah?�
�I want you.�
I discard my shirt and bring her onto my lap, feeling her hardened nipples against my chest excites me beyond description.
�You have no idea how long I�ve wanted to do this,� I tell her. �How long I�ve wanted to experience what every other male on this campus has already experienced.�
�Mmm,� she closes her eyes. I move her beneath me and struggle to get her skintight jeans over her hips and off her long, lean legs. She�s not wearing any underwear. Just as I thought, she is a slut. She wanted this all along.
I lean over her and kiss her again before moving lower to suckle her dark nipples. She doesn�t resist and seems to enjoy my licks and touch. She is beautiful with her black hair cascading down her back and over the side of the couch. The drug�s effects are in full force now and I take full advantage.
�Why don�t we move this upstairs?� Where I have more cameras ready. She tries to get up and leans against me. She�s barely coherent at this point but acknowledges my request with a nod of her head.
I take her hand and start to lead her up the stairs, but she starts to falter, so I put my arm around her and practically carry her up the stairs to the first bedroom on the right.
I barely have time to get inside the room, before she goes limp in my arms. I discard my jeans to free my cock.
�I�ve been waiting a long time for this,� I say as I ram myself into her again and again.
I always knew Julianna was the wild one of the three. Even drugged, she�s one of the best fucks I�ve ever had. I lean my head back as my body releases.
I wipe myself off on her thighs before putting my pants back on. She falls over to her side. I head downstairs to find Jonathan and a couple of his friends already waiting.
�She�s upstairs and ready for you,� I smile, handing over the keys to his apartment. �Have fun and don�t forget to get everything on camera.�





Julianna
I�m naked.
That�s my first thought when I wake up in a strange bed. It�s not the first time I�ve partied hard and ended up in someone�s bed. Sadly, it�s not the first time I can�t remember the night before.
But I wasn�t partying last night. I was walking home from my study group in the library.
I try to sit up, but my head is pounding as though a thousand hammers are knocking around inside. I feel as though I�m going to be sick, so I lie back down.
I can hear noises coming from downstairs. Where the hell am I?
I remember talking to one of my study group friends about our test next week, then leaving to go home.
Daniel.
He was drunk. I helped him get home.
The last thing I remember is helping him get inside and him asking me if I wanted a drink.
Flashes of the previous night are like something out of dream. Fuzzy and nonsensical. I remember him getting me a shot of tequila and then �
Nothing.
I sit up again and look around. Between my thighs, I am bruised and sore. I shake my head in denial. I would not have done that. I would not have done that to Sarah.
Did he rape me?
Was Sarah dating a rapist?
I remember nothing.
I pull the sheet around my body and stand up, almost losing my balance in the process. I look around the room, but my clothes aren�t here. Dizziness engulfs me and I sit back down to help with the nausea.
After a few moments, I ease myself back up and grip whatever furniture or wall is nearby to steady myself. Somehow I manage to make my way downstairs to search for my clothes. There are four guys sitting in the living room. None of them look familiar and none of them are Daniel.
They are all smiling at me.
Someone has stacked my clothes in a pile on a table. I grab them and head back upstairs.
What the hell happened here last night?
How do I go from leaving the library to here? My head starts to clear and I�m a little more stable so I can walk without propping myself against things. I get dressed as quickly as I can and head back downstairs.
�Where�s Daniel?� I ask.
�Didn�t get enough last night?� One of them asks and the others laugh.
I don�t know what he means by that, but by the way my lady parts feel, I don�t have to search long.
�Is he here?�
�No. He doesn�t live here,� a blond boy I vaguely remember seeing in one of my classes gets out of his chair and walks toward me. �But I�d be happy to give you another go around if you�re still horny after last night.�
More laughter.
I push him away, grab my books and head out the door, their raunchy calls and high fives follow me.
As I make my way back home, I keep asking myself the same question.
�What the hell happened to me last night?�
Relief floods through me as I enter the duplex. No one�s home. I need to see Sarah, but at the same time I�m not sure what to say. Daniel did say something about her breaking up with him. I want to hug her and tell her she�s lucky she dodged a bullet.
Then it hits me and I wonder if he�s ever done something similar to her.
I notice a large envelope sitting on the kitchen counter with my name scrawled across the top. My stomach hurls as I rip the envelope open to withdraw the contents. Photos from last night. The first one is me and Daniel.
I look like a willing participant.
No.
There are ten photos in all, some of me with the four guys from that house. The way the photos are put together with the angles and the positions, I again look like a willing participant.
I wasn�t.
I don�t remember any of it.
There�s a crudely put together message on the last page.
�Looks like the infamous party girl had a little too much fun last night. I wonder how Sarah will feel about you after seeing this?�
I slump down onto the floor.
I was drugged and raped. I would have never willingly gone to bed with my best friend�s boyfriend, even if they were broken up. Nor would I have consented to sex with four strangers at once.
I was raped.
But how do I prove that?
Tears sting my eyes when I realize I can�t.
I could go to the clinic and have them run a blood test, but all that would prove is that I have alcohol and drugs in my system. No one will be surprised by that. My choices since starting college have made sure of that.
What have I done?




Sarah
It�s been exactly four days and I haven�t heard from Daniel at all. He�s not responding to texts or my phone calls.
I�ve been ghosted.
I can�t sleep and can barely eat. I just want him to talk to me.
I love him and these past few days have been torture without him. I just want to tell him I�m sorry for whatever it is that I did that caused him to leave me like this.
I�m walking to class when out of nowhere, there he is, standing in front of me with flowers.
�Daniel!� I exclaim. I want to rush and hug him, but I hold back, fearing that he�s still angry and has decided to break up with me, but doesn�t know how to tell me. �Where have you been?�
I feel scrutinized by his gaze. My heart beats faster as he looks at me. I can�t tell by the blank expression on his face what he�s thinking. I just know I don�t want to lose him.
�I was really hurt and thought I needed some time to heal my heart before I saw you again,� he says handing me the flowers. They�re a mixture of all of my favorites and I love them.
�I�m sorry!� I exclaim and reach up to give him a hug. I kiss him, long and hard, pouring out all of my pent-up longing and regret into the kiss. My eyes well with tears of empathy for the pain I must have caused him. �I�m sorry for hurting you and making you feel as though I don�t care about you. I do! I think I was just afraid of getting hurt myself when you leave in December.�
�I�ve been thinking about that too,� he says, setting me away from him and taking a slight step back.
My heart beats faster in anticipation of the pain to come. He�s about to break up with me.
�I don�t want to leave you behind when I go to Texas,� he announces.
�You don�t?� My heart almost stops.
�No,� he says, falling down on one knee in front of me and opening a box with a massive diamond ring inside.� �Sarah Kennedy will you marry me?�
I�m shocked and overwhelmed and giddy. The man of my dreams wants to marry me.
�But � but what about school?� I stammer.
�You can transfer. With your grades, that shouldn�t be a problem. We can start our lives together. We will have a wonderful life. A perfect life. I love you, Sarah and I don�t ever want to spend another day without you, please say yes.�
My eyes tear up, my stomach flips and my cheeks are filled to bursting with excitement and happiness.
�Yes!� I say and rush into his arms. �Yes!�




Daniel
I smile as I think about last night and my revenge on Julianna. That bitch didn�t know who she was dealing with.
One thing I know for sure is that she won�t remember what exactly happened, but those photos will provide all the information she needs regarding her seemingly willing participation in last night�s events.
First with me, then with four of my very willing students.
She should have received the envelope and opened it by now.
I smile as envision her reaction to seeing the photos.
Julianna�s partying ways have made sure she was the perfect victim. No one will believe she did not willingly get drunk, take drugs and have sex with all five of us.
I am a genius.
Everything I want is falling into place. I will have the woman of my dreams and we will have the perfect life together once I get her away from all of these distractions and her so-called friends.
It�s been exactly four days since I last saw Sarah. I have been ignoring her calls and texts. I�ve purposefully avoided anywhere I may run into her.
There were two reasons for this. First, I needed to reign her in and let her know who�s running this relationship and second, I needed to give an air of truth to my story she�d broken up with me so Julianna would fall into my trap.
I didn�t even respond to her emails.
I don�t enjoy punishing her this way, but she needs to learn her lesson. Who am I kidding? I enjoy it immensely. The thought of her desperate to reach me but can�t sends a thrill through my veins.
She needs to realize where her loyalties should lie.
I�m planning on surprising her this morning as she�s walking to class. I like surprises and I believe this one will be one to remember. I�ve ordered her favorite bouquet from the florist near campus and am pleased with how nice they look.
Everything must be perfect.
��Daniel!� she smiles but holds back. She�s gaging how I will respond to her since I�ve been ignoring her for four days. �Where have you been?�
�I was really hurt and thought I needed some time to heal my heart before I saw you again,� I tell her and hesitate before handing the flowers to her. Roses, peonies, lilac and baby�s breath mingle together in a purple, pink and white bloom. They are tied together with a white satin ribbon and I can tell by the expression on her face that she loves them.
�I�m sorry!� she says, reaching up and hugging me. �I�m sorry for hurting you and making you feel as though I don�t care about you. I do! I think I was just afraid of getting hurt myself when you leave in December.�
�I�ve been thinking about that too,� I admit and gently set her away from me. �I don�t want to leave you behind when I go to Texas.�
�You don�t?�
�No.� I get down on one knee. I pull the box from the pocket of my blazer and open it, showing the three-carat emerald cut moissanite I bought for her. It looks like a diamond, but is a fraction of the cost. She�ll never know.
�Sarah Kennedy will you marry me?�
The look on her face tells me I�ve surprised her. Pleasantly so.
�But what about school?� she asks me. Oh sweet, Sarah, school is not a priority for you. You just don�t know that yet. You will be a wife to me and the mother to our children. But I cannot say that to her now. I need to get her on board with this marriage and move to Texas.
�You can transfer. With your grades, that shouldn�t be a problem. We can start our lives together and have a wonderful life. I love you, Sarah and I don�t ever want to spend another day without you, please say yes.�
I can see tears forming in her eyes. She loves me. She smiles as one single tear slips down her perfect cheek.
�Yes!� she says, rushing into my arms. �Yes!�




Sarah
I can�t believe I�m getting married. I stare at my reflection in the mirror as I�m about to leave for the wedding rehearsal and everything feels so surreal.
Twelve weeks ago, I started my sophomore year of college. I had no boyfriend, no real social life except for hanging out with my two roommates and now, weeks later, I�m about to marry the man of my dreams.
Butterflies the size of vultures are slamming against my insides. My father is not happy about us getting married so quickly. If not for my mother stepping in, I think he would be a lot more vocal.
Several times over the last several days he�s resorted to a few passive tactics. Instead of accusatory dictations such as, �Why are you getting married so quickly, are you pregnant?� he says, �You know, you don�t have to get married. If you�re having second thoughts, you can stop. You know your mother and I support you no matter what. Just let us know what we can do.�
He�s trying to be supportive. They both are. I understand why they�re nervous and concerned.
But when you meet your soulmate, you just know. You�re willing to make sacrifices for them. When Daniel proposed and a week later suggested I leave school and we elope, I was shocked. But the arguments he brought up made sense. We would get married, he would graduate, and we would move to Texas together. I will just start back to school once we move and settle in.
Obviously, that upset my parents. What parents wouldn�t be upset? But despite their concerns, they�re here to support me on what is, up until this point, the happiest day of my life.
Daniel�s family on the other hand want nothing to do with this wedding. They wouldn�t even agree to meet with me. He says he�s always been the black sheep of the family and that he could never do anything right in his parents� eyes.
I even asked Daniel if I should call them and talk to them over the phone. I thought maybe after they spoke with me they�d be more inclined to want to meet me.
Daniel wouldn�t hear of it. He told me how uncompromising and snobbish they were and how they disowned him when he told them about our upcoming marriage.
At least my parents didn�t do anything like that.
According to Daniel his parents gave him an ultimatum. Leave me, come work for the family business and find someone more suitable to marry or else. When Daniel refused, they cut him off. Physically, emotionally and financially.
I cannot imagine my parents ever doing anything like that to me.
No matter what I do.
My heart breaks for him on what should be one of the happiest days of his life.
Our rehearsal dinner is set for seven at the same restaurant where Daniel and I had our first date. It�s a bed and breakfast as well and we�ll spend our wedding night there tomorrow night.
I�m so excited!
Daniel is always so kind and thoughtful. I cannot wait to be Mrs. Daniel Rothschild. We are going to have the best life together in Texas!
One of few things that�s put a damper on my excitement is Julianna. For whatever reason, she has distanced herself from me and been less than enthusiastic about my upcoming marriage. I know she thinks I�m too young for all of this and that the relationship has been rushed, but there�s something else. Something she won�t talk with me about.
Daniel thinks Julianna is jealous of our relationship because she doesn�t have a steady boyfriend. I don�t buy into that reasoning.
Whatever is wrong with her started a couple of weeks back. I wonder if her live-life-for-the-moment attitude got her into some kind of trouble, but she�s not talking. She stays home every night and only goes to class. She never goes out anymore. Ever.
As far as I know, she hasn�t touched a drop of alcohol either. She goes to class, comes home and stays in her room pretty much every day. Kaitlyn couldn�t even get her to go to any of the Halloween parties this year, which was one of Julianna�s favorite things last year.
She won�t talk about whatever happened either. It�s like she�s shut down and shut the rest of us out.
Last night, I could hear her crying through her door, but when I asked her what was wrong, she said, �Nothing.�
Tonight, I decide to stop in front of her door, knock and let myself into her room without waiting for an invitation.
�Is every okay with you, Julianna? I�m worried. Kaitlyn and I both are worried about you.�
Julianna gave me a half-hearted smile. �I�m fine. I just want to know that you�re happy.�
�Of course, I�m happy,� I reply and sit down next to her. I hug her as tightly as I can. �Julianna, what�s wrong? What happened to you? What can I do?�
She shakes her head and says, �Nothing. I just realized I needed to grow up and be responsible.�
�But that doesn�t mean you can�t have any fun,� I tell her.
�I will. I just wish ��
�You wish what?�
�Never mind. I�m fine and all I want is for you to be okay.�
�I am,� I tell her. �I�m happier than I�ve ever been in my life. Daniel is the perfect man and I love him more than anything in this world.�
She kisses my cheek and gives me a big hug.
�I love you,� I say, perplexed by the change in her personality.
�I love you, too, Sarah,� she says and gives me one more kiss on the cheek and another hug before getting up.
�Are you sure you�re okay?� I call after her.
�I�m fine,� she says and quietly walks to her bathroom, shutting the door behind her.
�Should we wait for you?�
�No,� she answers from behind the closed door and I hear the shower being turned on. �I�ll meet you both there.�
�She�ll be okay,� Kaitlyn assures me from the doorway as she slips her heels on. It occurs to me this will probably be the last night I spend in this house with my two best friends.
�I�m worried about her.� I turn to Kaitlyn and see that despite her smile, she too, is worried.
�Maybe this is a new phase of Julianna,� she explains, crossing over into the room. �The serious, responsible Julianna. Remember for about a month last year she went through that 80�s phase? Maybe this is just something like that.�
�But the 80�s phase was fun. This is something else. I�ve never seen Julianna look so depressed.�
Kaitlyn nodded her head. She looks as worried as I do.
�Let�s not dwell on that right now. Today and tomorrow are your days,� she says cheerily. �This is the time for you to celebrate getting married to the man of your dreams. Don�t hate me for saying this, but I am green with envy. You�re marrying one of the handsomest men I�ve ever seen in real life and he�s crazy about you!�
I smile. �He is gorgeous, isn�t he?�
�And smart. And rich. And nice. And a gentleman. You have got the unicorn of men, Sarah.�
I momentarily forget about my concerns for Julianna and turn once more to my reflection wondering what in the world Daniel Rothschild saw in me that made him want to make me, of all people, his wife.
�Ready?� Kaitlyn asks as we head out of the door to the rehearsal and dinner.
�Ask me that tomorrow,� I say, leading the way.
A short walk later and we�re entering the tiny restaurant. I am struck again by the fact that Daniel�s parents and relatives are not here to celebrate our upcoming marriage. It�s odd and my parents think so too.
�Why aren�t Daniel�s parents here?� my mother asks.
�They don�t approve of me,� I tell her.
�What? Who wouldn�t approve of you? And why? You�re beautiful, smart, and while we may not have Rothschild money, we�re certainly not poor.�
�I don�t know, Mom,� I whisper, afraid Daniel will overhear our conversation and feel bad for not having any family here. �I think they are just a very dysfunctional family.�
�All families are dysfunctional, Sarah. Just in different ways.�
�At least we�re not dysfunctional that way,� I smile and give my mother a hug. �I just hate it that he doesn�t have a single family member here. Not even a cousin.�
�You�ll be his family now,� she assures me. �And so will we.�
�I appreciate you and dad supporting me in this marriage,� I say, tears stinging my eyes. �I know you don�t approve.�
�It�s not so much we don�t approve. It just all seemed to happen so fast. Your father and I don�t understand what the rush is. You�re so young.�
I purse my lips and try to explain, because truthfully, I don�t understand what the rush is either. All I do know is that Daniel is my future and I cannot wait to spend the rest of my life with him.
�I�m really happy, Mom,� I say, trying to divert the attention to something positive. I give her a tight hug. �Isn�t that what you always said you wanted for me?�
�Of course, it is,� she says and hugs me back. �But I also want you to remember that no matter what, your father and I love you and are here for you. You always have a place to come to if things don�t work out.�
I�m not going to lie, that last part stings a little, because I cannot imagine things not working out with Daniel. He is the perfect man for me and I love him more than I ever thought I would or could love anyone.
�It�s going to be fine, mom,� I tell her.
�Well, take your time and don�t be in a rush to start a family.�
�Now there�s a switch,� I smile. �Aren�t the moms usually the ones screaming about when are they going to get some grandkids?�
�Not this one. You�re only nineteen. Take your time, enroll at SMU, it�s an excellent school and with your grades you shouldn�t have a problem getting transferred. Finish your degree. There�s plenty of time to start that family.�
�I will take my time,� I promise. �I want to finish school and have a career before starting a family too. I plan on being a working mom, just like you!�
My mother is a nurse and has been working ever since she and my father got married. She loves her career.
We weren�t rich by Rothschild standards, but the additional income allowed us to live in a nicer neighborhood, have fun family vacations and got me a brand-new car when I turned sixteen.
�Everything�s going to be fine, Mom,� I assure her again. �You�ll see.�
We all sit down to dinner, but I still can�t help worrying about Julianna. She�s unusually quiet, not interacting with anyone else at the table and she�s barely touched her food.
�Is Julianna okay?� my mother asks, following my gaze. �I don�t think she�s touched a morsel and this food is delicious! She�s lost a lot of weight since your father and I dropped you off for school in August. She was so thin she didn�t have any to lose. She�s not her usual bubbly self either.�
�She�s not been herself for a couple of weeks,� I confide. �I keep asking her if everything is okay, but she just nods and says she�s fine. But she�s not fine, mom. You can look at her and tell that she�s just not the same life-of-the-party Julianna we all know and love.�
�I keep telling Sarah that Julianna is probably jealous,� Daniel breaks into our conversation.
�Jealous? Of you and Sarah?� My mother scowls at the prospect.
�She did seem surprised that he asked me out that first day and how inseparable we�ve been ever since. Maybe she�s upset because Kaitlyn and I have serious boyfriends and she doesn�t?�
�Fianc�,� Daniel corrects me. �Soon to be husband.� He reaches over and gives my hand a gentle squeeze as he kisses me on the cheek.
�That doesn�t sound like the Julianna I know,� my mother says, taking a sip of her iced tea. �Julianna has always had a move-on-to-the-next-thing attitude if something doesn�t work out. She�s always been positive and upbeat about life. At least as long as I�ve known her. Something has happened and before the night is over, I�m going to find out what it is.�
Daniel�s hand tightens on mine until it�s almost painful.
�Is everything okay?� I ask, withdrawing my hand from his. �Your grip got a little too tight there for a minute.�
�Sorry,� he apologizes and kisses me. �I think I�m just a nervous groom and didn�t realize what I was doing.�
�It�s okay,� I assure him, rubbing the feeling back into my hand. �Tomorrow is going to be wonderful.�
�It will be the first of many wonderful days for us,� he smiles. �I cannot wait to make you my wife.�
We all finish our meal and head out the door. Daniel grabs me for one final, lingering kiss.
�The next time I kiss you, you will be my wife,� he whispers. �You�ll be all mine.�




Daniel
Everything is turning out exactly as I planned it months ago. I stare at my reflection in the mirror as I�m about to leave for the wedding rehearsal. Tomorrow I am marrying the woman who will complete the perfect picture I have for my future.
Eight weeks ago, I put this plan in action and like clockwork, ticked off each box as it became a reality. Sarah is everything I want in a wife. She is my soulmate.
Confidently, I adjust my tie and note how handsome I look in my new suit. It cost an arm and a leg to purchase, but once I start my new finance job in Dallas, purchases like this will seem like spending pennies.
I smile at my reflection. I�ll have Sarah all to myself by then. No more dealing with her obnoxious friends and her meddling parents. I�m getting tired of always having to put on a friendly deferential face every time I�m around her father. He doesn�t like me. Probably because he knows that once she�s married to me, his influence over her will be non-existent.
Tomorrow night I�ll finally get to fuck her, and I intend to fuck her well. He probably doesn�t like the idea of that either. Sarah told me that her parents think we�re getting married too soon. I calmed her down and made her realize that they just didn�t want to see their baby girl grow up so fast, but that if they understood how in love we are, they wouldn�t question it.
Once we�re married, they�d better not question my authority over their daughter. Sarah will be mine to do with as I wish.
Just last night her father was questioning me as we had dinner together.
�Why are you getting married so quickly? Why not wait a year or better yet, wait until Sarah graduates? What�s the rush?�
I smiled at him and told him that we couldn�t stand to be separated for a single day and once I relocate to Texas, it would be unbearable to be apart from each other for weeks until we could see one another.
�You don�t have to get married. She could relocate to a school down there and the two of you could just live together. Why the rush to make things so permanent?�
Sarah believes they�re coming around. That�s a lie. They are not happy about this marriage. Well too bad. Sarah is mine and she will always be mine. They�ll be lucky if I allow her to see them at all once we�ve relocated to Texas. I will not put up with any interference in my marriage.
I didn�t spend all of this time finding the perfect wife only to have her parents step in and ruin everything. I knew the second I saw her on campus that I would possess her. I decided just how I would draw her in, make her fall in love with me and when and how I would propose, though I had to make a few adjustments in that regard. No one will come between us. Not her parents, not her friends, no one. I will not allow it.
I tried to get her to elope with me. Unfortunately, she balked at that suggestion. At least she agreed to a fast wedding. I can see how eager she is to be Mrs. Daniel Rothschild. And why wouldn�t she be? After I graduate, we�ll move to Texas, far away from her parents, Kaitlyn and Julianna.
Julianna.
I scowl when I think of her.
She was too easy to exploit and control. I have used those photos to my advantage for two entire weeks. She is at my beck and call whenever I want. And I have wanted her plenty. The photos of her drug use and promiscuity, along with my threats to hurt Sarah have proven to be very beneficial to me. I fully intend to keep utilizing that leverage for many years to come.
Her hatred of me is an aphrodisiac.
No one fucks with Daniel Rothschild and gets away with it.
Rothschild.
None of them have ever once questioned that name. If they only knew that I had it legally changed when I turned eighteen. As if I would want the name of Kessler to follow me around. There�s no power and prestige in the name Kessler. But when people hear the name Rothschild, heads turn. The looks on people�s faces and the inevitable, �Are you one of those Rothschilds?�
I haven�t had contact with my parents in years and have no intention of ever changing that. They don�t understand me. They never have. I have nothing in common with them and would like to forget they even exist.
They know too much about me and I cannot have their ignorance interfere in my new life. I refuse. I will make my life everything I want it to be and Sarah is just one piece of that puzzle.
Our rehearsal dinner is set for seven at the same restaurant where I took Sarah for our first date. It is the bed and breakfast where we�ll spend our wedding night and where I will make her mine forever.
I cannot wait to possess her completely.
Sarah is everything I could have ever dreamed of for my future wife. She has the perfect combination of beauty, intelligence and loyalty I need in my spouse. She is absolutely flawless.
Unfortunately, it seems Sarah is too concerned about Julianna this evening. Despite my pressure she�s been less than enthusiastic about our upcoming marriage. I�ve tried telling Sarah that Julianna is jealous because she doesn�t have a wonderful relationship like we do, but I�m not sure I�ve convinced her.
Why Sarah would concern herself over a slut like Julianna is beyond me. Julianna has been with more men than she can count and if Sarah knew how many times she has fucked me over the last two weeks, I don�t think she�d be quite so concerned about her so-called friend.
I usually don�t like resorting to blackmail to get what I want, but with Julianna I made an exception. I�ve even resorted to threatening to hurt both Sarah and Kaitlyn if Julianna tells anyone about our little arrangement.
The last few times we�ve been together have been less than thrilling. It doesn�t matter. I plan on continuing our little arrangement until I graduate, and Sarah and I move to Texas, but I�m getting bored with Julianna�s protestations of not wanting to be with me and her threats of telling Sarah despite my blackmailing.
It�s her own fault. If she hadn�t lived her life in such a reckless and slutty manner, I never would have bothered with her. As it is, she will pay the price for her negativity toward my relationship with Sarah as long as I want her to.
I always ensure she takes a little something before our arranged meetings. It helps to loosen her up, even if I do have to force her to take them. With each passing day, she becomes less and less interesting to me. I don�t even think she�s attending class anymore. I know Kaitlyn tried to get her to attend the biggest Halloween party on campus, but Julianna refused. Mostly because I had fucked her brains out earlier in the day when she was supposed to be in Art History. She was probably coming off of the high from the drugs in her system.
I will take her one last time tonight before the wedding tomorrow just to let her know who�s in charge. Then she can drop off the face of the earth as far as I�m concerned.
�I�m so worried about Julianna,� Sarah tells me as we sit down to eat our seven-course meal that I planned out for our perfect evening. �Something�s not right. Something�s happened to her.�
�What do you mean?� I ask, trying to look concerned. If Julianna fucks this up for me, there will be hell to pay.
�She�s just not the same. She used to be filled with a love of life and now she�s quiet, withdrawn and depressed. I don�t understand. I keep telling her she can talk to me, but she won�t.�
She�d better not.
�I�ve told you before, I think she�s jealous of you.�
�I don�t think that�s it,� she says. �There�s something wrong.�
I pull her close to me and give her a reassuring hug. �I�m sure it�s nothing and she�ll be back to herself soon.�
�I hope you�re right,� Sarah says, picking at her goat cheese and walnut salad.
�Where is Julianna?� I ask.
�She�s in the ladies room. She said she wasn�t feeling well and tried to beg off coming to dinner.�
�Maybe she�s got some sort of bug. Or maybe she met someone and they�re not treating her well. Besides, this time isn�t supposed to be about Julianna and her problems. Tomorrow�s our wedding day. Aren�t you happy?�
�Of course, I�m happy,� she replies, looking startled by the question. �I never thought I could be this happy. I can�t wait to spend the rest of my life with you.�
��All I want is for you to be happy, Sarah,� I say. �We�ll figure out what�s wrong with Julianna after the wedding tomorrow. We�ll both be there for her.�
I�m going to be there for her tonight and she�d better be welcoming.
�You�re too good to me,� she tells me. �I�m happier than I�ve ever been in my life. You are perfect, and I love you more than I can put into words.�
�I love you,� I tell her.
Kaitlyn has never shown anything more than excitement over our relationship. Maybe it�s because she has her own boyfriend that she�s not bothered by us and this quick marriage. I count this as a good thing since I don�t think she would be quite so easy to intimidate and deal with.
�I�m sorry your parents couldn�t make it,� Sarah�s mother says to me when we meet. I give her a hug and kiss on the cheek. I knew this was going to be an awkward situation and I�m prepared for it.
�They don�t approve,� I lie. I make sure my expression is pained when I say this. I almost smile at how easily lies drip from my mouth so convincingly.
�I can�t say that I am one hundred percent for this fast turnaround of a wedding, but I would never miss our daughter�s� important day. I�m so sorry, Daniel.�
Hook. Line. Sinker. She swallowed it whole.
I nod and try to look away as though I�m swallowing down emotions that might make me cry. Sarah�s mother awkwardly pats my back.
�We�ll be your family,� she assures me. �We�ll be there for you and Sarah.�
�You have no idea what that means to me,� I say and embrace her once more. She has no idea because it has no meaning to me. I don�t want them meddling in my relationship with their daughter, nor do I want them anywhere near us. Once Sarah and I get to Texas, we�ll be far, far away from everyone else and I will be her sole means of support; emotionally, financially, physically and sexually.
I will be her entire world, which is exactly the way I want it.
�I can�t imagine why anyone wouldn�t approve of Sarah, though,� she continues and I look at her, startled. �Oh, Sarah told me they not only didn�t approve of the wedding, but they especially didn�t approve of her.�
I nod. Sarah really does tell her mother everything. That will have to stop.
�I know we don�t have Rothschild money, but we�re certainly not the dregs of society either.�
�I�ve stopped trying to figure out my parents years ago,� I tell her. �They�re not good people.�
�I�m sorry you have such a bad relationship with your parents. You don�t have any brothers or sisters either?�
�No,� I shake my head. �It�s just me.�
�All the more reason I don�t understand why they wouldn�t be here to support you.�
�Well,� I try and look embarrassed, hoping that I succeed. �There was a girl back home in Connecticut. We dated for a long time and she�s the daughter of one of my parents� oldest friends. I think they were all hoping I would propose to her this Christmas, but once I saw Sarah, I just knew she was the only woman meant for me.�
Sarah�s mother touches her chest with her hands.
�That�s so romantic, Daniel. I�m happy for you and Sarah.�
�You have no idea how much that means to me. To both of us,� I correct myself.
I hold her chair for her sit down and take a seat next to Sarah.
I can�t help but notice Julianna down at the end of the table. Her presence is like a dark cloud looming over this entire celebratory dinner. She doesn�t interact with anyone else at the table and she�s barely touched her food.
�Is Julianna okay?� Sarah�s mother asks. �I don�t think she�s touched a morsel and this food is delicious! She�s not her usual bubbly self.�
�She�s not been herself for a couple of weeks,� Sarah says and I squeeze her hand reassuringly. �I keep asking her if everything is okay, but she just nods and says she�s fine. But she�s not fine, mom. You can look at her and tell that she�s just not the same life-of-the-party Julianna we all know and love
�I keep telling Sarah that Julianna is jealous,� I inject. I can�t have them pressuring Julianna to tell them what�s really bothering here.
�Jealous? Of you and Sarah?� Sarah�s mother doesn�t seem to be too impressed with my assessment of the situation.
�She did notice him first,� Sarah defends me. �But he came and talked to me and asked me out.� I give her hand another gentle squeeze and lean over and kiss her cheek.
�That doesn�t sound like the Julianna I know,� her mother frowns, sipping her iced tea. �Julianna has always had a move-on-to-the-next-thing attitude if something doesn�t work out. She�s always been positive and upbeat about life. Something has happened and before the night is over, I�m going to find out what it is.�
My hand tightens on Sarah�s and she pulls away from me.
�Is everything okay?� she asks, shifting her body away from me. �Your grip got a little too tight there for a minute.�
�Sorry,� I apologized and kiss her again. �I think I�m just a nervous groom and didn�t realize what I was doing.�
�It�s okay,� she says and seems to relax. �Tomorrow is going to be wonderful.�
�It will be the first of many wonderful days for us,� I assure her. �I cannot wait to make you my wife.�
The meal continues with me consciously ignoring Julianna�s morose existence. I walk Sarah and her parents to their car where I grab her and give her a deep and passionate kiss.
�The next time I kiss you, you will be my wife,� I promise. �You�ll be all mine.�
I release her and wave goodbye, a happy smile pasted on my face. I watch their taillights vanish in the distance before turning around and heading in the opposite direction. It�s time to deal with Julianna.




Sarah
Today is our wedding day. I nervously twist the engagement ring Daniel bought me. Julianna hasn�t shown up yet and the wedding starts in less than thirty minutes.
�Try her again,� I tell Kaitlyn, wringing my hands. �I know she didn�t approve of this marriage, but she wouldn�t miss my wedding because of it would she? I need her here!�
Kaitlyn grabs her phone and presses the contact icon for Julianna. She looks as worried as I feel.
�Nothing?� I ask.
Kaitlyn shakes her head. �She�s not picking up and she didn�t come home last night.�
A text bings my phone and I pick it up.
�It�s from Julianna!�
I quickly scan the message before handing my phone to Kaitlyn to read.
I have no interest in coming to this wedding. Our friendship is over. 
�I can�t believe this,� Kaitlyn says as she hands the phone back to me. I�m not sure whether I want to cry or hit something.
�Why?� I ask. �Why would she do this, today of all days?�
Kaitlyn shakes her head.
�She hasn�t been herself for a long time. I don�t know if she took one too many drugs and it affected her personality, or if it�s like Daniel says and she�s jealous. Remember when Jason and I got serious? She practically ignored me for over a week.�
I nod my head and sit down on the chair next to the window.
�I�d forgotten about that. She did seem to be a bit upset over Daniel�s interest in me that first day.�
�When something makes her angry, she can freeze you out. Remember when she gave me the silent treatment last year? It was like I didn�t exist. Then, suddenly, for no apparent reason, I was back in her good graces again a week later.�
�I remember,� I nod my head. �But to miss my wedding? To end our friendship? Why?�
�Look, let�s not worry about Julianna�s reasoning right now. We can mend that fence later. You�re getting married in less than a half hour. It�s time to get into that gorgeous dress of yours and get married!�
I take a deep breath, smile and nod. I watch as Kaitlyn carefully unzips the dress bag and removes my wedding gown.
�I cannot believe how beautiful this dress is,� I exclaim. �Or how quickly they altered it.�
�Daniel has good taste,� Kaitlyn remarks and holds the bottom of the dress as I step in. She buttons up the back of the dress and steps back, her admiration clear from the expression on her face. �It fits like a glove and you look stunning.�
�Isn�t it? I don�t know that I would have picked it out for myself. You know I like things simpler in design, but Daniel was so insistent that he wanted to gift the gown to me I couldn�t say no. Especially since he was the one paying for it.�
�It�s beautiful, but not as beautiful as you are,� she smiles and gives me a gentle hug.
At that point, my mother reenters the room and gasps. �Is that the dress Daniel picked out for you?�
�Yes. Do you think it�s too much?�
�No,� my mother smiles. �It�s beautiful and you look beautiful in it. I just didn�t think that would be something you would pick out for yourself.�
�It�s not,� I agree. �But I want to look pretty for Daniel and this is what he picked out for me. It�s very ornate, isn�t it?�
The dress was heavy, with a lot of lace, beading, sequins and crystals sewn into the body of the dress. It was also very form fitting and a little low-cut for my taste. But it was beautiful and obviously cost a small fortune. Daniel was so involved, he even sent me the hairstyle he thought I should wear with it. I took it to a local salon and fortunately, the stylist knew exactly how to replicate the look.
�You look so glamorous and grown up,� my mother says, barely touching my hair. Her eyes are glistening with tears as she looks at me.
�Where�s my baby girl?� my father asks, coming into the room and stopping cold. �Oh my.�
�Isn�t she lovely?� my mother says, walking over to him.
�I barely recognize her. You look so ��
�Grown up?� I offer.
�Yes,� he nodded. �You look like a very grown up stunning woman and not like my pretty nineteen-year old college student.�
I walk over and give him a kiss on his cheek, wiping off the lipstick residue I�ve left behind.
�I kind of miss seeing my teenage college student,� he says, blinking away a pool of tears. �I can�t believe you�re getting married and moving all the way to Texas.�
�You and mom will have to come visit us once we�re settled,� I comfort him. �In fact, since I�m an only child, you should consider moving down to Texas to be close to me.�
He smiled as my mother came over to us and squeezed his hand. �We�ve been talking about that very thing.�
�Really?�
�Really. I don�t want to be far away from you. College was one thing, when I knew you�d eventually be coming back home. But getting married and moving to Texas? That wasn�t even on my radar. Your father and I will talk some more about it later and decide what we�re going to do.�
I reach over and grab all of them for a group hug.
�Where�s Julianna?� my mother asks looking around the room and smiling when she sees Kaitlyn wiping tears from her eyes at our display of affection. �Isn�t she a bridesmaid?�
�She was,� I say. �Until I got this text a few minutes ago.� I hand my phone over to my mother, so she can read the cryptic message. �Can you believe she actually sent this to me? Today of all days?�
My mother�s face showed the confusion and shock I felt when I first read this missive.
�I�m surprised Julianna would send something like this,� she comments as she hands the phone back to me. �I don�t remember her being so cold. She might be a little opinionated, but I always admired that about her.�
�Daniel thinks she�s jealous,� Kaitlyn offers, smoothing down the fabric of her bridesmaid dress.
�I�m not sure I agree with that assessment,� my mother says, before coming fully into the room and taking a seat. �If she is, then that comes from low self-esteem. A lot of Julianna�s behavior can be attributed to low self-esteem.�
�I never thought of that,� I say, giving her a hug. �We just love her and want her to be happy for us. But this,� I hold up my phone. �This is a bridge too far. I don�t know that I can forgive this.�
�If she comes to her senses and shows up and asks for forgiveness, then yes, you will forgive her,� my mother says. �We don�t hold grudges, Sarah. That�s not good for you, the other person or anyone. Forgive, forget and move on.�
�You�re right,� I admit.
�Hey,� Kaitlyn breaks in. �You�ve got five minutes until go time. Let�s stop making this day about Julianna and focus on you and this happy occasion.�
I smile at Kaitlyn and nod. She always knows how to break me out of my musings and keep me on track. This is a happy time and I�m going to make sure this is the happiest day of my life.
My smile brightens as I look at my mother.
�Are you ready?� she asks, taking my hands in hers.
�Yes,� I say. �Let�s get started.�
I can hear the music playing from the other room. It is a small ceremony, which is what Daniel wanted. The reception will also be at the restaurant where we had our first date and our rehearsal dinner. Daniel picked out the music, because let�s face it, if it were up to me, I wouldn�t have clue except for what�s playing on the pop stations.
This music is classical, not religious. Daniel prefers listening to classical because he says it expands your mind.
Daniel doesn�t believe in God. That may be the one thing we don�t have in common.
He put his foot down when I suggested we get married in this sweet church not far from campus. It�s one I�ve been attending since I started at UVA.
He was adamant so, despite the fact my parents took me to church every Sunday growing up and it�s always been a huge part of my life, we�re not getting married in a church.
That�s okay. It was a small sacrifice to make Daniel as happy as he�s made me.
My mother leaves to take her seat in the front and Kaitlyn gives my hand a reassuring squeeze before preceding me down the small aisle. I place my hand in the crook of my father�s arm and note that he is blinking back tears.
�Dad?� I inquire, patting his chest. �It�s okay.�
He nods, and I suspect it�s because he doesn�t want to start bawling right before he walks me down the aisle.
�I love you, Daddy,� I whisper.
�I love you, too,� he whispers back, his voice raspy with emotion.
We start our short walk down the aisle and I look up to see Daniel waiting for me. My heart leaps at seeing him for the first time. His smile broadens when he sees me too.
In some ways, the entire ceremony seems to go by so fast, in others, it was as slow as molasses in January. When the Justice of the Peace was finished with the ceremony, he proudly pronounces us husband and wife and announces that Daniel can kiss his bride.
It was like something out of a fairy tale. Daniel took my face in his hands and sweetly, deliciously, kissed me for the first time as his wife.
�I love you, Mrs. Rothschild,� he whispered against my lips. �And I cannot wait until tonight.�
�Me too,� I sigh, blushing.
The two of us turn and looked at the small gathering before us. I felt as though my smile would burst my face in two from happiness. Daniel takes my hand and we make our way back down the aisle toward the restaurant and our reception.
The cake Daniel picked out was perfection. White chocolate pecan. I�d never heard of it before, but it was nothing short of amazing. And beautiful.
We awaited our twenty guests, all the while smiling and hugging one another.
�Well, Mrs. Rothschild, how do you like being married so far?�
�It�s perfect,� I say, snuggling against him.
�Do you like the dress I picked out?� he asked.
�It�s gorgeous,� I nod. �Perfect.�
�I couldn�t wait to see you in it,� he says and pulls me close. �I love the way you look in form fitting clothes. It makes other men want you and they cannot have you because you�re all mine.�
�Something about the way Daniel phrased that made me feel momentarily uncomfortable, but I quickly dismiss it as me being oversensitive and self-conscious. I should be happy he wants to show me off.
�The only thing that could have made this day better was if Julianna was here to share it with me,� I say as I look around the restaurant.
Daniel looks angered at my words.
�I was so focused on you, I didn�t realize she wasn�t at the wedding. Did she call or text or anything to let you know she wouldn�t be there?�
I nodded.
�She sent a text. It was outrageous and ugly and I-�
�Whoaa,� Daniel set me away from him to look at me. �What did she say to get you so upset on our wedding day?�
�She told me she wouldn�t be at the wedding and that our friendship was over.�
�Maybe I should talk with her,� he said as he pulled me closer into his embrace.
I shake my head. �No, don�t do that. It will just turn ugly.�
�I knew she was jealous of us. Of you,� he clarified. �But I had no idea she could be so mean. And on the happiest day of our lives no less.�
�I know. I just ��
�Shhh,� he comforts me. �I�m sorry she�s not being supportive of us. Maybe after a while things will settle down and she�ll come around.�
�Who knows? I just can�t believe Julianna would do this. She�s been so down lately, and she won�t talk to me or tell me what�s wrong.�
Daniel clenched his jaw at my words. �I keep telling you it�s because she�s jealous. Why don�t you believe me?�
�I don�t know,� I say. �I don�t want to believe my friend would be like that.�
�But you doubt me?�
�No,� I shake my head. �I was just hoping she wasn�t that petty.�
�She is that petty,� he says, and his tone was so abrupt I was taken aback.
�Did something happen between you and Julianna?�
He glares at me. �Are you accusing me of something?�
�No! I just thought maybe she came onto you or something and this is what caused the rift.�
He swore and took a deep breath as if weighing his words carefully.
�I didn�t want to tell you this.�
�What?�
�You�re right. Julianna has propositioned me more than once.�
�What? When?�
�It was several weeks ago. I was studying at the library and she saw me leaving the building. She followed me to my friends� place across the street. You know Jonathan?�
I nod.
�She came inside and well, she was all over me. I didn�t know what to do. I kept telling her no, but ��
�Yes?�
�We kissed.�
My mouth dropped.
�You ��
�It was one kiss. That was all. I pushed her away and told her that I loved you and wanted nothing to do with her. She got angry and kept trying to get me to go upstairs with her. I shut her down. Hard. Ever since then, she�s been sulking and sending me threatening messages. She said she was going to tell you the two of us had sex and she would do everything in her power to break us up.�
�I can�t believe I�m just now hearing about this.�
�I didn�t want to hurt you,� he said. �I didn�t want you to lose your friendship.�
�You kissed her.� My head is reeling, and I cannot believe what I�m hearing.
He looked angry.
�SHE kissed ME,� he clarified. �I didn�t want anything to do with her, which is why she�s been acting so sullen all these weeks. She�s determined to break us up because she wants me for herself. Even if that means destroying your friendship.�
It was at that moment, the car pulled up in front of the restaurant. I sat in the car for a few minutes, trying to grasp all that Daniel had told me.
�I had no idea Julianna was that kind of person.�
�She sleeps around,� Daniel said, not unkindly. �She gets drunk and uses drugs and lives a very risqu� lifestyle. Why would you think she wouldn�t hit on your fianc�?�
I shake my head. �I just ��
�Unless you think I�m lying ��
�No!� I quickly assure him. �I believe you. I�m just stunned at the news is all.�
Daniel reaches over and kisses my forehead. �I didn�t want you to be hurt.�
I nod again digesting the information.
We head into the reception, my mind still reeling from what I have just found out. I want to go to Julianna and confront her, but I know nothing good will come of that.
We sit down, and everyone toasts our long and happy future together as husband and wife. I raise my glass and toast with non-alcoholic bubbly something, because technically I�m not allowed to drink alcohol.
Before I realize it, the reception is over, and Daniel and I are heading upstairs to our honeymoon. I am feeling very anxious and excited about that. I have never been with anyone like that before. All I know is that the times Daniel and I have kissed, and he�s touched me over my clothes, I could barely stand not going all the way.
And tonight, we will.
My virginity is something Daniel seems to take great pride in, I hope I don�t disappoint him.
As we get inside the room, Daniel quickly closes and locks the door. I�ve barely made it into the room before he has me up against the wall, bruising my lips with his kiss and fumbling with the buttons at the back of my dress, eventually ripping the lace holding the two sides together.
�I can�t wait to have you,� he breathes against my neck before turning me around so I�m facing the wall. He grabs my hair and pulls my head back until it hurts. Before I realize what is happening, Daniel has pulled the skirt of my dress up. He tears my underwear off and jams his fingers inside me. I gasp and hear the zipper of his pants, then �
The pain is excruciating. Daniel�s hand finds my mouth to keep me from crying out. He thrusts violently in and out until finally, he tenses and withdraws from me.
He kisses me on the cheek. �That was amazing,� he breathes.
I can�t do much but nod. I feel violated. This was not the wedding night I envisioned, nor was it anything like the hot and steamy make-out sessions I�d experienced with him before.
I try to hide my disappointment as I head to the bathroom. At this point, all I want to do is cry, take a long hot bath and feel clean again.
He must have read my mind, because that�s exactly what he suggested.
I watch him take off his tie and pour himself a glass of champagne from the bottle that was awaiting us in our room.
Quietly, I close the door, hoping he doesn�t see the confusion and pain on my face from my first experience with sexual intercourse. Hesitantly, quietly, I turn the lock.
Surely it won�t be like that all the time, I tell myself. He was just so pent up from wanting me all these weeks and he couldn�t wait any longer. I�ve read books. I�ve seen movies. This is not the way it�s supposed to be.
I start the bath water, making it as hot as I can stand it. Carefully, I figure out a way to get the dress off by myself. I lay the tattered remains across the toilet, before taking off my corset and looking in horror at the blood spotting my thighs.
What have I done? I ask myself. Maybe the books and the movies are wrong. Maybe this is what real life is like and the rest is just romantic notions of authors and filmmakers.
It�s at that moment I think of Julianna and wish she were here to talk this over with me. She would know. Julianna always talked about sex as though it was the most pleasurable experience of her life.
This was anything but that. I feel battered, bruised and betrayed.
Carefully, I ease my sore body into the steaming hot water and watch in fascination as the blood swirls from my body into the liquid.
I just begin to relax when I see the doorknob begin to turn and then rattle in frustration when he finds it locked.
�Sarah,� he calls from the other side. �We�re married now. There�s no need for you to lock the door. I�m your husband.�
�I�m sorry,� I call out, my heart beating rapidly in my chest. �I�m just not used to �� my voice trails off.
Then, I hear a key being inserted into the lock and I watch, horrified as the doorknob turns and opens. There, Daniel is standing before me completely naked and obviously ready to have sex again.
�Mind if I join you?� he asks as he steps into the water with me.
I close my eyes and pray this night will be over soon.




Texas 
Sarah
We�ve been married almost three months. I�ve made a terrible mistake. Daniel is not the same person I dated. He�s changed.
Maybe it�s his disappointment over the job he accepted. It�s not as prestigious as he was led to believe.
Or maybe it�s not as prestigious as I was led to believe by him.
Instead of living in the beautiful house he promised me, we are living in a tiny one-bedroom cottage in a not great section of town. Every time I approach the subject of going back to school, he blows up at me and asks me where I think we�re going to get the money to pay for that.
�You don�t have a scholarship anywhere in Texas,� he likes to remind me.
�Maybe we should go back to Charlottesville,� I offer. �I can see if I can get my scholarship reinstated and find a paid internship part-time. I�m sure you could find a better job there. It�s close enough to DC to find a good-paying position.�
That was the first time he hit me.
Shortly after our arrival in Texas, and he found out his job was only an entry-level position, he began belittling me to the point that I felt as though I was walking on eggshells around him. But he�d never physically harmed me. He had grabbed me before. He had shoved me before, but this was the first time he�d actually hit me with his fist.
It knocked me to the ground and I momentarily lost consciousness. When I woke up, he was carrying me into the bedroom crying and begging me to forgive him. He laid his head on my stomach and wept.
I cradled his head in my hands and tried to comfort him.
I realize how ridiculous that sounds. He hit me, I lost consciousness and yet, he was the one who needed comforting.
I wanted to believe he was sorry. I told myself he was sorry. I wanted to believe he was the prince charming I thought I married.
After that first time, he did everything in his power to make it up to me. He cooked me a gourmet meal for dinner that night. He brought me a beautiful bouquet of flowers the next day. He pampered me and constantly asked me to forgive him while showering me with love and affection.
For a while, it was like it was in the beginning and I bought what he was selling.
I made excuses.
After all, he was back to being the generous, loving and kind man I thought I married.
�Let�s have a baby,� he suggested one night as we were lying in bed. Our sex life had not improved, but at least it didn�t hurt anymore. Not every time.
I was stunned at the suggestion. I wasn�t even twenty years old yet and he wanted to start a family.
�Think about it,� he said. �If we have children while we�re young, you�ll still be in your late thirties to early forties when they�re out of the house. We�ll have a great life together.�
I told him I would think about it and he sulked for several days until I suggested that I would be open to the idea.
I was not open to the idea.
I knew his situation at the new job was stressful, but I had no idea how bad it really was. Then one day he came home and announced that he�d quit. When I pressed him about it, he admitted that he�d actually been let go.
�They fired you?�
�Ding. Ding. Ding,� he responded, sarcasm dripping from him expression as he poured himself a drink. It didn�t take a genius to figure out he was already drunk. �Words cannot describe how brilliant you are. That other guy they hired is jealous of me and told lies to the president of the company. He couldn�t take the competition.�
�I�ll get a job,� I offer. �And go back to school.�
�And how are we supposed to pay for it?� he growled. �You keep talking about going back to school as though we have all the money in the world to pay for it.�
�I could get student loans. My parents would co-sign and help me.�
�I hate your fucking parents,� he said.
It was like a slap in the face and I reel backward from his words as though he physically hit me.
I was afraid to say anything because I could tell that whatever I said, he would find some reason to be angry about it and the situation could and probably would escalate quickly.
�Don�t have anything to say?� he asked. �Nothing?�
I sit quietly, waiting out his outburst. I knew it was better not to answer him.
�This is all your fault,� he berates me. I�m not sure how any of this is my fault, but I remain silent. I�d learned that was the best way to handle him when he got this way. �I�m always afraid you�re out fucking around with some cowboy while I�m at work and I can�t concentrate.�
He looks at me and the hate oozing out of his gaze is palpable.
�Admit it,� he says. �You�ve been fucking other men while I�ve been gone.�
I shake my head. �No,� I manage to whisper the word. This one is going to be bad.
�No? That�s not what I�ve heard from these men in the neighborhood. I�ve seen the way they look at you.�
I open my mouth to object, but realize it�s too late. He�s made up his mind and this time, his punishment will be bad.
He grabs me by the throat and starts to choke me. I try to fight him off, but he�s too strong. I feel myself losing consciousness and that�s when there�s a banging on the door.
�What�s going on in there?� I hear our neighbor�s voice.
�Nothing,� I hear Daniel answer. �We were just having a bit of a lover�s spat. My wife and I were just about to make up if you don�t mind. Go mind your own business.�
There�s silence on the other side of the door for a moment before he speaks again.
�Are you alright, Sarah?� he calls.
�Yes,� I swallow, Daniel�s fingers still painfully encircling my throat. �I�m fine.�
I hear his footsteps slowly walk away and wait for Daniel to finish what he started, only he doesn�t. Instead, he releases me, walks to the kitchen pours another drink.
�Here,� he says returning, shoving the glass in my hand. �Drink this.�
�I don-� I start to say until I see the look in his eyes. I take the glass and drink it.
�All of it,� he says.
I wince at the fiery liquid streaming down the back of my throat. I try not to cough, but that proves impossible. He removes the tumbler from my hand.
�I hate when I have to do that,� he says as though he had no choice.
I stare at him. I�ve never been more frightened of anyone in my life. I know I�ve got to leave him. I�ve known that for a while. Each time something like this happens, his punishments escalate. I realize if I stay, one day he will kill me.
I don�t know if I�m more afraid of staying or leaving. There�s a part of me that knows Daniel will never willingly let me go. He�s told me as much. The last time he beat me, he told me if I ever left him he�d find me, kill me and then himself.
He�s even started locking me inside when he leaves for work, though I guess that�s a thing of the past now that he�s been fired. My stomach churns at the thought he will be here with me every day with no respite.
I have no phone. He took it not long after we moved here. I have no means of communicating with anyone.
To make matter worse, he�s threatened my parents that if I leave him, he will find them and kill them, and I will know that I�m the reason they�re dead, before he kills me. That it will all be my fault.
I could not live with myself if that happened.
He takes the tumbler from my hand and leads me to our bedroom. I know where this is going. It�s where it always goes after he does this. It�s rape. Plain and simple. I do not want him. He knows this, and I think it excites him even more.
I used to fight him, but quickly learned he enjoyed that. At first, I was hoping that over time he would lose interest in me if he didn�t get what he was looking for.
I meekly follow him to our bedroom. He turns and throws me on the bed, before ripping my clothes off and turning me over. I hear him unzipping his pants and then bite my lip until I taste blood because of the pain of him entering me. He would go on to rape me three more times that day.





Two Weeks Later
Sarah 
We are sitting alone and things have been relatively quiet for a while. He only allows me to speak with my parents with him sitting beside me. They said they wanted to come visit, but I have been warned beforehand that if they do, he will kill them.
I have little doubt he would.
The phone rings and I watch as he takes the cell phone from his pocket to answer it.
�I�ll let you talk to her, Kaitlyn.�
Poor sweet Kaitlyn. She was so enthusiastic about this relationship and about me marrying Daniel. She thinks I�m living a fairytale instead of the nightmare this has become.
Daniel likes Kaitlyn, because Kaitlyn seems to like him. If she knew the hell I was living on a daily basis, she would despise him. I constantly think about Julianna words and how much she disliked him. I wish I�d heeded her words.
�Kaitlyn wants to talk to you,� he thrusts the phone toward me, but keeping the mouthpiece covered. �If you say a word,� he warns and I nod.
�Hi Kaitlyn,� I answer.
�Julianna is still missing,� she says.
�What?� I sit up. �What do you mean she�s still missing?�
�Sarah, I don�t know how to tell you this, but the police are now classifying her disappearance as a homicide.�
�A homicide?�
Daniel walks over to me and takes the phone.
�What�s going on, Kaitlyn?� he asks. �Hmm.�
I look at his face as he�s talking to Kaitlyn and I see the rage building inside, though I don�t know why. He hands the phone back to me.
�Why do they think it�s a homicide?�
�They found some blood.�
�Blood?�
�Yes. They also found fingerprints though they�ve come up empty finding who the fingerprints belong to.�
As I�m on the phone with Kaitlyn, there�s a knock on the door. Daniel goes to answer it and I know now is my chance.
�Kaitlyn,� I whisper. �Kaitlyn?�
�Hold on,� she says. �My battery�s almost dead.�
�Kaitlyn?� I whisper again.
But it�s too late. My chance is gone, and Daniel is back.
�Who was it?�
�Just someone selling something,� he said. �What else does Kaitlyn have to say?�
�I�m back,� I hear Kaitlyn say. �I had to plug in my phone.�
�Put it on speaker,� Daniel says. �I want to hear what she has to say.�
I do as I�m told and put the phone on speaker.
�What�s all this about Julianna?�
I can hear Kaitlyn sniffling on the other end. �I�m sorry. I just can�t believe what they�re saying on the news.�
�What are they saying?� Daniels asks.
�That she�s more than likely dead and whoever killed her disposed of her body somewhere and they just haven�t found it yet.�
�What? How could that be? Who would do this?�
�It�s her risky lifestyle,� Daniel offers. �You can�t live like she did and not end up with some kind of tragedy.�
I look at him and cannot believe I have married someone so unfeeling and callus.
�When is the last time anyone saw her?� I ask. �Maybe she�s just left for a trip.�
�The last time anyone saw her was at your rehearsal dinner.�
My heart lurches in my throat at her words.
�What? But that was months ago.�
�No one has seen or heard from her since. Her parents are sick with worry and filed a missing person�s report a week after you left for Texas. When the police started investigating, they found traces of blood in her room as well as an unknown male�s fingerprints.�
�Oh my ��
�But they don�t know who it is?� Daniel asks. He looks agitated.
�No, but the news people say their sources claim the police are closing in on someone.�
�Who?�
�They haven�t said, but they think it�s someone she knew.�
�Oh Kaitlyn,� I breathe out.
�I�ve got to go. I�m going to be late for class, but I wanted to touch base and let the two of you know,� I can hear her sniffling again. My own eyes tear up.
I hang up the phone and look at Daniel, the sick feeling that I may be looking at Julianna�s murderer unfurls in my stomach.
�This is horrible,� I swallow, not wanting him to know I suspect him. �Who could have done something like this?�
�I don�t think she�s dead,� he says, pacing around the living room. �I think she just ran off with someone.�
�She was acting odd in the days leading up to our wedding,� I say, trying to stay calm. �Maybe whoever was causing her to be so off was the person who did this. When they find him, I hope they give him the death penalty.�
I never saw it coming.
The back of Daniels hand violently struck me across the face so hard I ended up on the floor. I didn�t have time to register what had happened before he was sitting on top of me, his fists hammering away at my face and body until the blessed release of darkness welcomed me.





Sarah
I spent two weeks in a medically induced coma. That was followed by six months of hospital stays, surgeries and rehabilitation following that final beating. Fortunately, I don�t remember any of it aside from the first few punches. I�m told the assault was so bad I nearly died and was hooked up to life support machines for over a week before the doctors thought it would be okay to wean me off.
It�s been a long road to recovery, the only visible scars are from the surgeries I endured as the doctors tried to make me whole once more.
I doubt I�ll ever be whole again.
The weeks turn into months until finally, I�m released. The next day I was asked to come into the police department for a meeting with Detective Sanchez who has become like a family member these past few months.
�Sarah,� she starts and takes a deep breath before continuing. She looks at my parents, before looking back at me. I�m not sure why, but that look makes me nervous. Whatever she�s about to say must be bad. �I think you�re going to have to go into our Witness Protection program.�
My mother reaches for my hand and squeezes. I see a single tear slip down my father�s cheek before he wipes it away.
�I don�t understand,� I say. �Daniel�s in jail. He�s going to trial for attempted murder. I know he murdered Julianna. He�ll have to go to trial for that too. Shouldn�t that mean I�m safe?�
It�s been months since Daniel�s arrest. It turns out the person selling something at our door was an undercover police officer verifying that Daniel was inside. He had been a suspect in Julianna�s disappearance since day one. The detectives needed to have more evidence in place before getting their arrest warrants and had been watching our house. They knew something wasn�t right when they came to the door posing as salespeople so they decided to come back. That�s when they heard Daniel beating me senseless and kicked in the door.
�Daniel is facing arrest for murdering Julianna and from what I understand, he�s also suspected in his ex-girlfriend�s disappearance. I should be safe.� I say again and look at my parents. �We should be safe.�
�I wish that were true. Unfortunately, he�s already tried to hire someone to kill your parents and you,� Sanchez explains.
�What? How?�
�He was asking his cellmate and other inmates if they know someone who would get the job done. The other inmates don�t like him much and snitched.�
�I think I�m going to be sick.�
�There�s more.�
�What else?�
�He�s made a plea deal with the District Attorney�s office in your case.�
�What kind of plea deal?�
�He�s pled guilty to domestic violence assault. The prosecutor thinks this is the best we can do.�
�How long?� my father asks. �How long is this SOB going to get for almost killing my daughter?�
I watch as the detective shuffles some papers, hesitating to answer my father�s question.
�Twenty years?� I ask.
The detective looks over at the water cooler, avoiding my gaze.
�Fifteen?�
�Ten,� she finally answers, and I feel as though I�ve been punched in the gut.
�Ten years? He murders my friend, probably murdered his ex-girlfriend, puts me in the hospital for six months and all he gets is ten years?� Words cannot describe how angry and sick I feel inside.
�We may be able to get him some additional time on the solicitation of murder,� she offers, but I can tell by the expression on her face that she is offering up little hope in that regard. �I�m sorry.�
�And Julianna? Is he going to go on trial for killing her?�
�Unfortunately, there�s just not enough evidence to bring him to trial for her murder.�
�Are you serious?�
�There�s no body and your friend�s lifestyle will make it difficult to pinpoint who may have actually killed her.�
�You know it was Daniel,� I cry.
My father looks as though he is about to blow a gasket.
�It�s ultimately up to the three of you as to whether or not you take our offer of placing you in our Witness Protection program.�
�Witness Protection,� I repeat, weary from the emotional upheaval we�ve been through. �Julianna always knew there was something not quite right about him. I defended him. I had no idea how dangerous he was.�
I look at my parents who are holding each other�s hands and looking at me as though their hearts are breaking. I look back at Detective Sanchez.
�He�ll come after me � us � once he gets out. If he doesn�t get to us from prison first.�
�We believe so too, which is why I�m making this suggestion. We can give the three of you new identities.�
�New identities? What does that mean? We get new names?�
�I think it�s a little more involved than that,� my father takes my hand.
�What exactly is involved?�
�You will get new names and we�ll set you up in a completely different city far away from here or the town you�re from. You�ll have new driver�s licenses, new social security numbers, new histories and you will have to leave your old life behind.�
�Like?�
�You cannot contact any family members. You cannot contact old friends. Once you make this decision, you will be dead to everyone who knows you and for you, they no longer exist. You and your parents will live completely new lives as new people.�
My mother reaches across the table and takes my other hand, squeezing it.
�And how do we know he won�t be able to find Sarah when he�s released? How do we know he won�t look up records or something?�
�Or pay someone to find us?�
�The records will be sealed. He won�t be able to find you. He won�t know your names. He won�t know where you are. He won�t even know what you do for a living. As long as you don�t have any contact with your family or friends from your previous life, you will be safe.�
�Can you guarantee that?� my father asks.
�I can�t guarantee anything,� she admits. �But I think it�s safe to say it�s your best chance to live a normal life.�
�I can�t ask you to do that,� I say, turning to my parents. �You have family. Friends. The home I grew up in.�
�You are our world, Sarah. As long as we can see you and know that you�re safe, we�ll be okay. I was about to sell my business to Art Granger anyway so we could move down here to Texas to be near you. I�ll sign the paperwork. That will give us plenty of money to settle in a new area and live quite comfortably.�
I look at the detective.
�But won�t he know that we�ve just got new identities? What�s to stop him from looking for us when he gets out? He�s ruthless. He�ll find a way.�
�I�ll get everything in order,� she looks at my dad. �How long will it take for you to sell your business?�
�It can probably be handled within the week.�
�The sooner the better,� Sanchez says. �Once that happens, we�ll get your money in cash and have it deposited in an account with your new identities. Then,� she looks at me, �the three of you will die in a horrific and fiery car accident. You�ll have a funeral. The caskets will be closed and as far as any friends and relatives are concerned, you will be dead.�
�I can�t ask the two of you to give up your life for me,� I say, tears forming and dripping from my eyes to run down my cheeks. �I�m so sorry.�
My mother gets up from her chair and hugs me. �Shhhh,� she soothes. �We�ll be okay, but more importantly, you�ll be safe. As far as he�s concerned, you will be dead, and you�ll be free to start a whole new life somewhere he�ll never know about or find you.�
�He won�t even look for you.� Detective Sanchez takes my hand gives it a gentle squeeze for reassurance. �If he believes you�re dead, he won�t even try. It�s your best chance at living a normal life again.�
I nod.
�Thank you, Detective,� my father extends his hand. �You�ve been a great help. I�ll get the wheels rolling on that sale. It should be done within the week.�
�Aunt Carol,� I say.
My mother takes my face in her hands. �I love my sister, but you are my child. You are who I want to be able to continue to see. You and your future husband and children.�
�I�m never getting married again,� I shake my head. �Never.�
�In time you�ll heal,� she assures me. �He�s already taken so much. Don�t let him steal your future away too.�
�You should get counseling,� Detective Sanchez tells us. �All three of you, but you especially Sarah. Your mother�s right. You shouldn�t allow him to steal your future away from you. When you get to wherever it is that you�re headed, find a good counselor and go. Heal yourself and get on with your life.�
�I don�t think I could ever trust anyone again,� I say, wiping the tears from my face. �How could I?�
�That�s why you will go to counseling,� my father says. �We all will. We�ll be cautious, but we won�t stop living.�
�And he�ll be out in ten years?� I ask.
�Yes, but as far as he and the rest of the world are concerned, you and your parents will be dead. There will be an obituary, coffins, a funeral and even headstones at a cemetery he can visit and bring you flowers when he gets out.�
�I�m sorry,� I say again to my parents.
�It�s not your fault,� my father says. �As I said, I�ll sell my company, we should get several million from the sale.�
�Our forensic accountants will help you move the money to an offshore account with your new identities. You can start a whole new life.�
I nod my head.
�Do you know what name you�d like to use? It should be something he wouldn�t look for, because even though he�ll think you�re dead, we don�t want to take any chances.�
My mind is blocked.
�Faith,� my mother says. �It�s what I would have named you if we didn�t agree on Sarah.�
Faith. I like it. I�m going to need a lot of it in the coming years.
�Starting next week, my name will be Faith.�
�Faith it is, then.�
�Devereaux,� my father injects. �Faith Devereaux.�
My mother looks at him.
�My great grandmother�s maiden name.�
She nods.
It�s something he didn�t know about but we�ll remember and feel somewhat connected to who we were.
Detective Sanchez takes out a pen and scribbles down the name Faith Devereaux. �And the two of you?�
�Alister and Barbara � People can call us Al and Barb for short.�
�Any reason? Just curious.�
�It was a joke between them when they were dating. No one knows about it but the three of us.�
Detective Sanchez nods and writes down Alister and Barbara Devereaux, underscoring the last name three times.
�Thank you, Detective,� I whisper. �For everything.�
�Good luck,� she says. �This is my last case. I�m retiring and heading to Florida.�
�Then I hope you have a happy and relaxing retirement.�
�Thank you. I pray the same peace for the three of you moving forward.�
That was the last time I saw Detective Sanchez. There were other police officers and agents who helped us over the next week. My father sold his company and handed over the account numbers to them. I�m not sure what or how they did what they did, but within a week, the news reported that my parents and I died in a horrific car crash, when in reality we were on a plane to Jackson, Wyoming.
It was a new beginning.








Part II
A New Beginning







Faith
We arrived at the airport in Jackson at precisely ten o�clock on a Thursday morning. I�m not sure what I expected. I�d filled my head with ideas of what Wyoming would be like. None of them came close.
It�s breathtaking.
And chilly considering the time of year.
I momentarily wondered why we couldn�t have settled someplace warm, like southern California. That would certainly be a big enough place where we could get lost in our new identities. However, the detectives in charge of our witness protection program convinced us that Jackson, Wyoming would be the perfect place to start our new lives.
I thought we�d get to choose our new city, but that turned out to be a false assumption. Our new city had to be someplace safe and far away from the South and anyone we might know. Someplace he would never think to look for us just in case he ever found out we didn�t die.
Looking back now, I cannot believe there was ever a time when I believed Daniel was my soulmate. He was handsome, and I thought, a loving, kind-hearted person who loved me to the moon and back.
I know now that was a lie. He loved the idea of me. Of us. But then things changed. It was almost imperceptible at first. So much so that I didn�t really notice.� There were the subtle hints that he didn�t like what I was wearing. The suggestion I shouldn�t go back to school. He wanted to start a family right away, but thankfully, I took measures to prevent that from happening.
I never went back to school. He said he needed me to be more available to him and that we didn�t have the money anyway.
At the time I didn�t care because I may have loved going to school, but I loved him more. At least the person I thought he was at the time. I became whatever it was he needed. I was lost in him and his needs.
Never mind that was never who I was or am. I became what he needed me to be.
For a short time he was happy and that made me happy. At least that�s what I told myself.
It was less than three months into our marriage when I found myself crying on the floor of our bathroom shower with the hot water beating down on my back before I fully realized just how miserable I was.
I know most people might say, �Why didn�t you just leave?�
I wanted to. Really. I wanted to badly. But I was so dependent on him for everything; money, shelter, clothing. He�d cut me off from my emotional support system.
For a long time, I never thought of myself as a victim of domestic violence because there were no physical bruises. At least not first. But I was abused even before he struck me that first time. I can admit that now. Now that I�ve done the research, I know that there are other insidious ways a man can abuse a woman and never lay a hand on her.
There was the emotional abuse like when he stopped calling me by my name. I�m not talking about the first mushy nicknames you give someone. Names like �sugar� or �honey� or �darling.� No. I�m talking about him calling me, �woman� in such a derogatory manner you would think he�d called me �cunt.� Looking back, I think that�s the word that was in his mind when he�d say, �woman� but he was afraid someone might overhear him, so he stuck with that.
After a while, I ceased being Sarah and was only �woman.� Still, I did not realize it was just another way for him to put me in my place and let me know I was useless. I also think it was easier for him to victimize me.
And I allowed it. For a long time, I said nothing.
I was a woman without a name.
His anger could be frightening. As I said before, he didn�t physically abuse me for a long time, but there were other ways he showed his dominance. He would throw things, break things and yell. The intimidation factor alone was enough to have me tiptoeing on eggshells whenever he was home terrified that something I said or did would turn him into a raging monster.
It didn�t take much and the longer we were married, the shorter his fuse became.
Financially, I was destitute. Since I was not working or going to school, I was completely dependent upon him for every financial matter. My clothes, food, car and home were under his complete control. He somehow convinced me that things were better that way.
I know now that was always the plan.
He�d planned a whirlwind courtship, where he swept me off my feet. In the beginning he made everything so perfect I felt as though I was living in a fairy tale.
Once we settled in that tiny house in Dallas, he somehow convinced me it would be a good idea to wait before I enrolled in a new school. Reluctantly, I agreed. Every argument I came up with was met with a better one from him on why I should stay at home.
He said he wanted to treat me like a queen and though I hate to admit it, I loved feeling like a princess living in a dream. But that kind of euphoria doesn�t last forever and soon I became bored. When I approached him a few weeks into our marriage, he became enraged and accused me of cheating on him, something I would never do. He said I must miss all of those college boys because I was a slut and would always be a slut just like my friend. I�m not sure how he did it, but I ended up apologizing to him.
Looking back, I am still dumbfounded by how he could turn any situation on a dime and somehow make himself the victim. My self-esteem bottomed out within a month of making our wedding vows.
We had sex almost immediately after our first big blowup. Despite my confusion, for a while, things got back to normal at least what I came to think of as normal. That didn�t last long. I never knew when it would happen or what would set him off. It could be anything. A look. The way I phrased a question. Anything.
It wasn�t until weeks later that I became truly afraid of him. Outwardly, everything appeared picture perfect. What our neighbors, friends and family never understood was that the picture was a fa�ade and that what lied beneath was an ugly, twisted and broken relationship.
He went for a long time and never hit me. He didn�t need to. The anger and the way he looked at me let me know that I could die at any moment and he would not shed a tear.
I used to think that and never understood why that thought even entered my mind. Before I recognized I�d married a monster, I used to think, �I could die tomorrow and he wouldn�t shed a tear.� This was something I knew as factually as what I�d eaten for breakfast that morning. I didn�t matter to him. I was not a human being. I was someone to look the part of the perfect wife. I was someone to keep his house clean, do the laundry, make his meals and satisfy his sexual needs. There was no love from him for me. No caring about my needs, my wants or my desires.
It was all about him.
All. The. Time.
It was exhausting being married to him.
I used to wonder about murder-suicides of entire families I would see on television. You know the ones where all the neighbors and friends say, �But they were the perfect family. I don�t understand.�
I�ll tell you what happens. They are married to a man like Daniel. To the outside world, he is the perfect person. The perfect husband and family man.
But later, when no one is watching, he transforms into an unrecognizable monster who is capable of horrendous violence.
I stayed too long and almost lost my life.
I survived.
Jackson is a chance to start fresh. I look at the expansive snow-capped mountains and over at my parents who seem to be happy and excited by this new chapter.
A new life awaits all of us.
***
�It�s beautiful,� I say to my parents as I struggle to get my suitcase over the final step leading to the front porch. I stop and take a look around. �Really, the scenery is breathtaking.�
And I mean it.
The mountains seem to meet the sky in a wonderous display of rich towering colors. There is a crystal-clear river running near the property and I long to take a hike through the mountains or get a few horses and go for a long ride.
�Can we get chickens?� I ask. �I�ve always wanted some of those funny looking chickens with the furry heads.�
My mother comes up to me and gives me side squeeze.
�Of course, we can,� she says. �We�ll have to find out what they�re called.�
�So, what are we going to do here?� I look at my parents. �We can�t just sit around this big ranch staring at one another.�
�We�ll get things figured out,� my father assures me. �We just need to take some time to decompress and get used to our new identities.�
�Well we better get used to them fast,� my mother says, looking down the long drive toward the road where a blue pickup truck is making its way down our drive.
�Who�s that?� I ask, feeling a sudden panic.
�I guess we�ll find out shortly,� my father says as he takes the steps down to the sidewalk to find out who our unexpected guests are.
The dread in my stomach spreads throughout my entire body as I watched the truck draw closer and closer to our home. Was it the police coming to tell us Wyoming wasn�t safe anymore and we would have to move to a new destination?
Or worse, did Daniel somehow find out we weren�t really dead, and he�d sent someone to find us and make sure we were?
My dread soon gave away to relief as I saw a couple about my parents� age get out of the front seat of the truck and then, a couple of seconds later, a young woman who looked to be about my age exit and give me a huge smile.
I can�t describe it, but there was something about her that immediately drew me in. It wasn�t her looks, but her exuberant, extroverted personality that pulled me in. She wore very little makeup, but she didn�t need it. She was the kind of girl who probably looked just as pretty as soon as she got out of bed. Her hair was long and black and her eyes were crystal blue.
�Hi!� she came toward me, smiling from ear to ear. �I�m Ava!�
I was just going to say �hi� back to her, but before the words could form in my mouth, I was crushed into an embrace.
�Sorry,� she apologized, smiling. �I�m a hugger.�
�We�re the Brooks,� her father extended his hand to my own father. �I�m Tom and this is my wife, Karen.� He nodded in our direction, �And that�s our daughter, Ava. We have a son, too, Matt, but he�s out on a trail ride with his friends this week and we don�t expect him back for a few more days.�
Mr. Brooks was a good-looking mountain of a man and wore a cowboy hat that had seen better days. I guess that meant he was a real cowboy and not just looked the part. Mrs. Brooks was a very handsome woman.
I�ve always wondered what was meant by that term, but looking at the woman before me, I now understand it. She was very attractive and her features, if not on a woman, would be considered handsome. She was trim and fit for a woman her age and I can tell she once must have looked very much like her daughter.
�What�s your name?� Ava asks me as I stare at her mother and fight the urge to flee into the house.
�S �� I stopped myself and knew I had to cover. �Sorry,� I apologize. �I should have introduced myself right away. I�m Faith. Faith Deveroux.�
I try not to look at my parents for approval and managed to look Ava directly in the eyes.
�It�s nice to meet you, Faith,� she says.
�It�s nice to meet you, Ava.�
Our parents moved to the front porch and were sitting down getting to know one another, leaving me to converse with my new neighbor.
�We�re the next ranch over,� she informs me, her voice enthusiastic. I�m wary and realize I�m being overly cautious, but I can�t seem to let my guard down.
�I know my father bought about three hundred acres that came with the ranch,� I tell her. �How big is your ranch?�
�Something like two hundred thousand. I can�t remember the exact number. It�s been passed down in our family for a few generations. My brother Matt will take it over one day.�
Surely, I misunderstood what she said.
�Did you say two hundred thousand?�
�Hmmm,� she smiles looking around the porch. �Matt�s chomping at the bit to take over, but Mama and Daddy insist he finish college first.�
She starts to look me up and down to the point I�m feeling a bit uncomfortable beneath her scrutiny.
�Matt would like you.� She smiles. �And I think you�d like Matt.�
�I�m sure he�s very nice.�
�He�s handsome, but if you tell him I said that, I�ll deny, deny, deny. Most of the mamas around here are determined to get their daughter married off to him, but he�s not interested in any of them.�
�Really?� I stifle the smile edging my lips.
�Yep, he dated one of the local girls for a while, but he�s never really been serious about anyone and to be honest, I just don�t like her.�
�That�s � interesting,� I comment, because I don�t know what else to say.
�I think Matt will like you a lot. Maybe you could throw your hat in the ring.�
I shake my head.
�I�m not looking for a husband,� At least that�s one thing I can be absolutely truthful about. �I don�t think I�ll ever get married a �� There I go again. I almost slipped up and said, �again.�
I�ve got to be more careful.
�Marriage just doesn�t interest me,� I say.
�I don�t blame you,� she puts her head next to mine as though she�s confiding a deep, dark secret. �If it wasn�t for Caleb Connor. He�s one of Matt�s best friends and �� she lets out a long, slow whistle.
�Oh really?� I smile. �And how many acres does his family have?�
�Just under ten thousand, but that�s not why I�m interested in him. I�ve had a crush on him since I was a freshman in high school and he was a sophomore. Of course, he never noticed me much aside from being Matt�s little sister, but I�ve since changed that.�
�And does he have any brothers and sisters?�
�Lord yes!� she smiles. �He�s got ten brothers and sisters.�
�Ten?�
She nods. �I don�t know how his mama did it. Most of them want to leave Jackson and move some place more exciting like Nashville or Dallas.�
The mention of Dallas makes my palms sweat and my heart beat a bit faster from the anxiety settling in the pit of my stomach.
�But not Caleb?�
She shakes her head.
�Caleb�s just like Matt. He wants to stay right here and be a rancher like his dad. And I want to be a rancher�s wife.�
I smile at her and nod my head. I�m not sure what a rancher�s wife does, but I can tell Ava will get whatever it is she�s going after. She has a determined look in her eye.
I almost feel sorry for Caleb.
Almost.
Ava is a very pretty girl and her personality is certainly vivacious. Caleb will be a lucky man if he follows Ava�s plans for his life.
�How old are you?� Ava asks. �You look about my age. I�m nineteen.�
�I�m twenty,� I say, realizing that I lost almost an entire year of my life in the hospital.
�You okay? You looked a little funny there for a second.�
�Yes, I�m fine.�
�Some people don�t like to give out their age. But I figure we�re young, why hide our real age, right?�
�Right,� I agree with her. �I don�t mind. I�m happy to be alive and aging.�
She looks at me kind of funny when I say that, but then just nods her head.
�So, do you go to school or what?�
�I�m not sure what I�m going to do yet. My parents wanted to move to Wyoming and I decided to come with them. I�m still trying to decide what I�m going to do about school.�
She smiles. �I�ve always known I wanted to be a rancher�s wife and look after my family and the animals and stay right here in Jackson. There�s no better place on the face of the earth than right here as far as I�m concerned.�
�I think I�m going to like it here,� I admit. And I do. The clean fresh air and the breathtaking scenery are already leading me to a more relaxed feeling.
I don�t think I would have gotten that in New York or Los Angeles. I believe this new place will be good for me.
And if these new neighbors are any indication of what the people here in Jackson are like, then I�ll be happy to call it home.
�Want to go to a party tomorrow night?�
�What?� Her words make my heart race with fear.
The thought of going out in public terrifies me.
�I-�
�I think that�s a wonderful idea,� my mother breaks in and walks over to us. �You don�t want to spend all your time cooped up in the house with your father and me. Get out and meet people your own age. Make some new friends. Ava�s parents just invited us to come along too, so we�ll be close by if you need us.�
My heart starts beating a mile a minute.
�Okay,� I stammer. �I guess I�ll go.�
�Great! We�re having a pig pickin� and no one can do a party like my mama!�
�Pig Pickin,� I repeat.
�You�ll love it! I promise!�
�So is this going to be a fancy party or should I just wear my jeans?�
�Jeans! Definitely jeans!�
My newfound friend startles me by giving me another boisterous hug. �We�re going to have so much fun!�
Then it dawns on me what it is about Ava that has such familiarity. She reminds me of Julianna�s exuberance for life. She�s one of those people who embrace it and all of its ups and downs just as she embraced me, a stranger.
�Thank you,� I tell her. �Thank you for welcoming me into your life.�
She gives me another hug and a smile that could brighten anyone�s day.
�So, what exactly does a rancher�s wife do?� I ask, curious to find out why this appeals to her.
�Well, I�ve grown up on a ranch and love the lifestyle so much. You stay busy all the time and there�s always something new going on. There�s the animals and the land and �� she raises her hands to frame the breathtaking landscape in the distance. �That!�
�It is beautiful,� I agree.
�I really always just wanted to be a wife and a mother. I love this life and I want to keep at it as long as God will let me.�
She gets a startled look on her face and her eyes grow wide.
�You�ll have to come to my church! Everyone goes to my church! You�ll love the minister! He�s so cool!�
�What church is that?� I ask. I�ve missed going to church. If it wasn�t for my faith, I don�t think I would have gotten through this last year.
�It�s called the People�s Church and we have a potluck every Wednesday. You�ll have to go with us this weekend and then to the potluck next week.�
�Yes!� Ava�s mother chimes in. �Please do come with us this weekend. There�s a picnic after church and then, as Ava said, a potluck every Wednesday night. It�s a way for all of us ranchers to get together, thank God for His blessings and keep in touch with one another. I hope you�ll come.�
I smile at Ava�s mother. I imagine with all that land, there�s probably a lot of money involved in that family; however, judging by my first impression you don�t realize it. They seem very down to earth and are dressed in jeans and cowboy boots. Their truck is nice, but well-worn. Nothing about them screams money.
�We�d love to,� my mother replies.
�Wonderful!� I can tell by the smiles exchanged between my mother and Ava�s mother that they will be fast friends. I�m glad. I feel like my parents gave up so much for me and at least they�ll have new friends to bond with.
�Hey,� Ava breaks into my thoughts. �Why so sad? You�ll have fun, I promise! It�s not one of those stuffy old churches you may be used to. It�s very relaxed and we always have a great time at the picnics and the suppers!�
�I was just thinking about my old friends,� I say, only halfway telling the truth. �I miss them.�
�You�ll have to invite them out here! They�ll love it!�
I smile at her friendliness.
�I don�t think my friends will have much time to visit me,� I lie. �They�re quite busy with school and boyfriends and well � life.�
�Then we�ll get you a new set of friends right here!�
We all exchange goodbyes where I receive yet another hug as well as a hug from Ava�s mother before they depart down the road to their own ranch which I find out is about five miles to the east of our ranch.
�Well that was nice,� my mother says, as their large truck disappears around a corner down the road. �They seem like a very close family.�
�Yes,� I agree. �Ava is really nice.�
�Her outgoing nature reminds me a bit of Julianna.�
I look at my mother.
�I know. I thought so too. I can�t help wondering what happened to her. What he did to her.�
�We may never know,� my father puts his arm around my shoulders and gives me a quick hug. �I�m just thankful you�re still with us and we can start this new life together here in Wyoming far away from all of that.�
I nod.
�I�m ready to start this new life,� I admit. �I�m ready to put the past behind me and look forward to a better future.�
�I�m happy to hear that,� my mother says as we have a group hug. �I�m looking forward to their party tomorrow night. Did you know their ranch is over two hundred thousand acres?�
My father whistles.
�Really? Are you sure you didn�t mistake what she said?�
�No Daddy,� I look up at him. �Ava told me the same thing. I cannot imagine owning that much land. They must be really, really rich!�
�Hmmm.�
�Karen told me it�s been passed down from first born son to first born son for generations. They raise cattle and horses, but most of the land is just left wild.�
�Can you imagine?�
�Even if they�re rich, they�re very down to earth.�
�I�m looking forward to seeing their ranch myself,� I smile. �At least I�ll have both of you with me. I�m not sure I�m ready to venture out alone yet.�
�Don�t worry,� my mother assures me, giving me a side-hug. �We�ll ease into this new ranch life and before you know it, you will feel normal again.�
�Promise?�
�I promise. All of those things you�ve had to deal with over the last eighteen months will seem like a bad dream. We just need to keep moving forward.�
�Thank you for coming with me,� I lay my head on her shoulder. �I don�t know if I could have done this without the two of you.�
�Nonsense,� my father breaks in. �You would have been just fine. You�re a strong young woman. Never forget that. You can overcome any obstacle, including this one.�
�Sometimes I don�t feel very strong, Daddy.�
�That�s okay,� he assures me. �You made it through that situation alive and you�ve started a whole new life with new friends and sort of new parents. He thinks you�re dead. Hell, he thinks we�re dead. He�s not going to come looking for you and this is about as far off the beaten path as it�s going to get. You are going to be just fine.�
�Thank you,� I look at both of them. �Thank you for everything you�ve done for me and what you�re doing for me now.�
�You�re our baby girl,� my mother kisses my forehead. �We will always be there for you, no matter what.�
�I love you,� I tell them.
�And we love you,� my mother replies. �Until you have children of your own one day, you�ll never really know how much. But one day you will understand that you would do anything � and I mean ANYTHING for your children.�




Faith
�Do I look okay?� I ask, my nerves getting the best of me. �I don�t want to look too dressed down, but I don�t want to look too dressed up either.�
I gaze at my reflection in the mirror and note the white camp shirt tucked into my jeans with my freshly painted pink toenails peeking out from my sandals. I�ve let my hair dry naturally this afternoon and it�s falling in loose waves around my face.
�Do I have too much makeup on?�
For months, I didn�t wear any makeup. I didn�t feel like putting in the effort, but eventually, I started applying a little mascara, sometimes some blush and lip gloss. It�s only been the last few weeks that I�ve pulled out my old makeup case and put the effort into looking like my old self again.
�You look beautiful,� my mother says as she enters the room.
�Would you like to wear my turquoise necklace and earrings?�
I look at myself in the mirror envisioning how the heavy silver and turquoise strands would look with the shirt.
�Maybe just the earrings?�
�That would be perfect. Let me go grab them for you.�
�You look really nice,� I call after her. �Like you�ve been living here your whole life.�
I smile. In some ways I wish I�d been living here my whole life.
�Are you ready?� she asked.
�I guess so,� I smile pulling at the ends of my fingernails. �It�s been a long time since I�ve been to a party. My stomach�s tied in knots.�
�That�s to be expected,� my father smiles. �But your mother and I will be there and I don�t think your new friend, Ava will abandon you.�
�She seems like a nice girl,� my mother interjects.
�I think so too,� I agree, taking one last look in the mirror. �Okay, let�s go.�
I don�t say this to my parents, but in my mind I�m thinking the sooner I go, the sooner we�ll be back home. I can�t remember ever being this nervous about going anywhere. Frankly, I haven�t been anywhere without my parents since I got out of the hospital. The thought of separating myself from them at this party has my anxiety going through the roof.
I have to admit the knowledge of Daniel being behind bars and that he believes the three of us to be dead comforts my nerves and I�m not as jumpy as I used to be.
There�s no reason for him to look for a dead girl.
I also know how much he loathes the cold and though I�m not the biggest fan of winter, I welcome the colder months I�ll experience here in Wyoming complete with enormous amounts of snow.
I won�t be expected to go out and socialize as much in the winter months and knowing how much Daniel hated cold weather, just makes me feel that much more secure in the knowledge that he will never look for me someplace like Wyoming. He�s not exactly the outdoorsy type.
I follow my parents to their newly acquired used SUV. They took the relocation detective�s advice and purchased a used vehicle, so we would blend in better. It�s still luxurious on the inside and very well maintained with low mileage, but it�s also about four years older than one my father would have normally purchased prior to our new identities.
I stare out the window as we head toward this party. I�m not really prepared for the number of cars I see parked all along the road and on the front lawn of the ranch. It�s almost like when we went to the State Fair that one time. They even have guys with reflective vests directing the traffic.
�How on earth are we supposed to find Ava and her family?� I ask, gaping at all of the people milling about. �This isn�t like any kind of party I�ve ever been to.�
�Maybe they�re from Texas,� my father smirks. �You know how those Texans like to do everything big!�
The pit of my stomach flips at the mention of Texas, but thankfully not so much that I�m sick. That�s progress.
I immediately get a text on my phone from Ava.
�We�re on the front porch. Are you here yet?� She asks.
�Ava says she�s on the front porch,� I announce.
�Then let�s head over there,� my mother says. �Look at all the tables of food! I�ve never seen so much food! Is that a stage over by the barn?�
�I think that�s exactly what it is,� I say, my eyes widening at the long line of cars arriving for this party. �I�m not so sure I�m ready for this.�
My mother takes my hand and pulls me close. �You�ll be fine,� she assures me. �Your father and I are here and if it becomes too much, just let us know and we�ll head back home.�
I was getting ready to tell her that it was already too much, when an excited Ava runs toward me and grabs me by the hand.
�Come on!� she smiles. �There�s someone I want you to meet!�
I look at my parents who both give me a reassuring smile as I reluctantly follow my new friend to wherever it is she�s dragging me.
�I want you to meet everyone,� she says, her voice breathless. Her cheeks are glowing, whether from blush, exertion, or just excitement I can�t tell.
�I think that�s going to take quite a while judging from the size of this crowd,� I joke.
�By everyone, I mean my circle of friends, which will now be YOUR circle of friends.�
�Okay.� She�s so enthusiastic, I can�t help but smile. I wish my stomach were more enthusiastic about the prospect of meeting new people. I�ve never been what you would call an extrovert, but after everything I�ve been through over the past year and a half, I�m even more of an introvert these days.
�They�re all over here in the barn. Come on.�
I follow her to what she described as a barn, though I don�t think this barn has ever been used to house anything remotely resembling an animal since it�s been built. It�s immaculate and smells fresh and almost new. It looks like it was built more for parties than it was to house animals.
��Are we sure this is a barn?� I ask as I trail behind her.
�We only use it for parties,� she explains. �My mom wanted some place she could hold big parties during the year, so Dad built this for her. It stays cool in the summer and warm in the winter.�
�It�s beautiful,� I exclaim, as I note the wrought iron and crystal chandeliers hanging from the wood beamed ceiling.
�Isn�t it? Come on,� she grabs my hand again. �Everyone�s just right over here.�
I follow her to a group of about seven young adults who look about my age gathered in a corner eating together. The first thing I notice is that immediately all four of the guys stand up as Ava drags me to the table.
�Everyone this is my new friend, Faith! She just moved here from�� she looks at me. �I�m sorry, I don�t think I ever asked you where you moved here from?�
My mind draws a blank. What do I say? Kentucky? Virginia? Texas?
Then I remember.
�Virginia,� I say, hoping my blank stare didn�t last too long. �Richmond,� I clarify.
I�d been there enough times to answer any questions that might arise while going to school at University of Virginia. I could bluff my way around any questions if need be. Besides, I hoped no one around here had been to Richmond, Virginia.
�A Southerner,� one of the young men announce. I look over to where the voice came from and found myself staring into a pair of the bluest eyes I�ve ever seen.
�Matt Brooks,� he says, extending his hand. Ava�s brother. �Welcome to Wyoming.�
For a few seconds, my voice and mind leave me. It wasn�t hard to see why the women of Jackson were in love with him.
His hair is short and pitch black, but those eyes! Like Ava�s, they are almost a crystal blue and it feels like an electric current shoots right through me when his hand touches mine.
I am surprised at how tiny my hand feels in his own rugged one. His hands are rough and used to hard work. Not like Daniels� baby soft hands.
�Thank you,� I manage. �Thank you for allowing me to come to your party.�
He smiles, showcasing a row of perfectly straight, white teeth. He has dimples. �My mother likes to throw big parties a few times a year. This is one of those times. I�m glad you could make it.�
�This is my boyfriend, Caleb Connor,� Ava announces, pointing to a boyishly good-looking young man with sandy blond hair and brown eyes.
�It�s nice to meet you, Caleb,� I say and take the hand he was greedily eating a barbecue sandwich from, but not before he wipes it on his pants.
�And this is Candace, Rachel, Tommy and Brian,� she spreads her hands toward the four remaining people still seated. The two young men had already stood when Ava brought me over, removing their hats and tipping their heads in acknowledgement of the introduction.
�It�s very nice to meet all of you,� I smile and mean it. My parents were right. It was nice to finally get out and be with people again. I�d almost forgotten what it was like to not live in fear and pain. Of not walking on eggshells or looking over my shoulder.
Truthfully, I was still looking over my shoulder. I think I will be for the rest of my life. Just knowing that Daniel is still out there, even though he�s in prison and won�t get out for several years, makes a shiver run through my body.
�Cold?� Matt asks. �We�ve got a bonfire over in the east end of the yard. I could walk you over there. It should keep you pretty warm.�
�I�m fine, thank you,� I smile. �All of this is just a little overwhelming. I�m not used to such big crowds.�
�You�ll get used to it,� he smiles back. �My mother�s got an even bigger one planned for next month! She likes to get most of her parties in during the warmer months before the winter sets in and everyone�s stuck at their own ranch.�
�Does it get that bad?� I ask. �I would think with all of the snow you get around here, you�d be experts at knowing what to do to handle it.�
�Oh, we do,� he smiles back. �It�s just once in a while a really bad storm hits and that can lay us up for weeks before anyone can get out. Those are some nasty ones.�
�I�m not sure I�m ready for that.�
�We�ll all help you through it,� Ava loops her arm through mine and gives it a squeeze. �Won�t we, Matt?�
The two girls seated at the table are still eyeing me suspiciously as I look at them.
�Do you go to college?� one of them asks.
I nod. �I took a year off to get some things in order, but I�m planning to go back to school this fall.�
�What are you studying?�
�I�m studying to be an architect,� I tell them.
�Wow,� Ava exclaims. �An architect! You must be pretty smart.�
�I�m no smarter than anyone else,� I smile. �I just like to design and build things.�
It�s true. When I was younger, I didn�t want to play with dolls, I wanted legos and blocks and magnets and anything I could get my hands on that would let me create some kind of fantastic structures.
��Commercial or residential?� Matt asks. This surprises me because most people don�t care enough to ask that type of question.
�I can do both, but I like designing someone�s home and filling in the details of what makes the space special to them.�
�I�ve sketched out some ideas for a house I�d like to build one day. Maybe you could take a look at them and tell me what you think.�
�I�d like that,� I smile back at him.
We stand there, awkwardly looking around.
�Are you hungry?� he asks.
�I think I could eat something.�
�Then let�s grab you some food.�
I tamp down the anxious butterflies in my stomach and allow him to usher me through the crowd toward tables laden with all kinds of delicious looking morsels.
�What are you in the mood for?� he asks, grabbing me a plate. �I think my mother has hired every chef and caterer in the area for this party.�
�The fried chicken looks good,� I say.
�White or dark?�
�Both!�
He gives me a wry look and raises one eyebrow.
�As noted, I�m hungry,� I smile.
�Breast and leg then,� he says as he puts the pieces of delicious looking meat onto my plate.
�Vegetables?�
�Potato salad and some of that green bean salad please,� I say, watching as he expertly loads up my plate.
�You�ve got to have one of these corn muffins,� he says as he puts one on my plate. �They�re amazing!�
�Okay,� I smile. �I�ll let you know what I think after I�ve had one.
�This corn casserole is good too. Do you like corn?�
�I love it,� I say and watch as he heaps a helping of the corn casserole onto my plate. �I think that will hold me for now.�
�Let�s get you something to drink. What�s your poison? Water, tea, lemonade or soda?�
�Tea please, sweet, no lemon.�
�Tea it is,� he grabs me a glass and carries it expertly back into the barn where his friends are waiting.
�Thank you,� I say, sitting down at the table after everyone scooches over to make room. �Everything looks so good, I�m not sure where to start.�
�The corn muffin,� Ava suggests. �They�re amazing!�
�So I hear!� I look at Matt who is still standing.
I grab the muffin and take a bite. I have to admit, it is one of the most delicious muffins I�ve ever had.
�It is �� I look around. �Amazing!�
Everyone laughs and I�m feeling even more at ease. Matt sits down next to me and I feel almost protected by his presence.
A few minutes into my feast, a beautiful blond comes over to the table.
�Hi, I�m Amanda,� she says, taking a seat next to Matt and making us all scoot even more together. �You must be the new girl I�ve been hearing so much about. Your parents bought the Shaker ranch right?�
�The Shaker Ranch?� I ask, wondering how she could hear about me since I just arrived yesterday.
�Once someone�s been living here a while, the land they�ve been on becomes known by their name. Like this will always be the Brooks Ranch because my family�s lived here for several generations,� Matt explains.
�Matt�s family has lived here for a long time,� Amanda informs me. �How many generations of Brooks have owned this land?�
Matt brushes the question off. �Six? Seven?�
�Matt has had his foot on every acre.�
�Wow,� I smile. �What do you do with all of this land?�
�Most of it is left wild, but we have certain areas sectioned off where we rotated the herds to give the other areas a rest for regrowth.�
�Are you in school?�
�I go to the community college to take some business courses like accounting and such. I�ll finish my four-year degree online. It�s important to my mother. But I have always planned on being a rancher, just like my father.�
�Is it hard work? Ranching?�
�It�s demanding work, but when you love something like I love this land and the animals and people, it hardly seems like I should call it work.�
�I understand,� I smile. �When I�m designing a home, it hardly seems like work at all. I love designing and building things.�
�Maybe one day you�ll design your dream home,� he smiles.
�That would be wonderful,� I smile back.
�I hope I get to see it.�
I feel at ease around Matt and I can also feel a seed of attraction to him. Unfortunately, that�s all it will ever be. Despite how nice he seems and genuine, I�ve been down that road before. Someone who seems so perfect and nice on the outside, turns into a monster once they have you in their grasp.
No.
Not again.
I�d rather be alone than go through that experience a second time.
My thoughts lead me down a path that terrifies me. Everything suddenly feels closed in and I�m having trouble breathing.
�Is something wrong?� he asks.
I stand up and excuse myself.
�I�m sorry,� I say, taking my half-eaten plate of food with me, stumbling and spilling the contents on the floor. Embarrassment floods my cheeks red and I apologize again. �I�m so, so sorry.�
My heart pounds and I feel as though I may collapse at any moment. I can barely breathe.
�It�s okay,� they all assure me, looking at me with concern etched on all their faces. They probably think I�m crazy or weird. Or both. My need to get away turns to panic.
�I need to find my parents,� I stammer. �I need to go home.�
I turn around, but not before hearing one of the girls ask Matt, �What did you say to her?� and his response, �I�m not sure.� Then one of the guys, �She�s as nervous as a new colt.�
Tears burn my eyes as I make my way through the crowd. I pull out my phone and frantically wait for my mother to answer.
�Faith?�
�I need to go,� I cry. �Now.�
Thankfully, my mother finds me quickly. She�s with Ava and Matt�s mom along with several other women. They all have concerned looks on their faces.
�What happened? Are you okay?�
�I need to go home,� I say, tears now flowing freely down my cheeks. �I just need to go home.�




Matt
�What�s got you so excited today?� I ask my younger sister who is bouncing off the walls with energy. �I know you�re usually more than ready for one of mama�s big parties, but today you seem extra excited.�
�That�s because I am big brother,� Ava twirls around me.
�Is this because Caleb and I came back early from our ride and you�ll get to see him tonight?�
�Nope!� she beams at me. �But I am excited you came back early, and I�ll get to see him tonight.�
�Then what�s got you so �� I gesture with my hands to indicate her extraness.
�You�ll see,� was all she would comment.
�Okay,� I comment, heading to my room.
�Watcha wearing tonight?�
�Excuse me?�
�You should wear your dark blue jeans and that white cotton shirt I gave you for your birthday.�
�Why?�
Ava just continues to have that �I�ve got a secret� look on her face and shrugs her shoulders.
�You look handsome in it,� she smiles. �Can�t I want my big brother to look good for one of the biggest parties of the year?�
I raise an eyebrow.
�What are you up to? You�re not trying to matchmake again are you, because the last time you did this it was a disaster.�
She just giggles, goes up on tiptoes and gave me a kiss on my cheek before prancing down the hall.
Shaking my head, I head to my bathroom and turn on the shower as hot as it will go. If Ava�s got matchmaking on her mind tonight, I�m afraid of what awaits me later this evening.
Two hours later we�re headed down to the barn past the tables being loaded up with all kinds of delicious-looking food.
�I�m glad you took my advice and wore that white shirt. I like your new hat too.�
�You�re not trying to get me back with Amanda are you?�
I try and stifle my laugh when she screws up her face as though she�s just smelled a skunk.
�Never. I wouldn�t have said this while you were with her, but I didn�t really care for Amanda.�
�I could tell,� I inform her.
�How?�
�Your face says everything Ava. Everything!�
She playfully punches my arm as we arrive at the barn where our parents are giving final instructions to the people helping out tonight.
�You look handsome,� my mother comments.
�Told you,� Ava grins.
�Ava�s got something up her sleeve,� I comment. �But she won�t tell me what it is.�
My mother eyes Ava suspiciously, before smiling.
�I think I know what she�s up to � and I approve!�
�Well now you�re in real trouble,� my father laughs. �If the two of them are in cahoots, your fate is sealed son.�
I eye both of them warily.
�I think the first of our guests are starting to arrive,� my mother says. I follow her gaze and see the cars and trucks are starting to stream in.
�This is going to be one of the biggest parties you�ve ever thrown, Mama,� Ava comments and runs toward the porch. She�s looking for someone, that much is clear. But who?
About an hour passes quickly and I�m seated at a table with Caleb and a few of our friends when I get a text from Ava.
Where are you?
In the back of the barn on the left at a table eating dinner. Why?
Be there in a minute!
�Who�s texting you?�
�My sister. She�s got something up her sleeve, I just don�t know what it is.�
�Ava�s always got something up her sleeve,� Caleb comments, taking another muffin and popping it in his mouth. �I have found it best to just go along with whatever it is she�s planned. She definitely makes life more interesting.�
I eye Caleb. I know Ava has plans for them and that they�ve been seeing one another for the past four months. Ava�s had a crush on Caleb since she was in middle school. Honestly, I never thought Caleb would return her feelings for him, but he told me the other day that he didn�t have a choice.
�What do you mean you didn�t have a choice?� I asked.
He just shrugged and said, �You know Ava.�
Yes. I know my sister well, which is why I�m concerned.
About fifteen minutes later, I see Caleb�s eyes widen and he starts to stand. I follow his gaze to see my sister practically dragging someone behind her. All I can tell at this point is that the person has blond hair. I stand too.
�I think we�re about to find out what Ava�s been up to,� he comments.
When she finally reaches us, and I see the person with her, my heart stops. I cannot explain the feeling that rushes over me when I look into her eyes, but it�s as though someone has jolted my entire body with an electric current.
�Everyone this is my new friend, Faith! She just moved here from�� Ava announces and looks directly at me before turning to her new friend. �I�m sorry, I don�t think I ever asked you where you moved here from?�
�Virginia,� she answers, her voice soft and angelic sounding. �Richmond,� she clarifies and I can detect the slightest of Southern accents.
�A Southerner,� I smile and almost catch my breath when her gaze meets mine. �Matt Brooks,� I say, extending my hand. �Welcome to Wyoming.�
For a few seconds we just stand there looking at each other.
Faith. Her hair was dark blond and she had dark blue eyes. When I released her small hand from mine, it was like releasing a bird.
�Thank you,� she says, ducking her head in a shy manner. �Thank you for allowing me to come to your party.�
I can�t help but smile. �My mother likes to throw big parties a few times a year. This is one of those times. I�m glad you could make it.�
�This is my boyfriend, Caleb Connor,� Ava announces, introducing my best friend to Faith.
�It�s nice to meet you, Caleb,� she says and takes the hand he was just scarfing a barbecue sandwich with a few minutes beforehand.
�And this is Brittany, Rachel, Tommy and Brian,� Ava spreads her hands toward the four remaining people still seated. At this point, all of the guys are standing, because we�d never hear the end of it from our mothers if we didn�t.
�It�s very nice to meet all of you,� she says, and her smile melts my heart again. So, this is what my sister was up to. I can�t say that I�m upset. There�s something special about this new girl in town and I�m hoping I�ll get a chance to know her better.
I can tell she�s a bit uncomfortable, but who wouldn�t be? It�s a big party and she really doesn�t know anyone. I see her holding herself and a slight shiver courses through her body.
�Cold?� I ask. �We�ve got a bonfire over in the east end of the yard. I could walk you over there. It should keep you pretty warm.�
�I�m fine, thank you. All of this is just a little overwhelming. I�m not used to such big crowds.�
�You�ll get used to it,� I tell her. �My mother�s got an even bigger one planned for next month! She likes to get most of her parties in during the warmer months before the winter sets in and everyone�s stuck at their own ranch.�
�Does it get that bad?� she asks. �I would think with all of the snow you get around here, you�d be experts at knowing what to do to handle it.�
�Oh, we do. It�s just once in a while a really bad storm hits and that can lay us up for weeks before anyone can get out. Those are some nasty ones.�
I can�t help but think to myself that I wouldn�t mind being stranded this winter with her, but I�ll keep that thought to myself.
�I�m not sure I�m ready for that,� she admits.
�We�ll all help you through it,� Ava loops her arm through the arm of her new friend. �Won�t we, Matt?�
I can see Amanda�s best friends eyeing Faith up. I hope they don�t cause a problem.
�Do you go to college?�� Brittany asks.
�I took a year off to get some things in order, but I�m planning to go back to school this fall.�
�What are you studying?�
�I�m studying to be an architect,� she says. �I�ve always like to build things.�
�Wow,� Ava exclaims. �An architect! You must be really smart.�
�I�m no smarter than anyone else. I just like to design and build things.� She modest and doesn�t like to brag. However, I know from the few CAD classes I�ve taken how smart someone must be to be an architect. I�ve been working on designing my own ranch house to build one day, but it�s not as easy as I thought it would be.
�Commercial or residential?� I ask and note the pleasantly shocked look on her face. I�ve surprised her by asking this question.
�I can do both, but I like designing someone�s home and filling in the details of what makes the space special to them.�
�I�ve sketched out some ideas for a house I�d like to build one day. Maybe you could take a look at them and tell me what you think.�
�I�d like that,� she smiles. I hope she�s not just being nice. I could use the help.
There�s an awkward lull in the conversation which Ava saves by asking a question.
�Are you hungry?� she asks.
�I think I could eat something.�
�Matt, why don�t you take Faith to get some of this delicious food?�
I step aside and motion for her to proceed me toward the buffet tables laden with food. We arrive at the first table and I grab her a plate.
�What are you in the mood for? I think my mother has hired every chef and caterer in the area for this party.�
�The fried chicken looks good,� she says. I know it is because I�ve just had two pieces myself.
�White or dark?�
�Both!�
I give her a cautionary look and she laughs. It�s like bells ringing and the sight of her enjoying herself brings a smile to my face.
�As noted, I�m hungry,� she says.
�Breast and leg then,� I tell her and grab two of the best- looking pieces on the platter to put on her plate.
�Vegetables?�
�Potato salad and some of that green bean salad please,� she says, and I give her a heaping spoonful of each. I spy some of my mother�s homemade corn muffins. �You�ve got to have one of these corn muffins. I promise they�re the best thing you�ve ever tasted. This corn casserole is good too. Do you like corn?�
�I love it,� she smiles. �I think that will hold me for now.�
�Let�s get you something to drink. What�s your poison? Water, tea, lemonade or soda?�
�Tea please, sweet, no lemon.�
�Tea it is.� I grab a glass and carry it back into the barn where everyone is waiting.
�Thank you,� she says, sitting down at the table. �Everything looks so good, I�m not sure where to start.�
�The corn muffin,� Ava suggests. �They�re my mom�s and they�re amazing!�
�So I hear!� Faith looks at me and for a moment I feel like my heart is going to explode out of my chest.
I watch as she picks up the muffin and takes a bite.
�It is �� I look around. �Amazing!�
We all laugh, and I take a seat next her. I am acutely aware of just how close she is to me. I wonder if she can feel my nervousness.
A few minutes after we sat down, I see my ex-girlfriend approaching us.
�Hi, I�m Amanda,� she introduces herself to Faith and sits down on the other side of me, forcing me to be even closer to Faith. �You must be the new girl I�ve been hearing so much about. Your parents bought the Shaker ranch, right?�
�The Shaker Ranch?� Faith asks.
�Once someone�s been living here a while, the land they�ve been on becomes known by their name. Like this will always be the Brooks Ranch because my family�s lived here for several generations,� I explain.
�Matt�s family has lived here for a long time,� Amanda informs her. �How many generations of Brooks have owned this land?�
I brush the question off. �Six? Seven?�
�Matt has had his foot on every acre.�
�Wow,� Faith smiles at me. �What do you do with all of this land?�
�Most of it is left wild, but we have certain areas sectioned off where we rotated the herds to give the other areas a rest for regrowth.�
�Are you in school?�
�I go to the community college to take some business courses like accounting and such. I�ll finish my four-year degree online. It�s important to my mother. But I have always planned on being a rancher, just like my father.�
�Is it hard work? Ranching?�
�It�s demanding work, but when you love something like I love this land and the animals and people, it hardly seems like I should call it work.�
�I understand. When I�m designing a home, it hardly seems like work at all. I love designing and building things.�
�Maybe one day you�ll design your dream home.�
�That would be wonderful,� she smiles.
�I hope I get to see it.�
I feel so at ease around Faith, but at the same time, my stomach is tied in knots. After a few minutes, I notice that she seems to be having trouble breathing.
�Is something wrong?�
She immediately stands up.
�I�m sorry,� she says, picking up her half-eaten plate of food. In her haste to leave, she stumbles and spills the contents on the floor. I can�t help but notice Amanda and Brittany barely stifling laughs. �I�m so, so sorry.�
�It�s okay,� I assure her. Ava and Caleb try to tell her the same thing. It doesn�t seem to be helping.
�I need to find my parents,� she says, her voice edged with panic. �I need to go home.�
I was about to offer to help her find them, but she turns and rushes toward the open doors faster than I can get the words out.
�What did you say to her?� Amanda asks.
�I�m not sure.�
�She�s as nervous as a new colt.� This was from Caleb.
�Should I go after her?� Ava asks.
�I don�t think you�d be able to catch up to her.�
�What do you think got her so upset?�
�I don�t know,� I answer. �But whatever it was, I don�t think it has anything to do with us.�





Faith
It�s been a week since I made a spectacle of myself at the Brooks� Ranch. I just want to bury my head in my pillows and never come out again. To be honest, that�s exactly what I�ve done for the last seven days.
My mother tries to make me feel better and asks if I would go with her into town today for a bite of lunch, but I�m so terrified of running into someone from that party, mostly because everyone from miles around was at that party, that I just want to stay home and not come out again.
�I don�t feel like going out,� I tell her. �I�m just going to stay home for a little while longer until everyone forgets.�
�You can�t just shut yourself up in the house and not come out again, Faith. It�s not good for you.�
�I won�t. I promise. I�m just not ready yet.�
My mother leans in and gives me a kiss before heading out with my father. She turns and heads back.
�I forgot to tell you, I�m expecting a package this afternoon. It probably won�t be here until we get back, but just in case.�
�I�ll keep an eye out for it. Have a good time.�
�You too,� she says before climbing in the truck.
I wave to them from the front porch and head back inside deciding to make myself a BLT. I start frying the bacon when the doorbell rings.
I remember my mother�s comment about the package, so I figure it�s something that has to be signed for. I turn the bacon off, my mouth already watering from the smell and head to the front door expecting to see a UPS or FedEx truck outside.
Instead, I see Matt Brooks.
My stomach flips.
I want to run back and hide but can�t because he�s smiling at me through the glass panes. Internally I curse my luck and force myself to keep walking toward the door.
�Hello,� I say as I open it.
�Hi,� he says back.
My heart is beating a mile a minute and I feel like I�m going to start hyperventilating. Not from attraction, but from sheer terror. I�m in the middle of nowhere with a man who I barely know.
No one will hear me if I scream. No one will be here to help.
�You want to come out here on the porch,� he offers. �I don�t need to come in. We can sit on the porch and talk.�
�I � � I look around for an excuse.
�It won�t take long,� he promises.
I swallow down the lump of fear in my throat. �Okay.�
I step outside and walk to sit in the chair closest to the front door. He walks around me and takes the seat across from me by the table.
�How are you doing?� he asks.
I look at him.
�Ava says you won�t take her calls and when I called, your mom said you weren�t ready for visitors.�
�But you decided to come anyway?�
I can tell my icy response startles him. I didn�t mean to sound so hateful and cold. I�m just scared.
�I wanted to check on you. After the other night ��
My cheeks flame with embarrassment.
�I�m fine,� I lie. �I�m just a little ��
�Anxious? That�s okay. Ava and I have a cousin, Lara with bad anxiety. She even has a service dog that stays with her. He goes with her on airplanes, to school, everywhere.�
I give him a weak smile.
�I didn�t know they had those.�
He nods.
�If you want, I can give you the name of the trainer that helped her with her dog.�
Gratitude fills my heart and I nod my head.
�Thank you,� I smile. �That would be nice.�
�Also,� he clears his throat.
Oh no. Is he going to ask me out?
�Horses are supposed to be good for helping people overcome anxiety. They helped Lara. We have plenty over at our ranch. Some are really gentle. I�d be happy to have you come over and ride sometime.�
My face must say everything that�s going through my mind because he puts his hands up in surrender.
�I promise. No ulterior motives. None. It can even be just you and my sister if you want. I just know that along with Lara�s dog, the horses help her a lot. Since her counseling and having the animals, you�d never know she has an anxiety problem.�
�I can�t believe anyone in your family has a problem with anxiety. You all seem so confident and sure of yourselves.�
�Everyone has problems. Some of them just aren�t visible.�
�Thank you for your help, but ��
�You think I�m here because I want something.�
My gaze meets his and I nod.
�I won�t lie. You�re very pretty. Beautiful. I would love to take you out on a date. However, my parents taught me to respect women, so if you tell me you�re not interested -.�
�I�m not interested.�
The silence between us was deafening and seemed to last forever until he finally spoke.
�Alright. I�ll settle for just being your friend, then, if that�s okay.�
I look at him. The wariness I feel toward him must have shown on my face because his next words caught at my throat.
�I know you don�t know me. You have no reason to trust me, but I like you and if friendship is all you have to offer, then I�ll accept that.� He extended his hand toward me. Hesitantly I extended my own and we shake. �Friends?�
I barely tilt my head in a nod, before speaking.
�I won�t ever give you more than that. I can�t.�
�Then friendship is all I will ever expect.� He gets up and I stand with him. �If you want to come over to the house tomorrow, my sister will be there, and I�ll have Bossed Around ready for you to ride. She�s a gentle Tennessee Walking Horse and I think you�ll enjoy riding her.�
�Will you be coming too?�
�Only if I�m invited,� he smiles. �My sister tells me you girls like to have your girl-time, so I�ll leave that up to you.�
I smile at him.
�Thank you, Matt.�
He tips his hat at me and his smile widens, his dimples making him look disarmingly handsome. I watch him descend the steps and climb into his truck.
After he leaves, I feel a loss inside. I like him. He seems to be a really nice guy. But then I check myself. I can never let my guard down. Not again. Not even for a handsome cowboy with good manners.
The last time I trusted a good-looking man, it almost cost me my life.




Matt
�Well?� Ava ran out the door as soon as I got out of the truck.
�Well what?�
�Did you see her?�
�Yes.�
�And is she okay?�
�She�s fine.�
�Did you ask her out?�
�No.�
�Why not?�
�Ava!� My exasperation with my little sister and her bullets of questions was growing by the minute. I take a deep breath. �I don�t think she�s interested.�
�Why not?�
I look at her.
�Look, you may be my brother, but even I can see you�re a handsome guy, plus you�re really nice. Don�t let that go to your head,� she lightly punches me in the side. �If you ever tell anyone I said that I�ll deny, deny, deny.�
I can�t help but laugh at her dramatics.
�Seriously though, you don�t think she�s interested in you?�
�I don�t think she�s interested in anyone right now other than having a friend and that�s what I intend to be to her. A friend.�
Ava nods her head at me.
�That�s cool.�� She walks in lockstep with me as we head to the barn. �Why do you think she�s not interested?�
I shrug my shoulders.
�Maybe she just got burned by an ex-boyfriend. I don�t know.�
�So, what are you going to do about it?�
I stop and look at her.
�What do you mean, what am I going to do about it?�
�I mean it�s obvious that you like her. You�re not a quitter. What are you going to do about getting her to go out with you?�
�I�m not.�
�Are you serious?�
I take Ava by the shoulders and look her in the eyes.
�I�m going to be her friend.�
�Right. You�re going to do the friend to boyfriend route.�
I take a deep breath and sigh it out as I look toward heaven for patience.
�No. That�s not what I said. Faith doesn�t want a boyfriend, but she will need friends. I�m going to be one of those friends to her. I don�t know what caused her to be so anxious, but I�m going to do what I can to help her. I hope you will too.�
�Me? I�m the first person to make her my friend. I tried to call many times, but her mom said she wouldn�t take the call!�
�That�s why I went over there. So, I could talk to her in person.�
�So, you�ll just be her friend?�
�Yep.�
�Does that mean I�ll have to worry about Amanda being a sister-in-law again?�
�Nope.�
I try and keep from laughing as I watch Ava breathe out a sigh of relief.
�What is it about Amanda that you don�t like? She�s a nice person.�
�It�s not that I don�t like her. Not really. I just don�t like her with you. I think she wants to be Mrs. Matthew Brooks for the wrong reasons.�
�And what might those be?�
�Money. The ranch. Everything that goes with that.�
Now it�s my turn to sigh.
�You don�t think she might just like me for me?�
�I didn�t say that either,� she plops down on a chair, hanging one leg over the arm. �I just have this feeling about some people and with Amanda, I think if another good-looking guy came around who had more money and social standing, she�d leave you for him like yesterday�s news.�
�Oh really?�
�Really.�
I�m not sure I can disagree with Ava�s assessment of Amanda. I had that feeling about Amanda myself, which is why I broke it off with her a few weeks ago. I just didn�t have the feelings for her you should have for someone you want to spend the rest of your life with.
�Are you mad at me?�
�For telling me what you think? Never!�
�Good! So, how are we going to get our new friend out of her shell?�
I smile.
�We�ll start inviting her to go out with us whenever we all go out. You can start by taking her riding with you tomorrow.�
�And will you be coming too?�
�Not unless she wants me to.�
Ava digests that piece of information before commenting, �Which horse?�
�Bossed Around.�
�Good choice.�
�I thought so.�
�Okay. Riding it is. We�ll take this slow and bring her into the group.� We�ll fix whatever broke her.�
�I hope so. She deserves a good life. Everyone does.�




Faith
�Come on, Faith! You can do it!�
I look down at the crystal-clear water rushing around the banks, knowing the temperature is freezing but not wanting to disappoint my new friends.
True to his word, over the last three months, Matt offered only friendship. He kept his distance and brought me into his circle of friends which included his sister, Ava who only had eyes for her boyfriend, Caleb.
Sometimes when I watch Ava and Caleb, I ache for the kind of relationship they enjoy and I will never have. My heart used to believe in those kinds of bonds and I know from watching my parents what is possible between a man and a woman.
Unfortunately, I no longer trust my judgement when it comes to men and relationships. I no longer trust myself and that is the one thing Daniel took from me I hate the most.
He took my self-reliance. My self-confidence. My belief that most people are good at heart.
Daniel was not good, and I never saw it. Something was fundamentally wrong with me and my �picker.� I was no longer a good judge of character. I couldn�t trust myself.
He was a liar and I never saw the lie.
As I stand on the banks of the river holding on to a rope preparing to jump, I realize how this is a metaphor for my life. Am I prepared to let go and take a chance with these new friends?
I take several deep breaths and with a giant leap, I let go and plunge myself into the ice-cold water and life with my newfound friends.





Matt
�She looks happy,� Ava comments as she catches me staring at Faith coming out of the water, shivering and picking up a towel.
�Yes, she does.�
�You�ve had a lot to do with that you know.�
�I�m just keeping my promise.�
�You care about her.�
I look at my sister and shrug my shoulders.
�She may change her mind one day, Matt.�
�Or she may not. I promised her I�d be a friend to her and if that�s all she can ever give, then I�m okay with that.�
As the words spilled forth from my mouth, I could taste the lie. I was falling for Faith. Hard. I know it. Ava knows it.
But how do you stop yourself from falling?




Faith
�So, you and Matt are going out?�
The word �again� hung unspoken but recognized in my mother�s question. I have to give her credit. She tried to ask in a casual manner, but I could hear the hope in her voice.
We�ve been living here for nine months and I have settled nicely into this Wyoming lifestyle.
�Matt�s a friend, Mom,� I tell her, pulling on my coat, because despite the fact it was early spring, it was still bitterly cold. �We�re just friends. He�s giving me a ride to the restaurant where we�re meeting the rest of the group and then he�s giving me a ride home.�
�Okay,� she smiles. �I�m just glad you�re getting out and having fun. After the long winter, it�s nice to see you can get out more with your friends.�
I smile back at her as I take one last look in the mirror and straighten my belt.
�I�m happy about that too,� I say. Over the winter months, I�d learned to cross country ski, downhill ski, snowboard, and ice skate. I even had my very first sleigh ride. It was magical. But despite being able to partake in all of those winter pastimes, the outings were sporadic due to the weather conditions.
I was happy to know that spring was starting to thaw things out. I watch my mother prepare to leave the room and I stop her.
�Mom?�
�Hmmm?�
�Do you think I�ll ever trust anyone again? You know � like that? Do you think I�ll ever be able to ��
�To fall in love again?�
I nod my head.
�I think time has an amazing capacity to heal old wounds,� she tells me. �I believe one day you will have an incredible life filled with a husband who adores you, and children who think you�re the greatest thing since sliced bread.�
I think on that for a few minutes. I always wanted to get married and have a family. After the beating I took, the doctors said they weren�t sure I�d ever be able to have children of my own. That is something anyone I get serious with will have to be told.
�There�s always adoption,� my mother seemed to read my thoughts. �But remember, the doctors didn�t say impossible, they said they didn�t know.�
�I know,� I whisper. �Right now, I�m still worried I won�t ever be able to trust my feelings enough to love someone like that again. He stole something from me and I�m afraid I may never get it back.�
My mother walks over to me and lifts my chin.
�You�ve come a long way and you�re going even farther. You will find love again one day. When you�re ready.�
�Do you think so?�
�Definitely.�
�It won�t be with Matt,� I assure her, turning back towards the mirror. �He�s been friend-zoned. I don�t ever want to lose him as a friend and I don�t want to lose Ava as a friend either.�
�Okay,� my mother laughs as she heads out the door.
�He�s just a friend,� I call after her as she disappears down the hall.
�Matt�s just a friend,� I tell myself as I take one last look in the mirror.




Matt
�You headed out with Faith again?�
This was from my mother who was taking a definite interest in my ongoing friendship with Faith.
�Yes.�
�That�s nice.�
There were a million unspoken words in that phrase.
�Is there something wrong?�
�Hmm? Wrong? No! Why would you think something�s wrong?�
�Just the way you said, �that�s nice� sounded like you had more to say but were keeping it inside.�
�I like Faith.�
�I like Faith too.�
�That�s what I�m afraid of.�
I look at her as I pull on my jacket.
�You�re afraid because I like my friend.�
She looks at me again and raises one eyebrow.
�What?�
�You and I both know you like that young woman more than as just a friend.�
�I keep telling him that,� Ava comes bouncing down the stairs to get her jacket.
�Are you coming with me?� I ask her.
�No,� she sighs. �Caleb�s picking me up.�
�Nice try in deflecting the conversation,� my mother breaks in.
�I�m not deflecting anything.�
I look around for my keys, so I can hurry and get out of the house and out from under their interrogation.
Just then the door rings and I open it to see Caleb standing there. �Hey Matt! Are you riding with us?�
�No,� Ava breaks in and grabs him by the arm. �He�s picking up Faith so just the two of them can ride into town and back home together.�
�There you go!� Caleb grins and gives me a wink.
�We�re just friends,� I say.
�Sure, you are. Ava and I are just friends too.�
Ava smiles.
�Seriously. Faith and I are just friends. That�s all.�
�For now. I�ve seen the way you look at her. And I�ve seen the way she looks at you. It won�t be long before nature will take its course.�
�That�s what I keep telling him.�
I don�t voice it, but I know what they�re saying is true. Despite my resolve to remain just friends, over the last nine months my feelings for her have grown stronger. I haven�t said anything to her.
I�m sure she knows how I feel about her.
But a promise is a promise and I don�t want to do anything that will cause her to feel distrustful of me. She means too much to me to lose that aspect of our relationship.
Even if that means I love someone who can never love me back.





Faith
�Wasn�t that a great movie?� Ava gushes as we depart the AMC after seeing the latest romantic comedy. The weather is perfect tonight. I�ve been living here over a year and she�s become one of my best friends. She�s high on life right now because Caleb proposed to her a couple of weeks ago and she is in the throws of wedding planning.
In some ways I wish I�d lived here my entire life. My life is good.
�It was,� I admit, still smiling as I remember the last scene.
�Why can�t real life be like the movies,� she sighs. �Guys like that don�t exist in real life.�
She must have noticed my surprise look because she immediately grabbed my arm and said, �Don�t get me wrong, I love Caleb. He�s a great boyfriend and he�ll be a wonderful husband and father. But come on, when do you ever get a guy who acts so perfectly as the guy in the movie we just saw? I mean he never had a wrong move!�
I nod my head, trying not to think about how perfect Daniel seemed at first. Just like the guy in the movie.
�I have to agree with you,� I smile, mentally shaking off the memory. �Filmmakers know how to make us have unrealistic expectations of the male species.�
We continue walking silently when she suddenly stops and purposefully steers me in another direction.
�Ugh,� she rolls her eyes.
�What?� I look around to see who she�s hiding us from. �What�s wrong?�
�Nothing,� she murmurs. �We can go back toward the car now. They�ve headed into the movie theater.�
�Who?�
�Matt.�
�Why are we hiding from your brother?�
�It�s not so much Matt as Matt when he�s with HER.�
�Who?�
�Amanda.�
I feel like I have a boulder lodged in my throat.
�Matt�s with Amanda?�
My heart starts to beat wildly in my chest and I�m feeling a bit nauseous.
�They�re dating?� I ask. I suddenly have this crushing feeling in my chest and not sure why. At least I don�t want to admit why.
�Yes,� Ava confirms. �For the last four weeks. I can�t take it. He said they were done and he had no interest in rekindling that flame.�
�I had no idea,� I whisper to myself, then realize I hadn�t seen much of him over the last four weeks. At least not as much as I was used to. �You make it sound like they�re serious.�
�Amanda has always wanted Matt,� she makes a face. �Ever since we were in Middle School she�s had her eye on him. And she�s made no secret about that fact either. I guess she finally wore Matt down. For a while I hoped��
My left eyebrow raises as I look at her, scrutinizing her face.
�You hoped��
�It doesn�t matter.�
�Sure, it does.�
She takes a deep breath and looks me squarely in the eye.
�For a while I hoped you and Matt ... I thought he was interested, but since nothing ever happened I guess I was wrong.�
�You weren�t wrong,� I admit. �I let him know when we first moved here I wasn�t interested in him that way and only wanted to be friends. He�s respected that.�
�So, the two of you have been hanging out for the last year and a half and � nothing? Not even a peck?�
I shake my head no.
�He told me he was good with the two of us just being friends. And he�s stayed true to his word. We are friends,� I smile, swallowing down that lump in my throat. �Matt�s my best friend.�
Ava nods her head and we start walking towards her car.
�So why aren�t you interested in my brother?� she asks as she slows her pace and we�re stopped in the middle of the theatre parking lot.
�Excuse me?�
�It�s obvious to everyone around that he�s fallen for you. He�s good looking, smart, nice and loaded. So why don�t you want to be more than friends with him?�
I swallow. Ava is getting a little too interested in my past with these questions and my reasons for not wanting to get romantically involved with her brother.
�I had a bad breakup before we moved here,� I half lie-half tell the truth. �I�m not ready to get involved in another relationship right now.�
Or ever.
I watch that information wash over Ava for several seconds before she speaks again.
�So, it�s not that you�re not interested in Matt. It�s that you�re not interested in Matt right now.�
�Ava,� I try and slow that train down before it runs away. �To be honest, I may never be interested in going down that road again.�
She looks at me.
�It was a really bad breakup.�
She continues to stare at me.
�I�m not interested in dating Matt or anyone else.�
�That�s not what your face said when I told you Matt and Amanda were dating.�
�What?�
�Your face,� she smirked. �It fell. A lot. When I told you Matt and Amanda started dating four weeks ago you looked as though you�d swallowed a cow.�
She picked up the pace of her steps as we walked toward her car. My heart skipped a beat and then began beating frantically. The pit of my stomach felt as though it had a rock in it.
�That�s okay. You�re just not ready � yet. But one day you will be. I refuse to be stuck with Amanda Horner as my sister-in-law for the rest of my life. No.�
I fasten my pace to keep up with her.
�Ava,� I stand outside the car where she�s already jumped in, fastened her seat belt and started the engine.
�Are you getting in?� she asks, tapping the steering wheel.
Begrudgingly I step inside and fasten my seat belt. My stomach is twisted into a pretzel.
�I don�t feel well,� I say.
�I bet. I think your feelings for my brother are stronger than you�re willing to admit to yourself. We just need to keep Matt from giving up on you.�
�Matt�s given up on me?� This thought made my stomach hurt more than when I realized he was dating Amanda again.
Ava stopped the car that had just begun to leave the parking space.
�Not yet,� she sighs. �But he�s not going to wait forever, Faith. Sooner or later he�s going to meet someone who wants to make a life with him and he�s going to move on. Whether that�s with Amanda or someone else.�
I never realized how much the thought of Matt not being in my life anymore would disturb me, or how the thought of him being with someone else could make my heart ache so much.
I look out the window thinking on Ava�s words as she starts to pull out of the parking lot again and decide to call my therapist first thing in the morning.
I�ve got some work to do before it�s too late.




Matt
�I love you, Matt,� Amanda tells me as I drop her off at the front door. She leans up and presses her lips against mine.
I know she expects me to tell her I love her back. We�ve been seeing each other again for the last month, but the words won�t come. I am in love, but it�s not with Amanda. I�m in love with Faith Deveroux. My heart belongs to her and only her.
I feel guilty for asking Amanda out again, knowing how she feels about me and how I feel about Faith. It�s not fair to her. But at the same time, Faith has made it very clear to me that she doesn�t have any feelings for me aside from friendship.
�But you�re in love with someone else,� she smiles.
My gaze meets hers and I try to gauge if she�s angry. She�s not.
�I�m sorry,� I apologize. �I should have never started up something with you again.�
�Does she know?�
I nod. �I�m sure she does.�
�Have you told her?�
�No.�
�Then how can you be sure she knows?�
�I�m sure she knows.�
�You men are infuriating, you know that? If you love her, Matt, you need to tell her.�
�I�m afraid that if I do, I�ll lose her.�
�At least you�ll know where you stand and if you have any hope for a future.�
�I�m sorry if I led you on.�
Amanda shakes her head.
�You don�t have anything to apologize for, Matt Brooks. I realized that first day at the picnic when I saw how you were looking at her that she was going to be something special to you. But when time passed and the two of you never seemed to move past the friend stage, I thought, maybe I misread things.�
�You didn�t misread things. I liked her from the start. I don�t think she�s ready for a relationship.�
�Is she still in love with someone else?�
�I don�t think that�s it. I think something happened to her and she�s having a hard time getting over it.�
�Like what?�
�I�m not sure. She won�t talk about it. She just told me that friendship was all she could offer me.�
Amanda places her hand on my arm.
�Be patient, Matt. One day things may change.�
�How long am I supposed to wait? A year? Two?�
�I think that answer depends on how important she is to you and how much you love her.�
I lean over and give her a kiss on the cheek.
�Thank you, Amanda. For everything.�
�Just be sure to invite me to the wedding when it happens.�
I grin and head back toward my truck, wondering if something like that would even be possible with Faith.





Faith
�It looks like you and Amanda have gotten pretty serious these past couple of months,� I comment, trying to keep my tone light and carefree. We�d just made a trip into town to grab some supplies for both of our mothers and a quick bite to eat before heading back home.
He looks over at me with an odd look on his face.
�What?� I ask.
He shakes his head.
�Nothing.�
�You and your sister practically write a book with your expression, but when someone asks what you�re thinking you both say �nothing� when in reality, your face says something serious is going on.�
He stays silent. For a while the environment inside the cab of the truck becomes oppressive and awkward. Suddenly he veers off the road, makes a U-turn and starts driving somewhere I�ve never been before.
�Where are we going?�
�Someplace private.�
�What? Why? What�s going on?�
He doesn�t say anything and about fifteen minutes later we�re parked in front of a small lake I didn�t even know existed. It�s surrounded by trees and little else.
I turn and look at him.
�What do you want, Faith?�
�What do you mean?�
�I asked you out when you first moved here almost two years ago. You made it clear you didn�t want to go out with me. You just wanted to be friends. As hard as that was, I accepted it. But now-�
�Now?� I prompted him.
He rakes his hand through his hair and gets out of the truck, walking toward the lake.
I get out and follow him.
�Have I done something wrong? I�m sorry,� I say, though I�m not quite sure what I�m apologizing for.
�You don�t need to apologize for anything,� he says, his exasperation clearly showing on his face. �You haven�t done anything wrong. It�s me. I�m the problem.�
�Problem? Matt, you�re the least of my problems. You are the kindest, sweetest and most honest person I�ve ever met. I feel like I can tell you anything. I trust you with my life.� I hesitate for a moment before confessing. �You�re my best friend.�
He looks at me.
�That�s the problem,� he steps away from me.
�How is that a problem?�
�Because I�m happy you consider me your best friend and I thought I would be okay with that, but I�m not. Amanda doesn�t mean anything to me, Faith. But you do. You are my best friend, too, but I want so much more than that with you.� I take a step back, not sure if I�m ready to hear his next words. �I�m in love with you, Faith. I think I have been since that first night at my mother�s party. I thought I�d be okay just being your friend. If that�s all I could ever be to you, then I�ll just have to live with that. But I need to get that off my chest and out in the open.�
He takes another deep breath.
�I love you, Faith,� he looks at me. �And not just as my best friend.�
�But all this time you never ��
�I never said anything? It was pretty obvious when you first got here that you weren�t interested in getting involved in a relationship and I respected that. I also swore to you that I would never press you for anything beyond friendship.�
�I remember,� I swallow.
�I�ll honor that promise,� he said. �But I wanted you to know how I feel. I needed to let you know. I couldn�t lie about my feelings anymore. Not to you and not to myself.�
We stand staring at one another for what seems like an eternity.
�Come on,� he finally says, leading me by the hand back to his truck. �I�ll take you home.�
I numbly follow him back to the truck, my legs dragging like heavy weights through the tall grass. I feel like I�m about to lose something precious and my heart aches.
I stop when he opens the door for me to get in.
�You never said anything before,� I whisper, tears stinging the back of my eyes, though I didn�t know why. �You�ve never even tried to kiss me.�
�I promised you I wouldn�t. But I can�t help how I feel about you. The way you looked at me when you asked me about Amanda made me think � never mind.�
�Made you think?�
�Something Ava said to me last week. She told me I should tell you how I feel about you. Amanda said the same thing last night.�
�Amanda?�
�Even she could tell how I feel about you.�
�I never knew ��
He looked at me as though he didn�t believe me.
My heart was beating out of my chest with anxiety and anticipation. I open my mouth to say what�s in my heart, but I close it again and swallow down the lump that is lodged there.
I take a step toward getting into the truck and stop myself. I turn around to face him.
�Kiss me,� I tell him, driven by impulse. I can�t help but smile at the surprised look on his handsome face.
�Faith-�
I reach up, take his face in my hands and slowly, agonizingly bring my face to his until our lips are meeting in the sweetest, most sensual kiss I�ve ever known.
I can feel him holding back. He�s unsure of what to do with this turn of events. I put my arms around his neck and press my body closer into his as the kiss deepens.
Finally, I feel his arms encircle me as we give ourselves fully to this new beginning.
�I love you, too,� I whisper as I raise my face for another kiss, admitting what I�ve known all along. �I love you, too.�




Faith
It�s been a year since Matt and I told one another about our feelings. Every day has been better than the one preceding it.
�Where are we going?� I ask, smiling as he leads me down to what we refer to as our secret place. We regularly go horseback riding together, even in winter and I know exactly where he�s taking me, but for some reason, he seems nervous today.
As we break through the clearing I can see why. He�s had someone cut the field next to the stream that feeds the lake and there�s a table set up with a picnic basket and two chairs with a beautiful springtime bouquet filled with my favorite flowers at the center.
�What is all of this?�
�Do you like it?�
�It�s beautiful. And romantic.� I look at him, lean over and give him a kiss. �It�s perfect.�
I dismount my horse and hand the reins to Matt who ties them to a stake he put in last summer since we come here so often. I go to the table to see what he�s brought us for lunch, but when I turn around to ask him what we�re having, I find him in front of me, cowboy hat in hand, on bended knee.
My heart beats faster and my eyes sting with emotion.
�Faith Deveraux, I love you more than you could possibly know. I promise to love you for the rest of my life and to take care of you and protect you and be everything you need. Will you marry me?�
He presents the box and when he opens it, the most beautiful ring I�ve ever seen is sparkling back at me. It�s simple and elegant and not too big.
�Yes,� I whisper, feeling the tears stream down my face. �Yes, I�ll marry you.�
The words slipped from my mouth before I even realized what I was saying. Was I ready after all this time to get married again?
I didn�t know, but what I did know was that I loved Matt with all of my heart, soul and strength. I knew he was and would always be my best friend and that I would never have to question his motives or his intent.
He is and will always be a good man.
He got up from the ground and took me in his arms and kissed me gently, but enthusiastically.
�You�ve just made me the happiest man in the entire world,� he smiled.
�Well that�s good, because you�ve made me the happiest woman in the entire world,� I smile through tears.
It was at that particular moment my stomach decided to grumble with hunger. Very loudly.
We both laughed.
�What did you pack for us?�
�My mother made her famous pecan chicken salad sandwiches and potato salad.�
�Yum!� I say. �And what�s for dessert?�
�Chocolate chunk macadamia nut cookies.�
�I can�t wait to dig in.�
�Thank you,� he says as he takes the seat opposite mine.
�For what?�
�For giving me a chance. For our friendship. For your love. For saying yes to forever with me.�
I get up from my seat and walk over to sit in his lap.
�Thank you,� I smile back at him. �For not giving up on me.�
We kiss and eat and laugh and life seems pretty darned perfect.
�Do my parents know?� I ask as I sit back down at the table and take my first bite of his mother�s pecan chicken salad. Even the bread is homemade and tastes so good.
�I asked your father for permission two days ago.�
My eyes widen.
�I take it he said yes.�
�He wished me luck. He said he would be proud to have me as a son-in-law, but he didn�t know if you were ready.�
The atmosphere turned serious for a moment and I took a sip of iced tea to wash down my food.
I look across from him and see the man I want to spend the rest of my life with.
�I�ve never been more sure of anything in my life.�




Faith
I check my reflection in the mirror and feel more at peace than I have in years. I cannot wait to marry Matt and begin a new life with him.
He�s loved me and encouraged me in everything, even getting a graduate degree. I will graduate in six months with a degree in architecture. Matt has been with me every step of the way. He�s everything I could have ever asked for in a partner.
Knowing what the alternative is, I am even more grateful.
I hadn�t thought of Daniel in a long, long time. He remains in jail and will be for at least another seven years. My stomach still lurches when I think of him or even the possibility of seeing him again. However, at this point the likelihood that he would even be looking for me, knowing that I�m dead, is almost non-existent.
If he did know I was alive, he�d come for me. I know this with the same certainty that the sun will come up tomorrow. He would finish what he started.
A shiver runs through me at the thought of what he almost accomplished three years ago.
�Are you cold?� my mother asks, coming over to me and putting her arms around me.
�I�m fine,� I whisper.
�You�re visibly shaking. What is it? The wedding? Are you nervous about marrying Matt tomorrow?�
I turn and smile at her.
�Marrying Matt is the only thing I�m not nervous about. I�m marrying my best friend. I love him so much, Mom.�
�Then what�s got you so anxious, sweetheart?�
I swallow. Almost fearing saying his name out loud lest it cast some sort of curse on my life.
�Daniel,� I whisper. �I keep thinking how different I feel marrying Matt than how I felt that day marrying Daniel. I had a dread in my gut that day, mom, even though I wouldn�t admit to anyone. A feeling inside telling me that something about him wasn�t right. That I shouldn�t be marrying him. I should have trusted that instinct.�
�Shhhh,� my mother kisses my temple. �You had no way of knowing just what kind of a monster he was. True, I thought there were strange things about him, but I never dreamed he was dangerous.�
�Daddy knew,� I say. �He knew Daniel wasn�t the right man for me.�
�Yes,� my mother agreed. �Daddy knew.� She sighs deeply, then smiles at my reflection in the mirror. �He likes Matt.�
I smile.
�I like Matt too.�
�He�s kind-hearted and he�s good to you. I know I don�t have to worry about you with him. I worried when you married Daniel even though I kept it to myself.�
�I worried when I was with Daniel too,� I admit. �I just didn�t say anything.�
�Does Matt know?�
My gaze meets hers.
�About Daniel? Or about the fact I�m not the person I claim to be?�
�Legally, you are the person you claim to be,� she gives me a stern look. �But I have wondered if you ever told him.�
�No,� I admit. �I�ve never said anything to him other than I had a bad breakup before we moved here and that�s why I wasn�t ready to get into another relationship.�
She nods at me and takes a step to pick up her dress and head to the dressing room.
�Mom?�
�Yes?�
�Should I tell him?
�Do you want to?�
I nod my head.
�I don�t want to start this marriage with secrets between us.�
�Then you should tell him,� she smiles.
�What if he feels differently about me after I tell him?�
�Then he�s not the man I think he is.�
�I�ll tell him,� I sigh out the breath I was holding. �I�ll tell him tonight after our rehearsal dinner.�
***
The rehearsal dinner was intimate and special and had all of the people who were closest to both of us. It was at Matt�s family�s ranch and his father grilled steaks for everyone while his mother made the most amazing food I�ve ever tasted.
Snow is already on the ground and it promises to be a harsher winter than the previous years since we moved here. I don�t mind. There�s a raw beauty to this place and I love everything about it.
Matt and I will be married in the church my parents and I started attending shortly after moving here. The same one Ava invited me to when we first moved in. Never in a million years did I think I would be getting married in that same church three years later.
Everyone else has headed home leaving Matt and I alone in the barn where our reception will be held tomorrow night.
�We are going to have a beautiful winter wedding,� Matt smiles down at me. �And you are going to be the most beautiful bride to have ever walked down an aisle. I wish we could just stay here until it�s time to go to the ceremony tomorrow. It hurts my heart to be away from you for even a short time.�
I reach up and touch his handsome face. He leans down and kisses me in a deep and sensual way. We have not �gone all the way� as we used to say in high school. I wanted to wait and Matt respected my wishes, but I�m terrified of our wedding night. Of what will happen and of disappointing him. When the kiss ends, he smooths my hair back from my face and I can see his eyes have watered with emotion.
�I love you, Faith. More than I can ever show you in one lifetime.�
�I love you, too, Matt.�
There must have been something in the way I said those words, because he takes my chin and looks intently into my eyes.
�Is something wrong?�
I swallow. It�s time.
�Before I say anything else, I want you to know how much I love you. I have never loved anyone the way I love you.�
��And I love you, Faith. I love you more than I ever thought it was possible to love another human being.�
I look away and feel as though all of the happiness I�ve been feeling for the past few years with him is about to be dashed to pieces in an instant.
�Tell me what�s wrong. Whatever it is I�ll fix it.�
�You can�t fix this.� I turn away for a moment and take a deep breath, preparing myself. �I need to tell you something before the wedding tomorrow, but I�m afraid that after I do, you won�t feel the same way about me.�
He takes my face in his strong hands and kisses me again, long and deep.
�Listen to me, Faith Deveroux and listen good. There is nothing, absolutely nothing you could say to me that would change the way I feel about you. You are everything to me.�
I fight the nerves forming in the pit of my stomach and pray my next words don�t ruin everything between us.
��My name�s not Faith,� I begin. �It�s Sarah.�






Part III
The Devil Returns







Twenty Years Later
�Jackson, Wyoming

Faith
�I wish I didn�t have to go,� Matt, my husband of twenty years tells me as he ties his duffle bag shut and walks toward me. He gives me a bear hug and kisses the top of my head. I like it when he holds me like this. It makes me feel warm and safe. �I�m worried about leaving you and the kids here all alone with that storm headed this way.�
�We�ve been through snowstorms worse than the one they�re predicting,� I smile up at him. �Besides, we�re completely stocked up on food and supplies. We could live here for months without going out.�
He frowns, his face etched with concern, so I try to liven things up.
�Why don�t you head down to Florida while I�m gone for these few weeks? You could meet up with our parents,� he suggests.
�I don�t want to go to Florida when I know you�ll be up here freezing your backside off. We�ve been through heavy snowstorms before. Why do you want us to go Florida this time?�
�Because I�m worried you and the kids will get snowed under and something will happen where you can�t get out and no one can get in to help you. They say if that front comes in from Canada it could turn this snowstorm into one of the worst blizzards we�ve ever seen.�
�Pffft. If. When have the weather people ever gotten it right? Like I said, we�ve had storms like this before and we�ve gotten through them okay. The kids and I will be fine. Really. We�ve got plenty of food and water. We�re all healthy as horses and I�m sure that so-called front will blow east. These two weeks will pass so quickly you won�t even miss us.�
�Lies,� he says and pulls me close. �I always miss my family when I leave. I�ve never been gone this long either.�
�Jake wants to come with you, you know.�
�I know,� he smiles. �I told him next time. If you�re determined to stay, I want him here with you.�
�He�s grown so fast,� I say, kissing him. �He�s taller than you, now.�
�Don�t remind me! So, about Florida? You could leave tomorrow and be on a nice warm beach by tomorrow night. I�m sure our parents would love to see you and the kids!� He fishes out his cell phone and starts looking at the Southwest Airlines app. �The kids would love to get away from this cold and warm up.�
�The kids will be fine,� I say, taking his cell phone from him.
�At least I don�t have to worry about our folks. They had the good sense to head south before this weather started up,� he says. �We�re way out here in the middle of nowhere.�
�It�s not nowhere. Besides, I like our big ranch.�
As I found out soon after moving here almost twenty-three years ago, Matt�s family has owned this ranch for several generations. There was over two hundred thousand acres of wilderness. It quite literally felt as though we were in the middle of nowhere.
�Faith, even the ranch hands who aren�t going with me on this cattle drive have started to pack up and head into town. There won�t be anyone within miles to help you if something happens.�
�Nothing is going to happen,� I sigh. �I promise. We won�t do anything stupid. We won�t take any chances. I won�t even let the kids go out ice skating on the pond while you�re gone.�
�But ��
�Hold on,� I put the phone down and give him a kiss on his cheek. �If it looks like it�s going to turn bad for us, if the weatherman is right and this front turns south, we�ll leave. We have four-wheel drives. But you know how the weather service is. They always predict storms are worse than they ever are. It�s so early in the season, we haven�t even had the first real snow yet and they�re out here predicting Armageddon.�
�I know, but I�ve always been here when the bad storms hit. This time it�s just you and the kids.�
�I promise you the kids and I will be just fine. I�m a tough rancher�s wife. I can take care of things when you�re not here.�
I like it that he�s concerned. I have never had any doubt how much my husband loves us and he makes no pretense otherwise. He�s a great husband and an even better father. I don�t take for granted how great my life is or how fortunate I am to have him.
�This house can withstand a thousand snow storms and it will be okay. We designed it together, remember? We have multiple generators to keep us safe and warm and fully functioning if the electricity decides to go out. You�ve chopped plenty of firewood to last us several winters and it�s all dry and in the wood barn. Please stop worrying. This house and everyone in it is going to come through okay.�
I love our house. It�s my dream home. When we first got married, Matt�s parents asked me to design my dream home and with Matt�s input, I did. I never dreamed they would be giving it to us as a wedding present. It�s a huge, modern farmhouse and I love it more than I can say. Matt�s father still works the ranch with him, but much less than he used to. His mother likes to travel and they�re both gone a good portion of the year these days. As the only son, Matt wanted to continue the tradition of ranching. He is a cowboy through and through. Both of our boys are just as enthusiastic about ranch life as he is.
The ranch is one of the biggest ones in the country. I�ve been married to this man for twenty years and still haven�t seen all of it.
Our home has five bedrooms and six bathrooms. Matt told them to build everything to my specifications, so when I say it�s my dream house. It really is my dream house. He let me do whatever I wanted, though I still consulted him whenever there was a major decision to be made. I love this house, but more importantly, I love the man who I share it with.
��It�s built as well as they can build a house that has to face heavy snowstorms every year,� Matt says and walks across our bedroom to open the French doors to step out on the veranda that spans the length of our home. Despite the forecast, the sun is shining, and the horizon is blue. �This really is one of the most beautiful places in the world.�
I walk up behind him to give him a hug, slipping my arms around his waist and peering out to the beautiful sunset behind the mountains. There is a river running near our house and the sun is sparkling as it rushes over the rocks. The remnants of the last bit of snow from two days ago are sparkling like diamonds. The colors are magnificent.
Matt turns and takes my face in his hands and kisses me. I still get butterflies when I see him. His kisses still make me weak.
�In just two weeks, you�ll have everything taken care of for the winter season on the south end of the ranch and you will be done. The kids and I will be anxiously anticipating your return,� I smile.� �Two weeks will go by like that!� I snap my fingers for emphasis.
In truth, I hate it when he has to go on these drives. There is a huge void in our home when he�s gone. The loss is palpable.
�Ewwww,� our sixteen-year-old daughter, Kara breaks into our romantic moment. �Get a room,� she says, making a face, but grinning at the same time. She loves her father and she likes seeing us this way.
�We�ve got one,� I throw a pillow at her. �And you�re in it!�
�What are you talking about?� she asks and I notice just how much she�s become a woman at sixteen. Everyone says she looks like an exact replica of me, but I think she is far prettier than I could ever hope to be. Her eyes are bluer, her skin clearer and her hair is much shinier than mine has ever been.
I grab her and bring her into a group hug with her father.
�Your father wants us to leave tomorrow when he does and fly out to spend some time with Mimi and Papa in Florida while he�s gone,� I tell her. �He�s concerned about Snowmaggedden.�
�Oh that,� she says and by the tone of her voice I can tell the topic doesn�t interest her. �Luke says it�s just going to be a regular old snowstorm, nothing to get excited about. Even if it does get as bad as they�re predicting, we�ve got enough supplies here to last us a year. We won�t starve, and the generators will keep the electricity going until the power company can get things up and running. We�ll be fine.�
I look at Matt and raise my eyebrows in a �See?� expression.
�Snowstorms can be deadly!� My husband warns. �They�re not something to take lightly or to joke about.�
�Sorry,� she half apologizes to him and rolls her eyes. �I just don�t think this one is going to be that bad. They never are. It�s too early in the season for snow like that.�
�I hope they�re wrong,� he says. �But it could be bad. It�s not the probability of something like that happening, it�s the consequences if it does. Wouldn�t you like to spend a week down in Miami shopping and getting a tan on the beach instead of huddled under two feet of snow?�
�Does it have to be tomorrow? Can�t we wait and leave on Monday?�
�Why?� I ask, raising one eyebrow. �What�s going on that you don�t want to leave until Monday?�
�Kelly is having a party Saturday night and if I�m not there, I just know Rachel is going to make a move on Luke. I can�t let that happen.�
�Well by all means,� I say, my voice dripping in sarcasm as I give her my best exasperated look. �Far be it for me to keep you from a party.�
�Really?� she says, excited. �We can wait until Monday?�
�I don�t see why not. I happen to agree with Luke and think this storm is going to take a curve and stay up in Canada. That�s what the local weather guy said this morning. Even if it does hit, I don�t think it�s going to be as bad as everyone is saying.�
She gives me an excited hug and I realize she�s taller than me now, by at least two inches. She got that from her father.
After hugging her father, she rushes out the room again, probably to call her friends.
�So, you are leaving, but not until Monday?� Matt asks, sinking down onto our bed, clearly relieved.
I shrug.
�I guess so, but I really don�t think the storm is going to hit anywhere around here and she�s all about that teen drama right now. We�ll be okay. I promise if things look like they�re going to change, I�ll reevaluate and make her cancel her plans.�
He nods, and I notice how tired he looks.
�Hey,� I walk over to him and start kneading his shoulders which are very tight. �Everything okay?�
He sighs.
�I�m just tired. I spent most of the day helping the hands get stuff ready just in case the storm does hit. I don�t want to do this. I don�t want to be away from the family. I look at Kara and it feels like she�s become a woman overnight. Heck, Jake is a man. I looked at Graham this morning and realized he�s fourteen now. In four years, all of our children will be adults. Where did the time go?�
I laugh and give him a squeeze.� �Then it will be just the two of us and we�ll be empty nesters. Whatever will we do with ourselves?�
�I just want to protect them and keep them safe.�
�I know,� I say, sitting on the bed beside him. �Me too.�
We both sit there, holding hands each lost in our own thoughts. For the past twenty years, life has only gotten better with each passing year. I feel blessed.
�We�ve had a good life together,� I squeeze his hand. �And we�re going to have a great future. Hey, why don�t we plan an epic vacation for this summer? How about Europe? The kids are old enough to appreciate the trip and we can go and experience all of the countries as a family before they get so old they don�t want to go with us anymore.�
He smiles.
�I think we would enjoy that very much. It will give us all something to look forward to as we get through the worst part of this winter.�
He gives me another hug and kisses me. �I�m really going to miss you these next two weeks.�
I pull away from him and walk to the door, closing it and locking it. He looks at me and his smile widens.
�I�m going to miss you, too.� I smile as I walk toward him. �Let me show you how much.�




Faith
As I drive towards Jackson, I can feel the high winds pushing the SUV all over the road. It�s not snowing yet, but you can tell by the sky and the feel of the atmosphere that it�s coming. The Weather Chanel tells me it should start snowing tomorrow night. My predictions and the locals were wrong. The blizzard is going to hit.
And it is going to be bad. Very bad.
I�m on my way to pick up Kara from her sleepover party and the closer I get to Jackson, the worse the traffic becomes. People are desperate to leave ahead of this storm.
I don�t blame them. We�re leaving in the wee hours of the morning ourselves. I�ve pretty much packed everything. I�ve spoken to my sister-in-law Ava, who�s also our closest neighbor and tried to get her and my nieces to leave with us. Her husband, Caleb is with Matt at the south end of the ranch. They�re out of cell phone range, but I suspect they�ll be at the well-stocked lodge with the men who went with them until this storm blows over.
True to her nature, Ava�s not going anywhere. I admire her grit. She was born for this life. Her daughters are both just as beautiful and stubborn as their mother. I know they�ll be fine.
Ava has already battened down the hatches to wait out the storm. Frankly, if it were just me, I might be tempted to do the same.
I worry about the kids though.
I know I can survive anything. I�ve done that before and I found out exactly how much strength I do possess.
But my children are everything and I won�t take chances that something bad could happen by them staying and waiting out this storm. No, we�ll head to Florida and spend a week with my parents, who flew out a week ago, then come home.
Despite my protests a few days ago, I am looking forward to the beach and the warmer weather. I just wish Matt was going to be with us.
Finally, after what seems like hours of bumper to bumper traffic, I pull in front of the hotel where the girls stayed the night. Kara�s friend, Jackie has parents who are a lot more indulgent of their children than Matt and I are. Amanda and Jeff splashed out for a rented ballroom and connecting suites for the girls after the party.
I was assured it was all well-chaperoned. I can only hope Jackie was being truthful.
I�ve come to like Matt�s old girlfriend, Amanda even if I don�t agree with her parenting style. She and her husband are very wealthy and give their kids anything they want. They�re also a little on the overly permissive side for my taste, but I know my daughter and I know she wouldn�t do anything that would be out of character.
She�s a good girl. All of my children have turned out to be respectful, kind-hearted and honest. I�m proud of the human beings they�ve become.
I pull into the parking lot and head inside to find my daughter.
It�s chaos inside the hotel with hundreds of people milling around, trying to check out and get out of town ahead of this approaching storm. I can barely move toward the stairwell, let alone the elevator. I take the steps two at a time just to get out of the crowded lobby.
Finally, I reach the fourth floor and am surprised by how calm and silent everything is. I head to suite forty-three, which is where Amanda and Jeff supposedly stayed to keep an eye on everything.
I knock on the door and a sleepy Amanda answers, her eye-makeup is slightly smudged.
�Oh, hi Faith,� she yawns. �Come on in.�
�Am I too early?� I ask. �You told us all to pick up our kids around noon.� I peer into her room to see the connecting door is not open but shut.
�You�re not the first parent to show up. Some of the moms have already picked up their kids. I think Kara and Jackie didn�t go to bed until around three. They�re probably still asleep.� She can see I�m not too happy with her admission and gives me a wan smile. �They�re okay. I checked in on them at three-thirty and made sure everyone was here and accounted for.�
I guess my expression didn�t look as if she�d convinced me, because she opened the door wider and ushered me in.
I�ve never stayed in these suites before. Matt and I have dinner on special occasions in the dining room, but we�ve never splurged on an overnight stay. It seemed silly with our ranch only an hour away.
I gaped at the luxurious d�cor. I half expected that it would be woodsy and rustic. It was not.
Expensive looking wallpaper covered the walls, with matching drapes and bedspreads. The furniture was heavy and looked antique. The bed was massive.
I followed Amanda toward the closed double doors and breathed a sigh of relief as she swung them open and I saw the girls all up and packing their stuff back up.
Kara spots me and immediately starts saying her good-byes.
�See?� she whispered. �They are all just fine. I know you think I�m a wild parent who just lets her kids do anything.�
I opened my mouth to object, but she stops me by putting up her hand.
�Don�t deny it. I know what the other moms say about me.�
�I don�t say anything about you, Amanda.�
�But you think it.�
I get ready to deny that as well, but, how can I? She was right. I have judged her. I was judging her right up until the point she opened the girls� door and I saw they were all safe and sound.
�I�m a good mother,� she asserted, and I could hear the hurt behind the words.
�I know you are,� I said. �And I apologize if I�ve ever made you feel that you weren�t. Truthfully, you remind me of someone I used to know many, many years ago.�
�Oh?�
�She was one of my best friends and she definitely had a rules-be-damned attitude. I admired her so much and always wished I was more like her.�
�You said was? Are you no longer friends?�
I shake my head.
�She died.�
�Oh.� Amanda puts her arm around my shoulder and squeezes me in a side hug. �I�m so sorry. What happened?�
I quickly wrack my brain for an explanation. I�ve never mentioned Julianna or her murder to anyone. Ever. It could jeopardize me, my parents, but especially my husband and kids.
�Car accident,� I lie. �She was hit by a drunk driver one night while we were in college. I still miss her.�
�How horrible! Did they catch who did it?�
I nod and then move to change the subject before she gets too inquisitive, mentally berating myself for bringing Julianna up at all. Why did I all of a sudden think about Julianna after all these years? I tell myself it�s because Amanda reminds me of Julianna�s free-spiritedness, but that�s not it.
A cold chill runs up my spine.
�It�s freezing outside,� I say. That�s it, talk about the weather. Not your dead friend who was murdered by your psycho ex-husband.
�Are you cold?�
�I think the wind chilled me driving over here and it�s just now catching up to me.�
�Jeff and I are taking the kids to visit my parents in Southern California until it passes. I�ve lived through one of those blizzards when I first moved here. I�m not about to do it again. No thank you. Do you know we were without power for almost a week? We couldn�t get in or out. We had zero communication with anyone for seven entire days. I thought I was going to die right there in the middle of the house.�
I knew Amanda was being dramatic, because like us, she has plenty of food and water to get through months of being snow-bound. Most of us do. But the thing that concerned me and the thing that made me acquiesce to my husband�s concerns was the lack of communication if something did go wrong. If we were snowed under, which it�s looking more and more as though that�s what is going to happen, what would we do if one of us were injured and needed help?
�Kara said your family is going to Miami to wait it out?�
I nod my head. �I didn�t want to go at first. I hate the thought of leaving our animals, but Matt was so worried, I agreed to take the kids and spend a week at the beach. He�s lived through more of these than he can count and didn�t want us anywhere near it, especially since he�s at the south end of the property with our men.�
�I don�t know how you do it,� she says. �I�d be a nervous wreck out there all alone with three kids. I know you�re worried about Matt being out there in all that wilderness.�
�I am,� I agree. �He said they�d be staying at the lodge if it looks like it�s going to turn worse and I know that�s well stocked with food, water and first aid. He�ll be fine.�
�Matt always was good at the survival stuff. Even in high school.�
I see a wistful look cross her features. She smiles and looks at me.
�I hear your oldest son is just like him.�
I nod. �Jake is seventeen and almost grown. He�s a big help, as is Kara and Graham.�
�We�re set to leave at four this afternoon. When are you getting out of here?�
�Our flight is scheduled for midnight. I don�t think the storm is supposed to hit until tomorrow night, so we should be fine.�
�I wanted to get out asap. There was no way I was going to get stuck here under all that snow.�
�Snowmaggedden.�
�Exactly.�
�How was the party?� I ask, as Kara exits the room and gives me a hug.
�We had a great time! Thanks Mrs. Hillson.�
�We�re happy you could come. I think Luke was happy you came too!�
I notice Kara�s slight blush. Ah, young love.
�Do you have everything?�
�I think so,� she says, then starts looking around. �Wait. I can�t find my gloves. The one�s Nana and Pops brought me from Italy last year? I think I left it in the coat check downstairs last night. Can you wait here a minute while I look?�
�Sure,� I say. �I�ll just grab the rest of your things. Be careful down there. It�s a madhouse!�
�Thanks, Mom.�
I watch as she bounces off through the door and down the hall toward the elevator.
�She�s a beautiful young woman,� Amanda notes. �You and Matt will have your hands full with all of the boys wanting her. It was hard enough for Luke last night. Every time he�d leave her to grab something to eat or drink, another boy was immediately by her side.�
�Poor Luke!� I laugh.
�Poor Luke indeed,� she says.




Jackson, Wyoming 

Daniel
Just my luck that a historic blizzard is bearing down on my winter vacation getaway. I thought for sure it was going to swerve north and stay in Canada. That�s what my travel agent assured me.
�Don�t be so down,� my travel companion comments as he plops his suitcases and skis down on the ground beside me. �It could be worse. We could be stuck here for two weeks buried in snow with no electricity and no way out. Now that would suck.�
�Yes,� I agree. �It would.�
�Next time we should go someplace warm, like St. Barts. Lot�s of beautiful topless women and no snowstorms.�
I grin. �Now that�s something I could get behind.�
�I thought so.� He starts looking through his luggage and frowns. �Damn.�
�What is it?�
�I think I left my camera in the room. I�m going to run back and check on it. Do you mind watching my stuff?�
�No! Go on.�
I watch him head toward the elevators and they just happen to open the moment he pushes the button. He always was a lucky bastard.
I was about to look away when I see her.
�Sarah,� I whisper. But realize it can�t be my Sarah. My Sarah died more than twenty years ago. Besides, this girl is much, much younger than Sarah would be.
Still she looks so much like her that my heart beats faster as I watch her head toward the coat check area outside one of the ballrooms.
Mesmerized, I find myself following to get a closer look.
She�s a little taller than Sarah was. Her breasts are slightly bigger. But everything else, everything is exactly the same.
I�m so enthralled following her, I don�t realize how close I�ve gotten until she turns around and walks smack into me. I grab her by the shoulders to keep her from falling.
�I�m sorry!� she says, her smile is breathtaking. It�s like having Sarah in my arms again. God how I�ve missed her.
�No, it was my fault. I should have been watching where I was going. Did you lose something?�
�My gloves,� she frowns. �They were a birthday present last year from my grandparents. Super soft leather and very warm. I thought I might have left them in the coat check last night, but they�re not there.�
�Why don�t you give me your name, phone number and address? That way if someone turns them in, I�ll know how to contact you.�
�You work here?� she looks taken aback. I�m not exactly professionally dressed.
�I�m an undercover security officer,� I whisper. �No one�s supposed to know. With all of the turmoil of people checking out and getting out of here so quickly because of the blizzard, they asked us to come in and keep an eye on things.�
�Oh,� she nods, and her blond hair sweeps down across her shoulders. So much like Sarah.
�I would hate for it to be turned in and not have a way to get it back to you.�
�Okay,� she smiles, and my breath catches. �Is there a form or something to fill out?�
I look over my shoulder at the throng cramped together like sardines.
�You�ll probably be better off just putting your contact information in my phone. That way I won�t lose it and can put it in the computer once this hysteria dies down.�
�I know right? My parents are making us leave for Miami tonight to avoid the storm. It�s supposed to be the worst one in history.�
�Are your parents here?� I ask. If the daughter looks so much like Sarah, I want to see the mother. Maybe she�s a cousin or distant relative.
�My mom�s upstairs. She�ll be down in a minute.�
�Okay,� I smile and hand her my phone. �Here. Put your name, phone number and address and a description of the gloves. If someone turns them in, we�ll know how to get them back to you.�
�That would be great!� she says entering her information. She hands it back to me and her face brightens. �Oh! There�s my mom! Thank you for helping me!�
I watch as she rushes across the crowded room toward a woman slightly shorter than she is. People are milling about so much it�s hard for me to get a good look. I step to the side behind a column to try and see her better.
And when I do ...
�Sarah,� I whisper. �Sarah.�




Faith
�Why haven�t you and the kids left yet?�
I can hear my husband�s words almost as if he were actually saying them. This was nothing new. I am one of those people who always run late to everything. The old saying that I would be late to my own funeral will certainly apply to me. I truthfully am late for everything.
Yes, I know. It�s rude. It�s disrespectful. It�s all the bad things people say it is. I don�t know why I am perpetually late. Every time I think I can actually be on time, or miracle of miracles actually arrive early, something happens and I�m again, late.
I�m furiously trying to close my suitcase, knowing half of what I packed I will not wear when the phone rings and it�s my parents calling from Florida. They left days ago and are worriedly awaiting our arrival.
�Are you at the airport?� my mother�s anxious voice asks. �They�re starting to close airports north of you. I�m concerned if you don�t get out soon, you�ll be stuck.�
�I�m still at home,� I admit.
�Faith!�
�I know! I�m sorry,� I apologize, while handing another suitcase to my oldest son to take downstairs. �We�ll be gone within the hour and headed to the airport. Our flight�s not for three hours yet and the storm doesn�t hit until tomorrow night. We�ll be fine and God-willing, we�ll be in Miami by six o�clock,� I promise.
�You should have left when we did. It�s going to take you two hours just to get to the airport. Is there even anyone left in Jackson? I know the airport was milling with people who left when we did on Sunday. Which is when you should have left by the way.�
�We�re not the only people left out here,� I lie, because they sound afraid and I know they are concerned. As with everything else in my life, I have waited until the last minute to evacuate in the face of an ever-enlarging and possibly devastating snowstorm.
�In my defense, I tried to leave on time. I had most of everything packed and ready to go. I just had to make sure Kara�s things were clean and ready and that the dogs were at Caleb and Ava�s ranch � who by the way is staying at home with the girls through this storm. We started talking and by the time I got home, we were running late.�
Jackson is usually populated with tourists and early skiers this time of year and the flights are packed to get out before the storm hits. We were lucky we even managed to get tickets.
�I�m sorry,� I say again.
�We�re just worried,� my father says, jumping into the conversation. �Have you heard from Matt?�
�No. He�s going to be out of cell phone range until he gets almost back home. There�s no cell service down in the southern part of our ranch. You know that.�
�I know. We�re worried about him too. We�re worried about everyone who�s still there. I know Caleb is with Matt. Are you sure you can�t convince Ava to come with you and bring the girls? I would hate for anything to happen to them.�
�Ava�s staying put. She�s not going anywhere. You know how stubborn she can be.�
�We know. We love you, Faith. We�ll be praying for a safe flight for all of you.�
�I love you, too. I promise, we�ll be out of the house within the next fifteen minutes. I probably won�t have time to call when we get to the airport, besides, you know how crummy the connection is there. But I�ll call as soon as we get to Miami.�
I can hear my father sigh again on the other end. �I wish Matt was with you. I wish you�d all flown down here when we did.�
�I know. In just a few days, we�ll all be together again and enjoying the warm sun and the beautiful turquoise waters.�
Silence greeted my words.
�Daddy? Trust me. We�ll be fine.�
�I�m trying not to worry. It�s just ��
�What?�
�You�ll think I�m crazy.�
�No, I won�t. What�s going on?�
�I had a nightmare last night about you and the kids. You were trapped in the snowstorm and no one could get to you. We were with Matt and fighting against the snow, but the snow was like those quicksand steps you hear some people dream about. The harder we tried, the worse the storm got. Then, when we finally reached you ��
�What?�
�It was too late. We were too late.�
�Oh Daddy. That�s not going to happen. I promise. Just pray for us and I�ll pray before we head out. God�s going to take care of all of us. We�ll be fine.�
�Okay. I guess worry is a sin, huh?�
�Yes. So, let�s trust that God�s going to get us out of here and we�ll all be reunited in sunny south Florida by this time tomorrow.�
�Okay. I love you, Faith. Give the kids a kiss for us.�
�I love you, too. I�ll call you when we land.�
�Bye.�
Bless them. As protective as they are, Matt has always been just as overly protective of us. Maybe it�s because I told him about what happened to me all those years ago. It seems like a lifetime, one that I�ve almost completely forgotten about. Sometimes, like yesterday, something will remind me of that time and I�ll momentarily forget who I am now and all that I have and the fear returns. But�s it�s been over twenty years. Twenty beautiful and amazing years.
I am so thankful I found Matt. He is strong, reliable and one of the kindest human beings I had ever encountered. In the years since we moved here, my faith has grown stronger. Like me, Matt was raised on Sunday church and Wednesday potlucks. Our kids have been raised that way too.
Matt loves us. He really loves us. I have never once doubted that fact. Our life together the past twenty years has been built on love, family and faith.
�Don�t worry,� I say under my breath as I zip the last bit of luggage to go downstairs. �We are all fine. The worst we�re getting so far is a drizzle of cold rain and the occasional flurry. We will be far, far away by the time this storm hits.�
�Who are you talking to?� Jake asks, grabbing my suitcase and acting as though it doesn�t weigh a ton. I�m amazed at how fast he grew up.
�I was talking to your grandparents. Now I�m just talking to myself.�
�Okay, mom,� I see him roll his eyes as he heads out the door into the hallway.
�Don�t roll your eyes at me, young man!� I call after him and he laughs.
�And don�t laugh at me either!�
I take one final look around before following him downstairs to leave.
�I wish Baxter and Audi could come with us,� my youngest son, Graham proclaims, crunching down on a granola bar.
�I know, honey. But your cousins and Aunt Ava will take good care of them while we�re gone. You�ll see.�
�But if it�s too dangerous for us to stay, why isn�t it too dangerous for Aunt Ava, Alexis and Anna to stay? And what about the horses?�
�The horses will be just fine. They have plenty of shelter and food. Ava has promised to check in on them as soon as she can.�
�What if they die while we�re gone,� Kara asks.
�What? Die? Mom?� Graham looks panicked.
I look pointedly at my daughter and frown. �Not helping, Kara. Not helping at all.�
�Sorry,� she mouths at me.
�All of the animals will be fine. They adapt. They�ve been around a lot longer than the rest of us and they know what to do to take care of themselves.�
�I could stay,� he says, his pale blue eyes close to rimming with tears.
�You will make an awesome veterinarian one day,� I tell him and kiss him on the forehead. �The animals will be fine.�
A pounding on the door stops me from saying anything more. I wonder who could be at the door and am not surprised to see Ava standing on my front stoop.
Ava and Caleb�s ranch is almost three miles away. You can�t see Ava�s house from the road, but she can see ours from their barn.
�I was out feeding the cows and saw your lights were still on from across the field. I just wanted to check in on you, because I thought you�d be gone by now. You�re not planning on staying out here with the kids are you? Because if you are, you can just head over to our ranch and we�ll make a party of it!�
Bless her. She truly was made for this life.
�We�re fine,� I assure her. �We�re just getting our things together to head to the airport. We�ll miss this storm entirely.� Are you sure you don�t want to come with us?�
�No. We�re well-prepped. Besides,� she smiles at Graham. �Someone�s gotta take care of your dogs!�
�Are you sure? Matt said the last time a storm this size hit, almost eighty people died.�
�We�ll be fine.�
�I think almost everyone else has left town or are hunkered down in Jackson waiting it out.�
�Wise move. I�m glad Mama and Daddy are on that two week Caribbean cruise. Aren�t they supposed to join up with your parents in Miami when it�s over? I bet Daddy�s chomping at the bit to get back here.�
I laugh. Matt�s father still thinks of himself as the tough old cowboy who can withstand all of this, but thankfully my mother-in-law has convinced him to take it a bit easier these days.
�I�m glad he listened to reason for once and is enjoying a nice warm vacation.
�Me too.�
�I�ll keep an eye out for your ranch while you�re gone, but probably won�t venture out of the house once the storm hits.�
�Don�t put yourself out. I�m sure everything will be okay. You and the girls just stay safe.�
�From your lips to God�s ears,� she says and makes her way across the porch to mount her horse to head back home. Despite the clouds on the horizon foretelling the impending storm�s approach, I can see the beautiful light of the moon breaking across the field through the clouds. The wind is picking up and I shiver uncontrollably.
�Mom shut the door!� Kara complains. �That wind is cold!�
I shut the door and turn around to look at my children who are the most precious things in the world to me.
�Do you three know how much I love you?� I ask.
Jake rolls his eyes at me again. Kara smiles and Graham is too distracted by the game he�s got in his hand.
�You better save that battery power,� I suggest. �We have a lot of travel hours ahead of us.�
�I have backup,� he says, pulling several portable batteries from his pocket. �Besides, they have chargers in the airports these days.�
�True,� I say.
I was just about to tell them to put on their coats and get ready to leave when I remember I left the tickets I printed out on Kara�s bedroom dresser.
�I�ll be right back,� I say and run up the stairs.
I go back into the room and quickly locate the tickets, but decide I need to take one last look around before we leave.
I hate flying. I�ve always hated flying. It makes me have a nervous stomach. Satisfied that all of the lights in the house upstairs are turned off and nothing like a curling iron has been left on to start a fire while we�re gone. I grab the tickets and head out of Kara�s bedroom when I hear her voice telling someone to come in out of the cold.
Did Ava come back for something?
�Mom?� Kara calls.
�Coming,� I answer and mentally prepare myself to expedite the conversation, so we can leave as quickly as possible. We really are going to be late this time and there is no way the pilot will wait for late passengers with this storm bearing down.
I descend the staircase but stop short on the landing when I see my worst nightmare at the bottom of the stairs.
�Hello Sarah. It�s good to see you again.�





Faith
If it�s possible for a heart to stop beating from shock and fear, yet a person remain alive, then that is exactly what was happening to me at this moment.
I stare, gaping at the man I thought was gone from my life forever standing inches from my children.
�Her name�s not Sarah,� Graham looks confused. �It�s Faith. Mom�s name is Faith.�
I look at the smirk creeping along Daniel�s features as he hears my son�s words.
�You lie to your children? Why am I not surprised?�
�Mom?� Kara looks confused and concerned. �Are you okay? Do you know him?�
I get ready to deny it. But I�m sure by the look on my children�s faces and the satisfied expression on Daniel�s that my own face shows everything.
�Yes � what is it you�re calling yourself these days? Faith? Why don�t you tell your children how you know me?�
�Mom?� This was Jake. My oldest son takes a step toward me. He is tall and muscular from all of the ranch work he�s been doing with his father. I never realized how much of a man he�d become until this very second.
He looks protective.
I know that protectiveness. It�s the same protectiveness his father possesses. Something that could get him killed.
�I�m fine,� I choke out. �Why don�t you get your brother and sister in the Suburban and drive into town? I�ll get my friend to bring me in and meet you there.�
It was then that I saw it. The gun. He slipped it from under his jacket so smoothly the motion was almost imperceptible.
�Oh no,� Daniel whispers, his voice dripping with years of suppressed anger. �No one is going anywhere.�





Daniel
I parked my car far down their drive and behind an outbuilding where I sat most of the night, contemplating what I should do. Should I just walk up and say, �Hi Sarah, I�m home?�
But this wasn�t our home.
I waited to find out if the husband was around and what obstacle he may present. It was obvious after a while he wasn�t home. I thought about breaking in, but decided I needed to take my time and be clever about this.
I wanted our reunion to be memorable.
I watched Sarah walk around the living room gathering things and ordering her children about, probably preparing to get out of town before the storm hits.
As I watched them through the window, I realized that Sarah had done well for herself. The truck in the driveway looked more like something to ride long drives around a ranch than to show off any wealth. Still, the size of the house and jewelry Sarah is wearing is a sign of money in this family.
The first thing I noted when I started watching them was that she obviously loves her children. She�s a good mother. I have always known she would be. I decided I would use that to my advantage.
I look at them standing in front of me and anger like simmering lava rages inside me ready to erupt. Sarah was my wife.
Correction. Sarah is my wife.
She�s not dead. I never signed any divorce papers, which means she�s still my wife. Mine.
I look at her two boys, both of whom must look like their father as they do not look like Sarah. Unlike Kara, who is a vision of her mother. I can�t quite pinpoint what it is, but she�s not quite identical. Maybe it�s the height or the color of her hair.
Sarah�s hair is blonder than I remember. She�s still fit and trim. She always liked to work out. Despite having three children she has not let herself go.
If the boys look like their father, I grudgingly admit that he must be a handsome man. They are both tall and have dark hair. Their blue eyes are focused on the gun I�m holding.
I don�t know their father, but I hate him. The oldest boy looks to be about eighteen. That would mean Sarah must have been with his father almost nineteen years ago. Four years after she supposedly died.
My rage at the thought of her lying with another man while I was rotting in that jail cell consumes me.
I tamp it down.
I�m in control now and I�m taking back what�s rightfully mine.




Faith
He motions for us all to go toward the living room area. The children look toward me for guidance.
Graham comes over to me and takes my hand, squeezing it as Kara seeks comfort and almost hides under my arm.
I am most worried about Jake. He looks so much like his father. I can see the wheels turning in his mind. He�s thinking about the guns his father keeps in the next room and wondering if he�d have time to get to them, open the safe and get back in time to kill him.
It�s written clearly over his entire face.
�Jake,� I call to him and he looks at me. I barely shake my head and I can see the flash of frustration cross his face.
�Jake,� Daniel says and points his gun at my oldest son. �You must look like your father.�
Jake looks from Daniel to me.
�Leave him alone,� I say and walk to stand in front of him. �He has nothing to do with this.�
�Oh, but he does,� Daniel sneers. �You committed bigamy Sarah. You married another man. You fucked another man. You had children with another man.�
I can see the rage in his eyes as he continues.
�These three children are the result of your betrayal. You betrayed me.�
�Mama who is this?� Graham asks, and I can see the fear in his face though he�s trying to be strong like his older brother.
�Yes.� Jake looks at me. �Who is he and why does he keep calling you Sarah?�
Daniel looks at me. I�m at a loss as to what I should say. How do I explain this evil that has found my corner of paradise and now threatens everything I hold dear?
�Yes, Sarah, tell them who I am.�
I swallow.
�He�s someone I knew a long, long time ago,� I say.
�No!� Daniel erupts and throws a glass one of the children left on the side table across the room and it shatters against the wall. He looks at me and I can see the rage pouring out of his eyes. �Tell them who I am!�
I look at my children, torn between the desire to do and say whatever I need to in order to protect them and knowing what Daniel expects me to say.
My entire body feels frozen to the floor as my gaze shifts between my children who have never seen an outburst of rage like that from anyone in their life.
�Mom?� Kara looks terrified. Jake�s arm instinctively and protectively moves around both of his siblings.
�Tell them!� Daniel demands.
�He used to be my husband,� I say.
�No.� Daniel is seething. �I am still your husband.�
I shake my head. �No. We�re divorced.�
Daniel looks over at my children and walks toward them. I move simultaneously to stand between him and them, vainly trying to be some kind of barrier.
�You aren�t dead. I never signed any papers. You and I are still married. You are my wife, Sarah.�
�No,� I say, my voice calmer than I feel. I wonder if reasoning with him will help but know from experience it will not. �Sarah is dead. My name is Faith and my husband�s name is Matt.�
�Surprisingly, my words don�t cause another violent outburst.
�Sit down,� he orders. I comply by sitting on the edge of the couch where my children are now seated. Daniel takes the seat across from me and stares. �You look good for a dead woman.�
I stare at him, saying nothing.
�Are your parents still alive too?�
�You know Nana and Pops?� Graham asks, before Jake silently admonishes him.
Daniel�s face twists into some kind of grotesque version of a smile.
�Well, well, well,� he sighs. �It seems no one died in a fiery car crash twenty-three years ago. Where are they? Did they move here to Wyoming with you?�
�Yes,� I admit. �But they�re not here. They�ve already left town to avoid this storm.�
�And where�s your husband?� he asks.
�He�s gone into town,� I lie. �He�ll be back any minute to pick us up, so we can join them.�
Daniel�s smile belies the anger that brews beneath the surface. �No,� he points the gun at Jake. �I don�t think you�re telling me the truth.�
�Take that gun off my son and I�ll tell you what you want to know.�
Daniel looks at me and surprisingly does as I�ve commanded. I breathe an inward sigh of relief as the gun moves away from Jake. �He�s at the south end of our ranch.�
�I knew he wasn�t here. He hasn�t been here all day. I�ve been watching you. When do you expect him back?�
�I don�t.�
Daniel raises his eyebrow in question.
�He wanted us to leave in case the blizzard shuts everything down. He left two days ago with our hands to stay at the south end of the ranch. They�re trying to save as much of our cattle as they can.�
Daniel points the gun at Kara.
�Is that true?�
�Yes,� she says, her voice shaky. �Jake wanted to go with him, but Daddy said it was too dangerous and for him to go with us to Miami until the storm is over and it�s safe to come home.�
�So, you�re not expecting him back and he thinks you�re on your way to Miami?�
I stare at him.
�Where is the south end of the ranch? How big is this ranch? How far away is he?�
None of us say anything. Daniel points the gun at Graham.
�How many acres does your father own?�
Graham looks at me before answering.
�Two hundred thousand,� he whispers.
Daniel�s face shows his shock. He looks at me.
�Is this true?�
�Yes.�
�Your husband owns that much land?�
�Yes.�
He lets out a long whistle.
�You�re richer than I thought. No wonder you ditched me and married him. You caught yourself a rich husband.�� He looks me over. �If I wasn�t so pissed off at what you pulled, I�d say good job.�
He takes a minute and I can see the wheels of his mind turning and thinking about some kind of plan.
�This is perfect,� he smiles. �I get to play happy family with the four of you for at least another week, if not two if this storm is as bad as they�re predicting. Hell, if I�m lucky, your father will die out there protecting a cow and we can make this situation permanent.�
�No!� Graham screams.
�It�s okay,� I say and place a hand on his shoulder.
�Daniel, please let my children go. They can drive into town and be safe. The storm that�s coming is a killer. The worst one we�ve ever had. That�s why the children and I were leaving. I�ll stay here with you. I�ll do anything you want, but please, Daniel let my children go.�
He laughs at me and I remember the feeling that laugh used to invoke when I would plead with him to stop tormenting me. That sound sends a chill down my spine like an icicle. Every memory I had forgotten, every fear of him I thought was laid to rest resurfaces. Only this time it�s worse. Much worse.
Because now I was not fearing for myself, but for my children.




The South Range 

Matt 
�Is anybody getting cell coverage out here?� I ask, searching in vain for some kind of signal. I�ve been out here before and I know there won�t be one. That�s why we brought the radio out, but even that is going to be pretty much useless in this storm.
The winds have picked up and the snow is just starting to come down. We�re southwest of the house and I realize it will take another couple of hours before it reaches home. I can only hope that Faith and our children got out safely.
A knot as big as a boulder sits in the pit of my stomach. I�m not sure why. I suspect it�s because I�m worried something might prevent them from getting out in time and they�ll be stuck at the house alone in the middle of this storm. I know my sister is planning on staying with her kids, but not everyone is as tough and let�s face it, stubborn as Ava.
Caleb was concerned, but he has faith that Ava knows what she�s doing.
It�s not that I don�t believe Faith can take care of herself. I know she can. I just don�t like being separated from my family, but I also know I couldn�t ask my men to come out here to help with the cattle and leave their loved ones behind if I wasn�t prepared to do it myself.
I bow my head and pray, �Lord, watch over my family while we�re separated. Keep them safe and protect them from harm. Watch over me and my men and their families. Keep us all safe during this storm and bring us all back to our loved ones safe and sound. In Jesus� name I pray. Amen.�
�Amen,� I hear behind me.
I look around and see Caleb riding directly behind me.
�I didn�t know anyone was there,� I say, a bit embarrassed.
�I was going to ask you about the head count of the men and the cattle, but then I realized you were praying, so I bowed my head and prayed along with you. You know what they say about two or more agreeing on something. I figured it couldn�t hurt.�
I nod my head and look over the ridge.
�We�ve done everything we can to secure the cattle on this end. The storm won�t be as bad down here, but it will hit. It�s time to head to the lodge before the worst of it hits. I�m sorry none of us will be able to get back to our families by the time it gets here.�
�No worries,� he said. �Most of us have spent time away from our families for work before. This time�s no different.�
I look at him and raise my eyebrows.
�Okay,� he smiles. �Maybe a little different. Ava was hoping Faith and the kids would stay and they�d all have a big blizzard party.�
I look at him and frown.
�You know Ava,� he smiles. �I love her to death, Matt, but she has her own way of doing things.�
�At least my parents had the good sense to leave and head south along with my in-laws. Faith�s parents rented a house on the water in Key Biscayne. I�m sure they�re all going to have a great time while we�re freezing our butts off at the lodge.�
��I bet Jake didn�t like that much. That boy couldn�t be more like you if you�d spit him out.�
I laugh. He�s right. My eldest son is the spitting image of me at that age with an attitude to match.
�He�ll get over it once he�s in that warm Miami sun with all of those international models walking around the beach in their bikinis.�
I check the clouds overhead and notice the snow is starting to fall heavier.
�Hopefully it won�t take us long to get to the lodge. This storm�s going to be a killer.�
�I�m right behind you, friend,� he says. �Hey � there is enough food up there, right?�
I laugh.
�Faith keeps that lodge freezer and pantry stocked with so much food, all ten of us could wait out the entire winter and never go hungry. That�s one thing you don�t have to worry about. We�ve got plenty of food and water.�
�Then let�s head out. I�m hungry.�
I give a quick nod but can�t hide my concern.
�You okay?�
�I can�t shake this feeling that something�s wrong,� I say. �I don�t know what it is, but I�ve felt this way since last night. I�ll be glad when this storm is over, so we can get back to business and back to our families.�
�Me too, brother. Me too.�




Faith
�It�s snowing!� Graham shouts, his gaze directed at the large picture window in the front of the house. Daniel wasted no time in tying each one of us up. Jake was the first to be restrained. I can tell Daniel has taken an intense dislike to my oldest son and that worries me.
He�s also taken an intense interest in Kara. My stomach feels sick every time I see him looking at her.
�Why are you here?� I ask, trying to distract him from his gaze at my beautiful, innocent sixteen-year old daughter.
�To be reunited with my wife,� he says. �You should have waited for me. That�s what a good wife does. She waits for her husband. But you didn�t do that, did you? You faked your death to move to this godforsaken place and marry yourself a rich man.�
He walks over to Kara and lifts a strand of hair to his nose and breathes in deeply before letting the silken strand slip through his fingers.
�Just how rich is your daddy?� he asks her.
She looks at me for guidance, wondering if she should answer him.
�Millions?� he wonders aloud before bending down to put his face directly in front of hers. �How old are you beautiful Kara?�
�Sixteen,� she whispers.
�Are you a virgin?�
�Don�t answer that,� I tell her. �That�s none of your business. It�s not anyone�s business but hers.�
He walks over to me and grabs a chunk of my hair in the back, pulling my face up. He puts his mouth on mine, forcing my lips apart and thrusting his tongue inside as though he was raping me with his mouth. I can hear Kara crying. Finally, his assault ends, and he releases my hair.
�Your mother was a virgin when I took her on our wedding night. That was some sweet, hot sex we used to have together, remember?� he asks.
I refuse to answer him. If I tell him the truth, that the sex was anything but pleasurable for me, that it was painful and degrading, he may take revenge by harming one of the children.
�What�s the matter?� he asks. �Cat got your tongue?�
I can hear the wind whipping around outside and see the snow coming down harder.
�You�re going to have to let us loose at some point,� I tell him. �You can�t just hold us here tied up and helpless.�
�Oh, but I can,� he says. �You think I�m going to trust the four of you loose in this house? A house you all know very well, and I don�t know at all?�
He looks at Jake.
�And this one. This one would take the first chance he got and try to be a hero.� I watch in horror as Daniel takes out his gun and points it at my son�s temple. �I bet your father has guns in this house, right? You�re probably thinking how much you�d love to get to them and blow my brains out.�
He pushes Jake�s head with the barrel of the gun. I can see from here the safety�s not on.
�Why aren�t you with your father? Not man enough to go yet?�
We all remain silent and watch as Daniel walks around our once peaceful living room. He stops at a digital photo album and picks it up. It�s the one with our wedding photos.
�So, this is him? The man you married? The man you committed bigamy with? This is who you prefer to your husband?�
�Daddy is her husband!� Graham shouts.
The rage that crosses Daniel�s features when he looks at my youngest son grips my insides like a tourniquet.
�He�s just a child,� I break in. �He�s just defending his father.�
My hands are shaking, and I try and keep my voice steady and calm.
�Graham,� I begin and take a deep, shaky breath, praying my words will calm the situation down. �Daniel is telling the truth.�
�What?� This from Jake. My eyes flash and meet his.
�I�m sorry,� I say and swallow the huge lump that has formed in my throat. �But it�s true.�
�Finally, you admit that you belong to me.�
I move my gaze to meet his.
�I don�t belong to anyone.�
I can see my words have taken him aback.
�You remember Sarah. You remember the young, na�ve, idolizing, wanting to please at any cost wife you could control and manipulate.� I keep my gaze steady and feel my hands tightening. �Sarah is dead. You have to deal with Faith now.�
I can tell by the expression on his face he doesn�t know what to make of this. He studies my face and sits back in the chair opposite of me.
�Let me get this straight. You�re saying that figuratively you have killed Sarah and, in her place, Faith has arisen like a Phoenix to become this strong, independent, woman?�
�Yes.�
He laughs, and it makes me angry.
�I�m not buying it. You only think you�re strong because you�ve got a rich man taking care of you. You couldn�t live on your own. You couldn�t support yourself.�
�Yes, she can!� This was from Kara.
Daniel looks at her and once again, I am fearful of how he�s looking at her.
�Oh? What exactly does your mother do?�
�She�s an architect. She�s very successful. People hire her from all over the world to design their dream homes.�
Daniel cocks his head to one side and looks at me.
�You finished college then? I know it was one of the things we argued about while we were together.�
�I did. Here locally and online.�
�Did your husband finance your business? I bet he did. You women can�t get anything without a man getting it for you.�
�I built my business on my own and my husband is very proud of me and all I�ve accomplished.�
I hate talking about Matt with Daniel. It�s like throwing dirt on my husband, muddying our life together by even talking about him to the sociopath in front of me.
Daniel�s reappearance in our home was a horrible nightmare.
�Does Dad know?� Jake asks. �Does he know about him?�
I can see the hurt on my children�s faces. The betrayal. It kills me that this has come into their lives and harmed them.
�Yes,� I whisper. �Your father knows everything.�
�And he still married you? Knowing you were another man�s wife?� This was from Daniel. I can see the anger brewing beneath the surface in his eyes.
�Even though you refused to sign the divorce papers, the judge granted my divorce request. We are divorced, Daniel. I talked all of this over with my lawyer and he assured me everything was legally binding.
�The detective who arrested you for Julianna�s murder and my assault helped -�
�Murder?� Kara broke in. �He murdered someone?�
�One of my best friends,� I say.
�Then why isn�t he in jail?�
�They never found Julianna�s body, but he admitted to me that he�d killed her. He used to threaten me with the same end if I wasn�t a good wife.�
I can see Kara shrink back into the couch and Jake move forward at the thought of someone threatening me. It would be imperceptible to anyone who wasn�t his mother and paying attention.
�What happened, Mama?� Kara whispers. �Why does he keep calling you Sarah?�
�Yes, Sarah,� he says. �I�d be interested to hear your version of the story.�
I note that it�s starting to get dark outside which means we�ve been his prisoner for almost eighteen hours. The wind has picked up considerably. It sounds as though the house could be blown away, though I know it won�t. This home was built to withstand harsh weather like this. I made sure of it.
I look at my children and say a silent prayer that God will keep us safe and keep my husband safe during this storm.
I also pray God will allow us to live through this nightmare the Devil brought to our doorstep.




Matt
�There�s a foot of snow fallen already and it�s coming down harder than it was when we got here,� Caleb says, looking out toward the falling snow swirling around in the heavy wind.
�I wonder if it�s hit home yet,� I say looking past him and out toward the raging storm building momentum.
�It�s not like Faith and the kids are there riding it out,� he says. �Your wife has sense.�
I can�t help but laugh. �Ava has never allowed anyone to tell her what to do,� I admit. �I�m sure my sister is taking good care of the girls and that Faith and the kids are well on their way to Florida by now.� My words bely the knot in my gut. �I don�t know what it is, Caleb. I can�t get rid of this sick feeling that something�s not right back at the house.�
�Well, you�re going to have to live with that feeling, because there�s no way we can get back there now. The way this snow is coming down we�ll be lucky if we can even start back toward home in a few days.�
I nod, knowing that his words are true.
�I think I�d feel better if I heard something from them.�
�We all knew we wouldn�t have any cell service when we got out here.�
I put my phone back in my pocket. It was useless looking for a signal that would never appear. Caleb puts his hand on my shoulder and squeezes.
�They�re fine, Matt.�
�I know you�re probably right. Still, I would feel much better if I knew they were safe and sound in Miami with her parents enjoying the nice weather.�
�It�s times like these where we just have to trust that God�s got this, my friend. Put your faith in Him and everything will turn out just fine.�
I nod again, knowing that even if there is a problem, there is absolutely nothing I can do about it now.





Daniel
I look at the four of them tied up and resigned to their situation. I�ve been foolish. I did not consider having to deal with the older boy.
Jake.
From looking at the photos in their frames and looking at him sitting there staring daggers at me, I can tell he is just a younger version of his father.
And I hate him.
I hate that he is the product of their father screwing my wife. My Sarah.
I look at her and know she is spoiled for me now. Not only is she older, she�s changed. She is no longer the sweet innocent young woman I remember from years ago.
There is a toughness about her now. Not tough as in she looks as though she�s had a hard life, but the toughness that comes from self-esteem. I knowingly and quite expertly manipulated that out of her all those years ago. She somehow managed to get it back.
I don�t like it.
I don�t like it at all.
But the daughter. The daughter is a different story.
She�s like getting a fresh chance with Sarah.
Kara is lovely. She�s beautiful, sweet and as far as I can tell by her expression when I asked the question, she�s still a virgin.
It is like I am given a second chance to have my Sarah all over again, only this time she won�t leave me. I won�t allow it.
My gaze meets Sarah�s and I can tell she�s not happy with me looking at Kara.
She�s obviously jealous of her own daughter.
Too bad. If you wanted me for yourself, you shouldn�t have left me all those years ago.
Now it�s Kara�s turn.
But what should I do about those boys?




Faith
Daniel keeps looking at my sons. It frightens me. I don�t like the way he�s looking at them. I don�t like the way he looks at Kara.
If we could just get loose from these ties, the four of us could do something.
I watch him watching Jake and Graham and a knot the size of Wyoming grows in my stomach. I pray God will protect them.
�Get up,� I hear him say as he walks over to my boys. Their hands are tied behind them and they struggle to get up from their seated position. Daniel has a knife in one hand and a gun in the other. He slices the ropes tying their hands while keeping the gun directly at Graham�s head.
�Daniel, please leave them alone. They haven�t done anything wrong. They�re just boys. Children. It�s me you�re angry at. It�s me you want to hurt, not them.�
He looks at me and smiles. My blood runs cold.
�Precisely,� he says and pushes them toward the front door. �What better way to hurt you, than to hurt them?�
�No!� I scream and struggle to get up.
�Stay there!� he warns, grabbing Graham and leveling the barrel at his temple. �Or I�ll kill them both right here in front of you.�
I sit down, catching a sob in my throat.
�Where are you taking them?�
�Mama?� Kara cries. �Graham! Jake!�
I watch in horror as Daniel opens the front door and a blast of frigid air comes in, bringing with it the swirling snow. He pushes my sons outside and stands in the opening.
�Walk,� he commands. �And keep walking down your drive until I can�t see you anymore.�
�They�ll freeze to death,� I scream. �You�re killing them.�
I watch him finger a cross I keep hanging next to our front door.
�You believe in God,� he taunts. �Maybe He�ll save them.�
I close my eyes in torment, before looking toward heaven. Why has this evil found me? Why has it come for my children?
�They don�t even have coats on,� I whisper as the tears fall freely down my cheeks. �You�ve sent them to their deaths.�
�What�s the matter, Sarah? Your faith seems to be failing you. If your God is real, your sons will be okay.� He laughs then, and it makes him look insane. �Or you�ll find out that he�s just a fantasy figure drummed up to keep all you suckers in line.�
I lean over to Kara and lay my head on hers.
�We need to pray for your brothers,� I whisper. �Pray like we�ve never prayed before.�
I hear her sniffle and give a slight nod.
�Lord, watch over Jake and Graham as they enter this storm. Be with them and keep them safe. Be with them and keep them under your protection. Help them. Give them strength to endure and watch over every step they take. Bring them to safety, Lord. In Jesus� name we pray. Amen.�
�Amen,� I hear her whisper, then, �Mama?�
�Yes, my angel girl.�
I hear her choke back a sob. �Can you pray for us too?�
I take in a shaky breath. �I have been doing hardly anything else since this nightmare began, but yes. Let�s pray for us too.�




Jake
�Keep walking, Graham,� I tell my little brother who is faltering because he�s crying. �He�s watching us. If he sees us stop, he may shoot us, or Mom or Kara.�
�We�re gonna die, Jake. We can�t survive out here in this blizzard. It was so bad Dad was making mom take us to Florida to avoid it and that�s when we had a house to stay in.�
�We�re not gonna die,� I tell him. �We�re not gonna die. I promise you, I will do everything in my power to get us to safety. Just don�t give up.�
�I�m already freezing, Jake. I�m not like you. I�m just a skinny kid. I can�t go on for a long time.�
I reach over and pull him close to me, keeping my arm around his shoulders.
�You listen to me Graham and you listen good. You�re my brother and we are going to get through this together. Do you hear me?�
I feel him nod against my shoulder.
�Where are we going to go?�
I think of the only place that is close enough to shelter us. We can�t get to the stables, because he�ll know. The only place I can think of is Aunt Ava�s.
�We�re going to our aunt�s house,� I say. �They�ve got supplies and they can help us.�
�But that�s three miles away!� he shivers. �We�ll never make it.�
�We�re going to make it. Three miles isn�t that far,� I tell him. �Heck, I run to the other edge of their property and back every day with Mom when we run. It only takes us about thirty minutes. Thirty minutes isn�t that bad.�
�But we�re not running,� he says. �And we�re in the middle of a blizzard.�
�No,� I agree. �Not in a blizzard, but we can do this. We�ll get to Aunt Ava�s and she�ll call the police and let them know what�s going on and send help.�
�No one�s coming out in this blizzard. Not even to save Mama and Kara.�
I take a deep breath and hold him tighter to try and give him some warmth.
�Keep putting one foot in front of the other, Graham. We�ll get there one step at a time. Just keep walking.�
I look ahead seeing nothing but darkness and pouring snow in front of me. I�m not even certain we�re walking in the right direction. My toes are already numb.
Just then I hear shots fired and the sound of bullets as they whirl past us. I can feel a sting as something hits my arm, but I keep walking.
�Lord, I know Mama says You�re always with us, I need You now. We all need You.�




Matt
The dark descends over the hills as we sit down to eat our dinner. Faith made a ton of food and tonight, we all decided to heat up her famous Chicken Cordon Blue Casserole.
Josh volunteered to make the mashed potatoes while I grabbed a couple of bags of frozen broccoli. Truthfully, we all could have done without the frozen broccoli, but I promised Faith and the kids I�d take care of myself and the men, so we�re going to eat a green vegetable whether we like it or not.
I call everyone to the table and we bow our heads. I give thanks for the food and the safety of the men, before praying for the safety of all of our families.
I still have a twinge of uneasiness in my stomach and it�s gotten worse over the last two hours. I feel so sick with worry I can barely touch my food.
�Worry�s a sin,� Caleb comments as he takes another helping of casserole. �And I thought that casserole was one of your favorites? Faith wouldn�t like it if you didn�t eat.�
�I know,� I manage a smile, thinking about what she�d say if she could see me sitting here so worried I couldn�t eat.
�But you�re still worried.�
�I can�t shake this feeling of doom,� I admit.
�Why don�t you pull out your cellphone and see if you can get a signal?� He suggests. �Who knows? Maybe a miracle will happen, and you�ll find there�s a signal.�
I excuse myself from the table and walk into the next room where I�ve left my phone. I turn it on and find that I have one bar and four missed calls and voicemails from Faith�s mom.
My joy at having a signal fades as I listen to the message.
�Did you get a signal?�
Caleb can see by the look on my face that something is wrong.
�What happened? Are Faith and the kids okay?�
I shake my head and call Faith�s number before trying Kara, Jake and Graham�s numbers. They all go straight to voicemail.
�What�s wrong?�
�They never got off the plane in Miami,� I tell him.
�What do you mean they never got off the plane?�
�The voicemail I was listening to was Faith�s parents. They were at the airport waiting for Faith and the kids, but they never showed up and she can�t get hold of them. They never got off the plane, which means they never got on the plane.�
�Did you try their cellphones?�
�I just did and all four go straight to voicemail.
I walk over and grab my coat.
�Whoa,� Caleb grabs my arm. �Where do you think you�re going?�
�Home,� I say. �I�m going home.�




Faith
I feel sick, like at any moment I�m going to throw up. The only thing that is keeping me together is that I know I have to for Kara�s sake.
I�m frightened for her and I�m worried out of my mind about Jake and Graham. I know I have to trust that God can work miracles, but my faith is waning as I look out the windows into the dismal weather outside.
I heard the shots being fired. Daniel fired off six rounds before returning inside. Did he hit them? Are they lying dead a few yards from our doorstep?
Even if he didn�t hit them with bullets, which I tell myself is likely since he�s probably not a good shot with a handgun, I keep wracking my mind where they could go and find shelter from this storm. I know Jake wouldn�t be able to get to the barn where the horses are. It�s toward the back of the house and Daniel would see them. Even if they did go to the barn, they�d freeze to death.
They would have had to walk straight down our driveway, which is lit and also means Daniel can see with some visibility down the way.
They have no coats on and I cannot fathom how they are staying warm.
Where would they go?
Ava and Caleb�s house.
Jake and I go running every day straight to the edge of their ranch, before we turn around and come home. It�s a seven mile run going and coming, which means it would be three and a half miles one way.
But Jake wouldn�t be heading to the outer edges of that ranch, he�d turn in their drive. That would make the distance around three miles.
Could they make a three mile walk in a blizzard with no coats?
My brain races to calculate the odds of the two boys alone, without coats in fifteen-degree weather making it through the wind and snow for three miles in the dark.
�Mama?� Kara asks. �What are you thinking?�
�I�m trying to figure out where your brothers would go.�
�I�ve been wondering that too. I think Jake will try to get to Aunt Ava�s. You run there every day, rain, snow or shine.�
I nod.
�I just don�t know if they can make it in this storm without coats and it�s dark.�
�Have faith, Mama,� she says. �Isn�t that what you always tell us. Trust that God�s going to take care of them. And us.�
�What are the two of you whispering about?� Daniel breaks into our conversation.
�We�re praying,� I say. �Praying for Jake and Graham�s safety.�
He smirks at me.
�Those boys are as good as dead. I�m pretty sure I hit the older one. I noticed the landscape around here when I was driving. There�s nothing around here for miles. No neighbors, no nothing.�
Kara got ready to speak up, but I silenced her with a look. I overheard the kids talking once about how I could silence their arguments with a look. I guess I can. He didn�t notice Caleb and Ava�s hidden driveway and their home obscured by the trees.
�I saw that,� Daniel said, walking over toward us. �What was that about?�
�Nothing,� I say.
He looks at Kara. �What are you hiding? Is there some secret place you�re not telling me about? Some place they could be hiding?�
Kara shakes her head. �No,� she said. �I�m just hoping all those years spent out with my father will help them some kind of way.�
�Is your father some kind of survivalist?� he asks. He looks at me. �How did you fall in love with a cowboy? How did you meet him?�
I don�t want to talk about Matt with Daniel. I don�t want Daniel to know anything about my life now, but I especially don�t want him to know about my husband, our children and our life together.
�Come on,� he says, seating himself across from me and Kara. �We�ve got all the time in the world.�




Matt
The men look up as I grab my coat and gun and head toward the door.
�Matt,� Caleb steps in front of me. �You are not going out there.�
�Watch me,� I say and try to move past him.
�You�d be signing your own death warrant,� he says. �You know it�ll be at least two days on horseback and that�s on a good day. Even if you thought you could make it, there�s no way the horse will. Besides, if you go, that means I�ll have to go with you and I don�t think Ava will ever forgive you if something happens to me.�
�You don�t have to come. I make my own decisions and I�m doing this on my own.�
I move to get past him and he blocks me again.
�No,� he says, a bit more forcefully. �You�re not going anywhere. I don�t care if I have to knock you out and tie you up to keep you here.�
Frustrated, I throw my coat against the wall.
�Dammit, Caleb. I can�t just sit here and do nothing! My wife and kids are out there, and I don�t know what�s happened to them. What if they got hurt and are sitting at the side of the road somewhere in this blizzard? I�ve got to go find them.�
�For all you know they could be sitting in a hotel in Jackson Hole enjoying a nice dinner and a hot cup of cocoa.�
�Then why hasn�t anyone gotten a message from them that they�re staying in town?�
�I don�t know but killing yourself trying to get home isn�t the answer. That�s a suicide mission.�
I sit down and put my head in my hands, knowing all eyes are on me.
�I can�t live without my family, Caleb,� I say. �I don�t know what I�d do without them.�
�I�m sure they�re okay,� he says. �Faith is a strong woman. Even if they got stuck at the house, she�ll be able to keep herself and your kids safe. And Jake, he�s practically a man. You know he�s not going to let anything happen. And don�t forget about God. He�s watching over your family, Matt. He always is.�
I nod, but the not knowing where my family is and if they�re okay is a gnawing pain that feels like a knife in my gut.
�Something�s not right,� I tell him. �I have felt it over the last forty-eight hours. I kept thinking I was just being paranoid and worrying over nothing. Caleb, I can�t explain it, but there is something very wrong with my family and there is absolutely nothing I can do to help them.�
Caleb sits down beside me and starts to pray over me and I�m thankful. It gives me strength.
I join him and before I know it, the other men are standing with us, praying over our families.




Jake
�Graham!� I yell at my brother. His steps are faltering and he�s shivering uncontrollably. I can feel the wetness of the blood soaking and freezing my shirt. Walking in this snow is like walking in quicksand. �Graham you�ve got to keep walking.�
�I can�t,� he says, his voice sounding sleepy. �You go on without me, Jake. I can�t make it. I�m so tired. Just let me lie down in the snow and go to sleep.�
�No!� I yell at him. �I�m not going to leave you and you are not going to die.�
But as I say the words, Graham collapses. I can�t see anything through the snow and I�m not about to leave my brother to die out here alone.
�What do I do?� I ask out loud. I look up at the sky and feel the freezing flakes hit my skin. I reach down and try and pick him up, but I don�t have the strength. I�m freezing and tired too. All I want to do is lie down next to him and go to sleep. The cold has long ago given away to numbness and I realize that the sleepiness I feel is my body shutting down.
Graham doesn�t weigh as much as I do, that�s why his body shut down first. I look around again and try and figure out our surroundings. At this point, I�m not even confident I know where we are or if we�re even close to Aunt Ava�s house.
Are we a mile away? Two?
Tears stream down my face as I look at my little brother.
�I love you, Graham,� I say, kneeling next to him.
�I love you, too, Jake. You�ve been a good brother. You can leave me.�
�I�m not leaving you, Graham,� I say and lie down next to him, covering his body with my own. �I�m not going anywhere.�




Ava
�It�s really coming down out there now,� I set the sliced London broil on the table as my oldest daughter brings the hashbrown casserole and sets it next to the salad bowl. I already know my youngest will ask if we have enough ranch dressing, which we do. I made it fresh this afternoon. They�re sixteen and fourteen and thankfully not whiners.
My oldest, Alexis wants to be a doctor when she grows up. I don�t know where she gets it from, since both Caleb and I barely made it out of science with a C. Ever since she was little, she�s wanted us to read her stories about bones, and nerves. She�s always been fascinated about the human body and what it can do.
She announced last summer she was thinking about going vegan, stating that being vegan was better for her health and the environment. Thankfully that only lasted about a month before she changed her mind.
I don�t know how people can live without ever eating meat again.
�I�m starving,� I say as I smell the delicious scents coming from the table. We usually eat at six o�clock, but I was so busy walking around out in the blizzard making sure everything was taken care of, we were late getting supper this evening. �Alexis you want to say grace?�
�Yes ma�am,� she answers and takes my and Anna�s hands. She keeps it short and sweet.
I watch as Anna loads her plate with the meat and potatoes, just like her father would do if he were here. I miss Caleb when he�s gone.
�How about you, Alexis. Would you like some of this delicious London Broil?�
She takes the platter from my hands and takes a few slices. True to her nature, the plate is filled with a small portion of meat and potato casserole and a huge helping of salad.
�It�s really good, Mama,� she smiles, taking another fork full of salad.
�Thank you.�
I load up my plate with the meat and potatoes before adding the same portion size of salad. �I should have made some biscuits tonight.�
�I think this is perfect,� Anna sighs, sopping her ranch dressing with the meat.
�I agree,� Alexis chimes in. �Besides, you made a cheesecake.�
�That I did,� I smile. �What topping do you want? Strawberry? Blueberry?�
�Strawberry!� Anna shouts.
�My favorite!� I say, almost forgetting the raging storm outside.
�Are you sure our generators are going to make it through this storm?� Alexis asks, looking out toward the snow pouring down. �Before it started, they said we could get five feet in a twenty-four hour period if it snows as much as they�re predicting. That�s scary!�
�It is scary,� I agree. �But we�ve got a winter�s worth of firewood stored in the adjacent barn and our house isn�t so big that we can�t heat it up with this huge fireplace if need be. I can even cook over the fire if I have to.�
�I bet Aunt Faith, Jake, Kara and Graham are enjoying the Florida beaches right about now,� Alexis sighs.
�You wish we�d gone with them like they asked, don�t you?�
She shrugs her shoulders.
�I�ve never been to Florida,� was the most she would admit to.
�Maybe we can head down there for vacation in the spring with your Daddy.�
�Really?�
�I think after this winter, we�ll deserve a nice family vacation. Maybe Uncle Matt and Aunt Faith will want to join us with the boys and Kara, that way you�re all not stuck with the adults all the time.�
�That would be fun!� Anna says excitedly as she grabs another piece of meat to sop up her remaining ranch dressing. I think half the jar is on her plate.
�Maybe Graham�s best friend will come too! Anna�s got a crush on Graham�s best friend, Chris.�
�Do not!�
�Do too!�
�Do not!�
�Methinks though doth protest too much,� Alexis digs into her potatoes, smiling because she�s been able to get the best of her sister who�s now sulking and giving her the evil eye from across the table.
�That�s enough, Alexis. This is going to be a long stretch if you two are already fighting with one another.�
�Sorry mama,� she says, taking a bite of potatoes.
�Yes ma�am,� Anna agrees. �I�m sorry too.�
Alexis rolls her eyes.
I was just about to take another bite of meat, when all four dogs start barking like there�s no tomorrow.
�What do you think it is?� Alexis stands up and goes to the window. �A bear?�
�I don�t know,� I say, and walk over to grab my gun. �Bears are hibernating. It�s not a bear.� I check it to make sure it�s loaded and then open the drawer to get more ammunition before opening the door. I unlock the latch and ease it open to look outside. My visibility is zero because it�s pitch black and the swirling snow and high winds make it almost impossible to see anything.
�What is it?� Alexis comes to my side, wrapping a blanket around herself against the freezing temperatures. �I don�t know. Probably just a wild animal looking for food or shelter against the storm.�
I turn to close the door, only when I do, both of my brothers� dogs rush past me and head out into the storm, barking their heads off.
�Baxter! Audi!� I call after them, but it�s useless. They�ve headed out into the blizzard and I can�t see them. I can tell by the way my daughters are looking at me they expect me to go out and bring the dogs back.� I sigh.
�Let me get my heavy coat on,� I say, resigned to the fact I�m going to be out in this misery for a while longer. �But if I can�t bring them back in the next ten minutes, I�m coming back to the house. I�m not risking my life for two dogs.�
Alexis smiles at me and gives me a kiss. �I love you, Mama,� she says, handing me my thicker coat, balaclava and gloves. I grab our industrial strength flashlight and start down the stairs of our porch only to find Bandit standing in the yard whining and barking.
�Come, Bandit!� Anna calls from inside the house, but the dog ignores her. I can hear the other dog, Audi, barking in the distance.
�Something�s wrong. Alexis, give me the shotgun and you grab the pistol out of the hallway closet on the top shelf just in case.�
I take the shotgun from her and head out.
�Be careful!� Alexis calls after me. �Don�t take any chances.�
I want to tell them I�m taking chances just by going out in this storm in the dark of night, but I raise my hand in acknowledgement and head out.
Bandit takes off immediately, turning every so often to make sure I�m following him.
�I�m coming,� I tell him. �I�m coming.�
After walking about ten minutes and feeling as though I�m on a wild goose chase with two dogs, I think about turning back and heading toward the house, but then I see it. The other dog, Audi is lying down, half covered with snow because it�s coming down so fast and hard. She�s whining and barking loud almost as though she�s in pain. I wonder if she somehow got hurt and also wondering how in the world I�m going to carry a one-hundred-pound dog back to the house in this blizzard.
Bandit runs ahead and starts digging in the snow beside Audi. That�s when I see them. Two bodies lying in the snow with no jackets or anything. They�re almost completely covered.
I rush up to see if they�re still alive and gasp when I notice who it is.
�Jake! Graham!� I call, but neither one moves. �Dear Lord, please don�t let them be dead!�
I take off my gloves, reach over and feel Jake�s neck. I can barely feel a pulse. Instinctively, I take off both my coats and lay it over the boys, before retracing my footsteps in the snow back toward the house.
I make it back in about eight minutes.
�Girls, get your coats on, grab some blankets and the sleds out of the garage!� I yell. �Now! Alexis, get the first aid kits and stoke up the fire in the fireplace.�
�Where is your coat?� she asks, as she grabs three logs and places them on the fire before putting on her coat. I reach in the closet and grab my old pea coat.
�It�s Jake and Graham!� I tell her. �They�re passed out the in snow about a half a mile from the house!�
�What? What are they doing out in this blizzard? I thought they were supposed to be in Florida.�
�Obviously, they didn�t go. They�re out there with no coats. The dogs stayed with them and I put my coats over them. Jake�s alive, but he�s barely got a pulse. I didn�t get a chance to check Graham�s pulse.�
The girls were out front with the sleds faster than I thought they could get them.
�What�s happened? Why are they out here?�
�I don�t know, but you�re about to get some real-life doctor training,� I tell her. �Let�s go.�
I button up my coat and follow the barking and the footsteps to where the two boys are lying. I can barely see my footprints and the coat I laid over the boys is already covered in snow.
�Help me dig them out and get them on the sleds,� I tell the girls.
It takes us a while to get them both on.
�It�s going to be hard pulling them back to the house,� I warn.
�We can do it, Mama,� Alexis tells me. �Anna and I will pull Jake. You pull Graham.�
I nod and pick up the rope. �Lord help us,� I say.
Slowly, we make our way back toward the house. The dogs stayed right with the boys on the sleds. Somehow, we manage to pull the sleds up the stairs and get the boys inside.
�Are they dead?� Anna asks. �They�re not moving. What do we do?�
�They�re hanging on. We need to get these wet clothes off them first.� Alexis takes charge and starts to unbutton Jake�s shirt and pants. �There�s blood on his shirt. It looks almost like he�s been shot here on his arm.�
I admit, I�m a little in awe by how efficiently she�s assessing the situation and I do as I�m told.
�Anna, go upstairs and get some of Daddy�s clothes and all the blankets you can find,� she orders her younger sister. �Mama help me get both of them over here next to the fire. We�ve got to warm them up.�
�Are they going to die?� Anna asks.
�I don�t know,� Alexis answers as we struggle to get Graham as close to the fire as we can. �I don�t know everything about rewarming a person who�s almost frozen to death. I read a book about it last winter. It was a library book, so I don�t have it here. We�ll just have to do the best we can.�
In a few minutes Anna returns with the clothes and the blankets. We put the pajama bottoms and clean t-shirts on both boys, then cover them with blankets.
�What on earth do you think made them go outside in this weather without any coats on?� Alexis asks. �And who would have shot Jake?�
I look in the direction of my brother�s house before meeting my oldest daughter�s gaze. I know both of us are wondering the same thing. If the boys are out in the cold, almost dead without coats on, where are Faith and Kara?




Faith
I hear the wind howling outside and see the snow pelting the huge flakes against the window panes. I try not to think of my sons out there in the middle of all of that with no coats, no shelter and no way of getting help for themselves, let alone me and Kara.
I swallow down the choking sob that�s lodged in my throat.
�You can untie us,� I tell Daniel. �Kara and I are hardly a threat to you. You�re bigger than we are and you�ve got the gun.�
Daniel looks at the two of us, weighing if it�s wise to untie us.
�I am getting kind of tired of eating the crackers and chips I found in your pantry. I remember you used to be quite the cook. I think I�ll sit here with Kara while you go make us a real dinner.�
�I�m not leaving Kara alone with you.�
He looks at me. His eyes narrow and I remember that look well. It was the look he would get right before he would hit me. He wants to hit me now.
I stare back at him defiantly.
�You�ll do as I say,� he says, his voice hushed and deadly, �or I�ll take Kara here upstairs and leave you tied up down here imagining all of the things I�m doing to her. Alone.�
�Mama,� she whispers. �Go make him his dinner. I�ll be okay.�
Only the Lord knows in that moment how much hatred I bear for this man before me. Only He knows how I want nothing more than to plunge a knife deep into his heart.
My sons are probably dead and before this is all over, he will more than likely violate my daughter. I fight the urge to hit him as he cuts the zip-tie holding my wrists with his knife.
�If you hurt her,� I say to him. �If you touch her, I will kill you.�
He pulls me to him, pressing the knife against my throat. I can feel his erection against my buttocks and I do what I can to control my breathing.
�Then I suggest you make me happy.�
�What would you like for dinner,� I say, trying to distract him from where his mind and body are going.
He releases me and pushes me forward toward the kitchen. I hear him following behind me.
�What do you have?�
�The freezer is stocked with any kind of meat you could want. There�s also frozen and canned vegetables and potatoes.�
I look over at my prized possession. My wall of chef�s knives Matt gave me for our tenth wedding anniversary. Daniel sees me and raises his handgun.
�You and your daughter would be dead before you could get to me,� he says.
�I don�t know what you�re talking about,� I lie, pulling a beef tenderloin from the freezer and unwrapping it. �I just need one of those knives to prepare the meat.�
He walks and steps to the other side of the counter to watch me make the food.
�It�s like old times, isn�t it, Sarah?�
�What do you mean?� I ask, pulling my favorite knife off the magnetized strip.
�Me sitting here, watching you make dinner. Does your husband do that?�
My eyes flash to meet his gaze. I don�t like him talking about Matt.
�It�s too bad he wasn�t here,� he smiles. �I would have liked to have met him and compare notes. Is he as good a lover as me?�
I put the frozen tenderloin on my chopping block and begin cutting it into thick steaks of filet mignon, ignoring Daniel�s question.
�That really is a sharp knife you have there,� he says. I continue to ignore him.
�Kara,� he calls to her. �What�s your father like?�
She looks over at me and I try to convey to her to keep that information to herself. I don�t think there�s any way for Matt to find out that the children and I never made it to Florida, because if he did, I�m not sure a blizzard would stop him from trying to get back home to us.
�Daddy�s a good man,� she snifles. �He loves us.�
�Where did you say he was again?� Daniel asks.
�At the south end of the ranch,� I answer.
�And where is that?�
�South.� Daniel doesn�t appreciate my sarcastic reply.
He makes a move to stand, but before he fully leaves his seat I try and distract him again.
�It�s about thirty miles away,� I say. �There�s no way for him to get back here. He and his men are all on horseback. They left two days ago to do what they could to get the cattle to safety before this storm hit.�
�So, he�s staying outside camping? In this weather? You expect me to believe that?�
�No,� I tell him. �There�s a lodge at the southern end of the ranch. That�s where they�re riding out the storm.�
�I guess there�s food and heat there.�
�Yes. I make several months� worth of meals and leave them in the freezers up there every fall. They�ll be fine until this storm passes and the snow is cleared enough for them to get back.�
Daniel leans back and looks at me.
�So, you married yourself a real cowboy, didn�t you?�
�I married a good man.�
�Are you saying I�m not a good man? Because I can show you otherwise.�
I ignore him and continue to prepare the steaks and heat up the griddle. I would love nothing more than to plunge this nine-inch knife into his jugular, but I�m not confident I could pull it off. And if I couldn�t, Kara would pay the price.
�What did you do to Julianna?� I ask.
He looks at me, startled by the question.
�You let it slip once when you were threatening me. I know you killed her. The police know it too, they just couldn�t prove it.�
�Because they didn�t have enough evidence,� he says, eyeing me. I try to keep my face emotionless. This might be my chance to find out what happened to my friend.
�I almost didn�t take their deal,� he says. �That was my lawyer�s doing. He convinced me they had enough to put me away for at least twenty-five years. I took the ten and got out in five.�
I nod, staying focused on slicing the onions.
�Since you�ve already served time for that crime, they can�t try you again, so you can speak freely.� I stop what I�m doing and look at him directly in the eye. �What did you do to my friend?�





Matt
�How much longer is this storm supposed to go on?� I wonder out loud as I pace around the confines of the lodge. �I�ve got to get home and check on my family.�
I look outside at the raging storm and see no possibility that it will let up anytime soon.
�They said last week it could go on as long as three to four days,� Caleb says. �I know you�re worried, but you�re just going to have to try and relax.�
I hate to admit it to him. I hate to admit it to myself, but sometimes I wonder if God is listening to me. How could I be separated from my family at a time like this? I don�t even know what�s going on with them. I can�t get to them. I can�t help them. I can�t even get in touch with them to see if they�re okay or if they�ve slid off the road somewhere and buried by a mountain of snow.
�It�s killing me.�
�I know. But there is nothing you can do until this storm stops and we can dig out of here. Hopefully, the storm will be over by tomorrow and we can get ready to leave.�
�Why don�t you come and help me make some waffles? It may take your mind off your family for a little while.�
�Nothing is going to take my mind off my family,� I say, but walk toward the open kitchen anyway.
�Jake�s almost a man and Faith is a strong woman. They�ll both take care of Kara and Graham. They�re going to come out of this okay.�
I nod, but deep inside, I am scared to death and wonder what on earth could be worse than this not knowing?




Faith
�Julianna was always suspicious of me,� he said, leaning back in his chair. �I think she wanted me at first, until I made it clear that you were the one I was interested in pursuing. Then she took an almost instant dislike of me. I think she was jealous because I didn�t choose her.�
I stare at him, not commenting because I want him to continue. I�m fascinated by his take on how things evolved and how he sees himself as the object of everyone�s desire.
�I�d already decided weeks beforehand that you were going to be my wife. Julianna would be fun for some passing one-night stand sex. She was amazing in bed, but you were the one I wanted for my wife. You were the one I wanted to be the mother of my children.� He pauses. �Did you know I�d had her one night before classes started? At least I think I did. She was at a party with a friend of mine. We all were drinking and did some drugs together. I remember wanting to fuck her brains out but I was so out of it the next day I couldn�t remember if I did. I�m guessing she never told you about that did she?�
I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from commenting. I just let him ramble on about how superior he was and how he manipulated all of us in his game.
�She probably couldn�t remember either. It doesn�t matter. It was you I wanted. I saw you at the end of the semester your freshman year and decided right then and there that you would be mine. So, I did some investigating and read your file over the summer, making sure I knew your schedule and when you would register at the beginning of the fall semester. You were perfect. You were the physical embodiment of everything I ever wanted in a wife.� He smiled. �You were young, blond, beautiful and smart.�
I continued to stare at him and say nothing.
�When I read your transcripts, I hoped you were as smart as I believed you to be. And you were smart. You had friends. Everyone wanted you to either be their girlfriend or their friend. That made me want to possess you even more.�
�Why?� I finally ask. �Why would you want someone smart? Wouldn�t it have been better to have someone willing to be less?�
�What�s the challenge in that?� he asks. �No. I wanted someone who was my equal in intelligence. Or as close to it as I could get. You fit that description. I loved that you were on a full scholarship. I loved that you made the President�s list. You were perfect.�
I bite my lip and remain silent once more, waiting for him to continue.
�Oh, make no mistake. Julianna caught my eye. I definitely wanted her. But only for sex. You, though. I wanted you forever. I wanted to possess you and make you mine.�
I was thankful that Kara was in the other room and couldn�t hear how her mother fell for the machinations of a lunatic. I watched him as he continued.
�I found out which classes I could place you in and made sure it happened.�
�You�re the reason my classes got switched?�
�Yes. It helped that your two friends were already enrolled.�
�I could never figure out how I got into a class that was overfilled and not taking any new students.�
�You can thank me for that. I needed an excuse to get close to you and it presented itself on that first day of class.�
�I remember.�
�You were so ��
�Easy?� I supplied the word.
�More like willing. I confess, I was a little disappointed. I thought it would take more work to get you to go out with me.�
�You doubted yourself?�
�No,� he admitted. �But I did think I would have to work harder to land you.�
He sighed.
�I could tell from Julianna and what was the name of your other friend? Kayla?�
�Kaitlyn.�
�I could tell the three of you had been talking about me when I walked up. It gave me confidence in what I�d planned.�
�Which was?�
�To ask you out and have you go to lunch with me at my favorite restaurant. The one where we first ate lunch, got engaged and had our wedding reception. I planned it all out from the day I saw you at the end of that first semester.� He got up and started walking on the other side of the counter. �I made sure everything was smooth and perfect on my end. I did my research on you. I knew you were an only child, I knew where you were from and every single detail about you.�
�You stalked me.�
�That�s not very nice,� he said and stopped pacing. He stopped smiling too. �I like to think of it as research for a project. And that project was you. You should be flattered.�
�That�s all nice, but I want to know about Julianna. I want to know what you did to her.�
�I propositioned Julianna.�
�Propositioned?�
�After we started dating, I saw her at a bar one night. She was her usual vivacious self. She was dancing on the tabletops doing a mock striptease. She made me want her. Bad. I was hoping for a repeat of that first night I saw her with my friend.�
�I know my friend. I know she wouldn�t have gone with you.�
�You would be correct. She turned me down flat. Saying she wouldn�t do that to her friend. She also said she was going to tell you what I said.�
�She never told me you propositioned her,� I tell him.
�No. Because I told her if she uttered a word, I would tell you that she was the one who propositioned me.�
�So that�s why she was so sullen in the weeks leading up to the wedding? Because you propositioned her?�
�Not exactly.�
I looked at him, waiting for him to continue.
�She may have turned me down, but I wanted her. So, I made sure that happened.� He pauses. �No one was going to come between us, Sarah and no one tells me no.�
I cringed inwardly at his words as push the plate of food across the counter, hoping he would choke on the meat.
�I waited until she was finished at the library one night, then pretended to be drunk. I told her you�d broken up with me.�
He laughed.
�She was so stupid, she believed me and offered to help me get home, which was exactly what I was hoping she would do.�
�You took her home and then what happened?�
�I never took her home. I took her to Anderson�s duplex across the street from the library. He graciously allowed me to use his place that night.�
�Anderson knew what you were going to do?�
�He knew enough.�
�Did you rape her?� I asked.
�Rape is such an ugly word. Let�s just say I used some persuasive pills in her drink.�
�You roofied her,� I clarified.
�I offered her a drink and she took it. Before you think of defending your wild ex-friend, those drugs don�t make people do anything they don�t already want to do.�
�Is that what you tell yourself to make yourself feel better?�
The way he looked back at me made me wonder if I may have pushed him too far.
�She wanted me. All three of you wanted me,� he seethed.
�Go on,� I say. �You drugged her, then what happened?�
�I had a very wild night with her. Twice. Then, when I was satisfied and through with her, I let Anderson and his friends do with her what they wanted.�
I feel like throwing up.
�You gang-raped her.�
�Funny. That�s what she said when she realized what happened that night. Then I sent her the photos. With her reputation, there�s not a jury on earth that would convict any of us for what happened. It showed a very eager and very willing participant. At least when she was with me. She was passed out by the time Anderson and his friends got to her.�
�My Lord,� I gasp, realizing it was around that time when Julianna changed. She stopped drinking and going out. She just stayed at home and studied.
�There has to be more than the first rape. Julianna continued to go downhill from that point on. What else did you do to her?�




Daniel
I almost want to laugh at the stern look on Sarah�s face. As though she somehow has the upper hand and can demand answers from me. I�ll give her answers all right. I�ll give her every gruesome detail of her friend�s demise. Then she�ll know I mean business.
�She threatened to tell you what happened,� I say, gaging her response. �She was going to go to the police. That is, until I sent her the photos and made it clear what would happen to you if anyone found out about what really happened.�
I watch with satisfaction when Sarah wipes a stray tear from her face. Even now, after all these years, she still cares about that whore of a friend of hers.
�I told her how things were going to be,� I said.
�What does that mean?� she asks. �How things were going to be?�
�It means I told her she would be at my beck and call. It means that whenever I needed an itch scratched, she would be available to scratch it.�
�And if she refused?�
�Those photos would surface all over campus, and I would kill you and Kaitlyn.�
�You threatened to kill us, so you could continue to rape her?�
�I like to think of it as a mutually beneficial agreement.�
�How did it benefit her?�
�It kept you alive and believing she was a true and trusted friend. It kept the people at the university thinking she was just a normal party girl, instead of a freak who liked to screw several men at the same time.�
�And she went along with this?�
Now it�s time to lay on the guilt.
�I don�t think she cared so much about herself or her reputation,� I tell her. �It was you. She didn�t want anything to happen to you.�
Sarah stares at me for several seconds before she asks the question I know is coming.
�She didn�t come to our wedding. No one has seen her since the rehearsal dinner.�
It was a statement. She�s afraid to ask. It makes me smile.
�Ask,� I prompt her. �Ask me what happened to your friend.�
�I�ve already asked,� she whispers. �I know you killed her that night. I just want to know what you did to her.�
�Are you sure you want to know? Do you think it will help you to know how your friend died?�
Sarah just stares at me, waiting.
�After I left our rehearsal dinner, I could tell by her morose attitude that she was going to tell you, even if that meant losing your friendship. She was more afraid of you marrying me than she was in losing you and Kaitlyn as friends or any threat I�d made.�
I sit back and smile at the memory.
�I walked to the duplex and let myself in � thanks for that spare key by the way. It came in handy more times than you know. Once I was inside I sent her a text telling her I needed to talk to her. She didn�t respond. I walked upstairs and found her crying looking at her phone. She�d already written the text to send you, she was hesitating sending it.�
�I grabbed the phone from her, erased the text and ��
Sarah stared at me, her emotions steely and unmoving as she waited.
�Well, let�s just say I had one final goodbye encounter. Once I�d finished, I choked her. It was not as quick as I�d hoped it would be. It takes a surprisingly long time to choke someone to death. Anderson helped me dispose of her body.�
�Where? Where is she? Her parents have a right to bury their daughter.�
�That won�t happen. We took her to Anderson�s family farm in western Virginia. No one ever goes there. We built a bon fire. A big one. There was barely anything left to bury once we were done.�
�You raped her, killed her, burned her and somehow managed to come back and get married, looking as though you�d done nothing more than had a restless night�s sleep?�
I think back, and the memories make me smile.
�That�s right. Actually, I was so tired I slept like a baby that night.�
�You�re insane.�
�That�s not very nice.�
�You�re a sociopath.�
I stare at her. �Now you know exactly how dangerous I can be,� I say, looking directly at Kara who�s fallen asleep on the couch. �I suggest you make me happy during our time together. After all, I have nothing to lose.�
I see with satisfaction her sharp intake of breath when I turn back to look at her after looking at her daughter.
�Tell me more about this Matt,� I say. �I want to know everything about the man who�s been fucking my wife for the last twenty years.�




Matt
�It�s starting to let up,� I say, keeping a careful watch over the snowfall. �Doesn�t it look lighter to you?�
�I don�t know, Matt,� Caleb says, joining me at the window. �Maybe?�
I can tell by the look on his face he thinks I�ve got a bad case of wishful thinking. Maybe I do. In my head, I keep telling myself that Faith and the kids are fine. That they�re probably hanging out in the airport or stayed in town somewhere.
But my gut.
My gut tells me something is terribly, terribly wrong and there is no amount of prayer or faith that is making that feeling subside.
I�ve been out on drives like this before. We may not have a blizzard of this capacity, but we�ve had bad snowstorms where I�ve had to leave the family to make sure the cattle are herded into the right area. I�ve been gone as long as a week and unable to keep in touch with them.
I�ve never had qualms about leaving them, mostly because I know my wife can handle anything that comes her way. Of that I am certain.
She�s the strongest woman I know.
In the twenty years we�ve been married, I�ve never had a feeling like this. I feel like I�m on the verge of losing everything.
No matter how much I pray, how much I try and remind myself of how strong my family is, that feeling just won�t go away.
�Is there anything I can do, Matt?�
�Can you make this snow stop and send a helicopter to take me to my family?�
�I can�t do that,� he admits. �But I can continue to pray.�
�I think that�s all any of us can do right now. It�s the best weapon we have.�





Ava
�Graham isn�t breathing!� Alexis announces, panic riddling her voice.
�What should we do? What do we do?�
�Anna, grab that defibrillator out of the hallway closet!� Alexis orders.
�Isn�t that the machine you asked Mama and Daddy to get you as a Christmas present?� she asks.
�Yes, it should help us restart his heart.�
Anna is back with the machine and before I can ask anymore questions. My beautiful, petite and feminine daughter is pressing down on that young man�s chest like one of the ER doctors I see on Grey�s Anatomy.
�Are you sure you know what you�re doing?�
She ignores my question and continues working on him for several minutes until I hear coughing coming from Graham. Alexis stops what she�s doing and sits back on her heels to watch him.
�Is he awake?�
Alexis shakes her head no.
�The coughing is just a response to his heart starting again and his breathing coming back.�
�Is he okay?�
Alexis looks panicked. Her face is red from all the excitement and exertion.
�I don�t know,� she admits. �All I can do is try to keep him warm and his heart beating.�
�Graham,� Jake moans, and I rush over to him.
�Jake!� I call to him, but it seems as though he�s passed out again.
�Something has happened at that ranch,� I look at Alexis. �Something bad enough to make those boys head out in this blizzard to come here for help.�
�Without coats,� Anna says sending an uncontrollable shiver through my body. I cannot image why the two of them would walk all that way through a blizzard to get here unless it was something very, very bad. �And someone shot at Jake.�
�I know what you�re thinking,� Alexis says, looking pointedly at me. �You�re not going to go out in this, Mama. You�ll end up like them, or worse.�
�I wasn�t thinking about-�
�Yes, you were. We�ve all been thinking about what�s going on over at that ranch ever since you found them. Two things are for sure, either Faith and Kara are already dead, or something is so wrong that both those boys had no other choice but to go out in this blizzard. I just don�t know what that could be.�
�Mom � Kara,� Jake moaned again.
�Do you think he can hear us?� I ask, feeling my nephew�s forehead. �He�s burning up with fever, Alexis. What do we do?�
�Get me some peppermint essential oil and either coconut or some other kind of oil. I�ll mix the peppermint in and put it on his pulse points. Hopefully that will help bring his fever down a bit.�
Jake continued to mumble incoherently for several more moments.
�Can you hear me, Jake?� I call. �What�s wrong at the ranch?�
His eyes suddenly open and through dazed eyes he stares at me.
�Husband,� he croaks. �Mom�s husband is there.�




Faith
Hours pass. I�m not even sure how long Kara and I have been here alone with Daniel. I�ve done everything in my power to distract him from her.
I look at Daniel and wonder how I was ever na�ve enough to think he was my soulmate. Especially now that I know what true love is and what a real soulmate is like.
Matt may not be perfect, but he�s perfect for me. He�s kind and loving to me and he is a wonderful father to our kids. He always puts us first.
Daniel, by contrast, was always about Daniel. He was always the only one that mattered. No one or nothing was more important to him than his wants and needs.
I had dreaded hearing what he did to Julianna. I knew it must be something very bad, but I had no idea she�d been gang raped by Daniel and his frat brother friends.
Hearing that makes me feel nauseous. Thinking about the joy on his face as he described it makes me want to retch, but I tamp down the response by taking a few deep breaths. I knew he killed her, I just didn�t know why or how.
I don�t think he�s slept any since he got here. I know I haven�t. I�m exhausted, but the fear of falling asleep and leaving Kara vulnerable to him has kept my eyes wide open.
I look over at him.
�You and your friends brutally raped Julianna for weeks as you held these photos and threats of killing me over her head. How manly of you,� I say, my voice dripping with anger and sarcasm.
I can see by the expression on his face, Daniel gets some kind of perverse pleasure out of reliving the memory in his mind. I am preparing him yet another meal, I think this is his third since the first one I made yesterday. Kara remains tied up and sitting on the couch.
I want to take the knife in my hand and stab him, but I keep reminding myself he has a gun. Guns generally beat knives in a fight. I continue to take slow, deliberate breaths and temper my rage.
�Julianna told me the night of our rehearsal dinner that she was going to tell you what had been going on,� he says. �She was going to ruin everything.�
Then, in graphic and disgusting detail, he retold the story about raping her one final time before strangling her, then taking her body to his friend�s father�s farm in rural Virginia, burning her and burying the remains.
Then he had the absolute gall to return to Charlottesville and marry me, pretending to be Julianna on her phone by texting me right before the ceremony and then going radio silent.
�Julianna�s parents never had a body to bury,� I say, looking at him and trying to understand how anyone could talk so dispassionately about taking the life of another human being.
�Well,� he smiled at me. �There really wasn�t that much to bury once we got through with her.�
I cannot hold in my nausea any longer and I throw up in the sink.
My stomach continues to retch with his words. I cannot fathom how anyone can treat another human being as callously as he treated my friend.
All I can think of now is keeping Kara safe. If he is capable of doing those despicable things to Julianna, what will he do to my daughter?
�Sarah?� he calls me by my old name. �Is something wrong?�
I look to see him smirking at me. He thinks my reaction to him is funny. I rinse my face and mouth out with clear water and look at him.
�How can you look in the mirror every day and not hate yourself?� I ask. �How can you live with yourself knowing what you�ve done? How do you sleep at night?�
�Very well,� he replies. �You know, when I first saw you again, I thought I wanted you back. I really did. But you�ve changed.�
Of course I�ve changed, I think. I�m over twenty years older and I�m not the na�ve teenager you married.
�I�ve grown up,� I say in response.
�So I see,� he sighs. �You�re not as much fun as you used to be.�
�You mean I�m not easily manipulated.�
He cuts his eyes at me and for a moment, I think he�s going to come across the counter and hit me. He wants to. He�s thinking about it. But just like that, I see him gain control.
�I can still manipulate you,� he purrs.
I tilt my head slightly to the side in question.
�For instance,� he gets up and walks toward Kara who has fallen asleep again. He places a hand on her shoulder. Fortunately, she doesn�t stir with the weight of his hand. My heart beats faster and I feel as though I�m going to retch again. �I could rape your daughter right in front of you at this very moment. What would you do to prevent that from happening?�
I blink back tears and swallow the bile rising in my throat.
�Anything,� I admit. �I�d do anything.�




Jake
My throat feels like sandpaper and my eyes are weighted down. I seem to be moving quickly from shivering to burning up. I struggle to open my eyelids, but the effort it takes is almost too much.
At first, I can�t remember where I am. I can barely see anything and then it hits me.
�Graham,� I manage to croak out. �Graham.�
My eyes close again. I will them to open. I need to find my brother. I need them to know that he�s out there in the cold all alone. Someone needs to save him.
With more effort than I thought I possessed, I get my eyelids open a fraction and try to focus. Where am I?
Alexis�s face comes into view. She looks worried. She shouldn�t be worried about me. I�ll be okay. I need her to find Graham.
�Graham,� I manage again.
�Graham is here,� she says and I can feel her tears dripping on my skin. �He�s going to be fine,� she says.
I don�t believe her. How is he going to be fine? How are any of us going to be fine?
�Mom. Kara.�
�What�s going on back at your house, Jake?�
I manage to turn my head toward the sound of the other voice. It�s Aunt Ava. She looks worried.
�My mother�s husband,� I say before the blackness engulfs me once more.
The darkness is comforting. I want to stay there. I just want to float in the abyss but I can�t. I need to warn them about �
What do I need to warn them about? Warn? Or tell?
Graham.
Graham is in the snow and won�t get up.
But Alexis says he�ll be okay.
Mom.
Kara.
Mom�s husband.
Dad?
No. Not Dad. Another man. A dangerous man.
My heart races as I fight to reach the surface of the blackness. Someone�s got to know. Someone�s got to save them.
I fight to raise my eyelids again. When I do, I see Aunt Ava�s face coming into focus. She looks worried.
�Has something happened to your father? Is that it?�
�No,� I manage. �My mother�s husband.�
No. That�s not right.
�My mother�s ex-husband.�
�I don�t understand, Jake. You�re not making any sense.�
I can barely give the slightest nod.
�What�s he saying?� Alexis asks.
�Are you saying your mother�s ex-husband is at your house? Is he the reason you and Graham were out in this storm without coats?� This was Aunt Ava. She doesn�t sound shocked about hearing my mother was married before. Did she already know?
I barely can move my head to acknowledge her question.
�Dear Lord,� she whispers.
�Danger,� I croak.
�Mom,� I hear Graham�s voice. �I�m so tired.� That single sentence allows me to relax somewhat. Graham is here. He�s talking. He�s going to be okay.
�Graham?� I rasp out, but it sounds more like a half screech and half cough. �Are you alright?�
�I think you�ll both be okay. At least I hope so,� Alexis� cool hand touches my forehead. �You�re burning up though. I�ve gotten your fever down a little, but you�re still too high for my liking.�
I�m starting to think clearer now, and I make a move to sit up. Alexis pushed me back down on � where am I? It looks like a pallet of some sort.
�You need to stay down,� she says. �Your body needs to rest so it can heal. You need to heal.�
�Graham is okay?�
�It was touch and go for a little while,� she admits to me. �But we�re out of the woods now. I think he�s going to be okay.�
I nod my head.
�So this ex-husband of your mothers. He just showed up?�
�Yes. He�s got a gun. He tied all of us up and after a while, he decided Graham and I were liabilities. I think he was prepared to shoot the both of us right there in front of Kara and Mom.�
�But he sent the two of you out in the storm instead, knowing you�d probably die out there.�
I nod my head.
�He shot at us but missed us for the most part. I think one bullet grazed my arm.�
�It did,� Alexis admits. �I cleaned and bandaged it. You should be fine.�
Anna brings me some broth and tries to spoon a little into my mouth. It tastes better than anything I�ve ever eaten.
�I thought we�d die out there. Especially since Graham couldn�t move and I couldn�t carry him. I figured, if he was going to die out there in the snow, I�d just die there with him, so I laid down and covered him with my body.�
�That�s probably what saved the two of you,� Alexis says. �Your body heat worked together to give you just enough heat to keep your bodies alive.�
�How did you find us?� I ask.
�Your dogs,� Aunt Ava says. �They sensed you were out there. I thought it was a coyote or cougar out looking for food. Both dogs tore out of here. They led me straight to the two of you.�
I struggle to get up, only to feel as though I�m about to black out again.
�We�ve got to get back there,� I say. �Mom and Kara ��
�I don�t understand,� Anna says. �Aunt Faith was married to someone besides Uncle Matt?�
I shake my head.
�I don�t know all the details, but from what I�ve experienced, he�s a very dangerous man. I think my mom even changed her name when she moved here.�
�Why would you think that?� Alexis asks.
�He keeps calling my mom Sarah. And mom just keeps saying, �My name is Faith now� like she used to be another person.�
I look at my aunt who doesn�t seem shocked by this news I�m telling her.
�She�s afraid of him. Like really afraid and I�ve never seen my mom afraid of anything or anyone my entire life.�
I watch as Aunt Ava gets up and goes toward the hall closet bedroom, coming back with two rifles, a pistol and some ammunition.
�Mom what are you doing?� Anna cries.
�I can�t just sit here while Faith and Kara are at the mercy of that sociopath. Matt would never forgive me and frankly, I�d never forgive myself.�
�It�s too dangerous,� Alexis walks over and takes one of the rifles away from her mother. �First, we�re in the throes of this blizzard. It�s coming down so hard you can�t even see where you brought the boys back inside. Go ahead. Look. No tracks, nothing.�
Aunt Ava gives a frustrated sigh.
�Second, do you think this man is just going to sit there and wait for you to come through the door and shoot him? Well? Do you?�
The entire room remains silent.
�Mama please don�t go. You could be doing more harm than good by heading over there. He could see you coming and decide to shoot Faith, Kara and himself before you even get close to the house, then how would you feel?�
�He�s got several guns,� I admit. �And he�s paranoid. I think he believes my father�s going to be coming through the door at any minute. He kept looking at the window and checking his gun. He asked several times why our father wasn�t there and where he was. We kept telling him the same answer, but he kept asking. I don�t think anyone is going to get in there without him doing something desperate.�
�You see?� Alexis breaks in, a voice of reason in an impossible situation. �Is that what you want? To leave Daddy a widower and me and Anna without a mom?�
�No,� she says. �Of course not.�
�Then we�re going to have to sit tight and try and figure out how to let the sheriff know what�s going on out here.�
�You�re right,� I admit. �But the lines are down from the storm and no one�s getting any cell service out here. I tried before he saw what I was doing and threw my phone in the fire.�
I watch Aunt Ava pace around the living room. Her pacing made me more anxious. She turns to me.
�Your mother is a smart woman, Jake. If anyone can get them out of this situation alive, it�s her. She was brave enough to escape from him once. She knows him best and will know how to keep herself and Kara alive. The only thing any of us can do right now is pray. I intend to do a lot of that.�
�Yes ma�am,� I nod. �Where two are three are gathered ��
�Exactly,� she smiles and kisses the top of my head. �There�s five of us here. That will make a pretty powerful prayer circle so let�s get at it.�




Matt
I sit down to the table, my stomach still gnawing with uncertainty and fear over something I cannot name or know what it is. The Lodge is secure. The men are all accounted for and fed. The horses are in their stalls safe and warm with plenty of food and hay.
But I still can�t shake this horrible feeling that something is terribly, terribly wrong back home.
�Oh Matt!� Gary Campbell shouts from across the room where he�s playing chess with one of the older men from the ranch, Rhett Horner.
�Yeah?� I answer and try to manage a smile, because he�s smiling and is probably about to bust my chops about something that happened on the trail. I need to keep up moral for my men.
He rises from the rocking chair and heads over to where I�m standing.
�Before we got out of cell range, my wife called me and told me the strangest thing happened in town after we left,� he says as he pours himself a glass of iced tea.
�Oh?� I cock one eyebrow at him.
�Yeah,� he smiles. �I kept meaning to ask you about it, but something came up and I completely forgot about it until now.�
�We�ve got nothing but time and conversation until this storm is over and we can start digging our way out of here. Let�s hear it.�
�You know that party all the teenagers wanted to go to over the weekend storm or no storm?�
�Yeah. Kara didn�t even want to go to Florida unless she was promised she could go to that party first.�
�Exactly! Well Sharon said when she was leaving the lobby with Angela she sees Kara talking to some good-looking older man, like our age older.�
The protective Daddy in me comes out and I straighten up upon hearing this news. �Oh? Did she know who it was?�
�No. She said she�d never seen him before. She said Kara took his phone from him and texted something, then she handed it back.�
�Dear Lord.� I shake my head and look toward heaven. �How many times have I told that girl not to talk to strangers?�
�Well that�s not the strangest part,� he says. �Right after she did that, Kara saw Faith walking across the lobby and quickly said goodbye to the man and rushed over to her.�
�And?�
�This is where it gets weird. Sharon said the guy kind of hid behind one of those columns in the lobby and watches her.�
�What?�
�Yeah. And then get this, when he sees Faith he got this odd look on his face.�
�What do you mean odd?�
�I don�t know. She didn�t explain, she just said it was odd and that he kept staring at Faith like he�d seen a ghost.�
My fists tighten on my glass and I clench my teeth at his next words.
�She said he kept repeating the same name over and over.� He looked up at me. �Sarah.�




Faith
My heart leaps in my throat as I look at him. I know what he wants. I know what he expects and the thought makes me want to retch violently into the sink again.
I look past him toward Kara who is stirring on the couch. As I hoped, he follows my gaze and looks at her. I take that opportunity to hide the paring knife inside my sleeve, hoping he doesn�t notice.
I realize the paring knife won�t do much damage to him if I use it on him, but it will cut the zip ties holding Kara�s hands together. I may be able to buy her enough time to get to our safe room.
The safe room.
We�ve never used it in all the time we�ve lived here. I thought it was a paranoid addition when Matt asked me to put one into my design for this house, but he insisted.
His reasoning was that he would be gone a lot on cattle drives and wanted to know I�d be safe here in case something happened. That was just an excuse. Matt knew my story. He�d known my story since the night before we got married. I wanted him to know who he was marrying and what my past was. I gave him time to reconsider, but he said he didn�t need time because he loved me and wanted nothing more than to be my husband, so he could love and protect me for the rest of his life.
The children were always told it was in case a natural disaster ocurred and it would keep us all safe until someone could rescue us. Even now, it was fully stocked with non-perishable food items, water and a cell phone. What the children didn�t know was that Matt was always afraid this day might come. He wanted to know his family had a safe place to run.
But the monster we were running from was already in our home, invited in by one of the children. How do you fight against someone so evil he uses a trusting young girl against her family?
�What are you thinking about?� he asks.
�How I knew this day would come,� I say. �I always knew you�d come for me.�
He raises one eyebrow and smirks.
�Then I guess you should have been better prepared.�
�We can go upstairs,� I say. �Kara doesn�t need to see this. She�s only sixteen.�
�Maybe I want her to watch,� he said. �I think I�d like that.�
My face must have blanched white, because it made him laugh.
�Let me just hug her and tell her I�ll be back downstairs soon.�
�Not too soon,� he said. �I�ve been waiting a long time for this.�
I pause and nod in acknowledgement. I walk over to Kara who is fully awake now and pull her to standing, hugging her awkwardly with her hands tied behind her back.
�Listen to me and listen carefully,� I whisper and feel her slight nod against my shoulder. �I�m cutting the ties holding your wrists. As soon as I release you, I want you to run as fast as you can to the safe room and lock the door.�
I can tell she�s about to protest, but I squeeze her tighter.
�Don�t argue with me and don�t look back, no matter what you hear. Just run and lock yourself in. Do you understand?�
Again, I can feel the slightest nod against my shoulder.
�I love you, my angel. Never forget that.�
�That�s enough,� Daniel says, and I can feel his presence about a foot away from me.
�Now!� I scream and push her away from me as I turn and thrust the paring knife into Daniel�s stomach. He raises his arm to point the gun toward Kara and I thrust all of my weight against him, knocking him off balance.
I manage to withdraw the knife and hit the wrist that�s holding the gun. Unfortunately, the only thing those two stab wounds do is making him angry. He picks me up like a ragdoll and throws me across the room as though I weigh little more than a feather.
I hit my head on the corner of the kitchen island and feel blood wetting my hair. The breath is knocked out of me and I can see him start to go after Kara.
�It�s no use,� I call after him and his footsteps slow. �You can�t get to her now. She�s made it to our safe room.�
�Safe room? You�re lying.�
I shake my head and manage a smile as a feel a trickle of blood go down the side of my face. �She can stay in there for weeks. You won�t be here that long.�
�She�ll come out if she knows you�re in danger.�
Again, I shake my head, making my head throb.
�No.� I smile through the pain. �She won�t.�
I have seen his fury before many years ago, but nothing compared to the rage I see in his face as he looks at me now, realizing his leverage over me is gone.
�I win,� I say. �You have no power over me now.�




Jake
�Does Uncle Matt know?� Alexis asks me as I struggle to stay upright. I know she�s genuinely concerned about my mother and Kara. She�s also very interested in finding out about this ex-husband who reappeared out of nowhere.
�He does,� I say. �It explains why he was so adamant we keep that safe room.�
�The safe room,� Aunt Ava whispers. �Your mother put up quite a fight about that room. Why on earth didn�t you use it?�
�He kind of took us all by surprise. We weren�t really expecting anyone since we were leaving, and Kara seemed to know him, which is why she let him in. She said she met him at the hotel in town when she was there for that birthday party.�
I look over at Alexis. �Do you remember anyone talking to Kara that afternoon?�
She sits down next to Anna who�s biting her nails.
After a few minutes, she stands up. �Yes!� she exclaims. �I remember him now! I was so jealous!�
�Jealous?� Aunt Ava asks. �Why?�
�Because, even though he was old, like your age old, he was really, really handsome. Like movie star handsome. He looked like the handsome version of Brad Pitt, not the scruffy version. I even said something to Kara about him later that evening and she said he was some kind of undercover security guard who was going to let her know if her lost gloves showed up.�
�What else do you remember?�
�Nothing much. I think he told Kara he was a security officer for the hotel and if she gave him her contact information, he�d make sure to let her know if her gloves were turned in. She put her name, phone number and address in his phone and then left with Aunt Faith.�
I clench my hands in the folds of the blanket.
�How many times did Dad drill into us never to give our information to strangers?� I say aloud.
�A million,� Graham croaks. �Don�t blame Kara. She didn�t realize.�
Graham made a move to sit up but couldn�t and fell back against the pillows. �The safe room does make sense now though.�
I nod.
�Remember that time mom wanted to change it into a craft room and dad said he�d build her an addition to the house if she wanted one, but the safe room was staying?�
�I never even knew you had one,� Alexis shakes her head. �I mean, who needs a safe room out here in the middle of nowhere? That�s what guns are for. Can I see it sometime?�
�I guess Dad felt safer knowing it was there just in case.�
�Too bad you couldn�t use it,� Anna says. �Maybe the two of you wouldn�t have nearly frozen to death.�
Alexis walks over and hands me another mug of soup.
�If they manage to somehow get to the safe room, how long can they last in there?�
�About three weeks,� I say. �There�s food and water in there for at least three weeks.�
�The snow should be ending soon,� Aunt Ava sits next to Graham and drapes her arm across his shoulders. �We can figure some way to help your mom and Kara.�
�If they�re still alive,� I hear Graham say and his voice catches.
�They�re still alive,� I say. �We�ve got to believe that. If we made it out alive, we�ve got to believe that Mom and Kara will make it through this alive too.�
�But they won�t be the same,� I hear Alexis whisper. �After going through � whatever it is they may be going through right now � they won�t be the same.�
I clench my teeth and look out the window toward the snow that�s still pouring down like an avalanche.
�Hold on Mom and Kara,� I whisper. �Hold on.�




Matt
It takes all the strength I have not to punch something. It�s not this fault. He couldn�t know. No one knew.
�You say you saw him talking to Kara?�
He nods and takes a step back. The look on my face must show how upset I am. �I�m sorry, boss. If I�d realized this was going to upset you so much, I would have kept it to myself.�
I close my eyes and take a deep breath and let it out.
�It�s okay,� I say. �I�m not upset with you. I�ve got to get home to my family.�
�Matt,� Caleb comes over, but once he sees my face he stops dead in his tracks.
�He�s there. This entire time I�ve had this sick feeling that my family is in danger. They are. He�s got my family.�
I grab my saddlebag to start packing.
�Who�s there?�
I look at him. Fear, anger and worry intermingle inside me and I feel as though I may explode with emotion at any moment.
�My God,� Caleb whispers. �Dear Lord no. After all these years? How?�
�I don�t know. I just know I have to get back to my family.�
I watch as he grabs his own saddlebags.
�I�m going alone. If something happens to you, Ava will kill me.�
�And if something happens to you or your family and I didn�t do anything to help, I won�t be able to live with myself and she�ll kill me anyway.�
�Dammit, Caleb.�
�You�re not only my brother-in-law, Matt. You�re my best friend. I�d die right there beside you to get you back there and protect them. That�s what family�s for.�
I look around. Every man in the room is looking at me.
�There�s always the safe room,� he says as we both continue to pack.
�Yes,� I admit. �I built that safe room as a �just in case� room for Faith and the kids. She thought it was silly to keep it all these years. She wanted me to let her turn it into a craft room.�
�At least they have a space they can escape to.�
�If they have time,� I say. �That�s the problem. If he broke in and took one of the kids, there�s no way Faith would go in that room without all the kids being with her. She�d die protecting them.�
�I think the snow is letting up,� he says and clamps a hand on my shoulder. �We�ll figure out how to get out of here and back to your house.�
�I�ll kill him, Caleb. If he�s touched a single member of my family, I�ll kill him.�




Jake
I watch Aunt Ava load her guns and put them by the front the door.
�If he sees you coming, he�ll kill Mom and Kara,� I say. �He�s not right in the head. But, once the snow lets up and you think it�s time to head out, I�m coming with you.�
�Me too,� Graham, his voice hoarse says. He moves the blankets to the side and tries to stand only to fall back on the sofa.
�You�re not going anywhere,� I say.
�Neither are you,� Alexis announces before looking at her mother. �You can�t go over there either, Mama.�
�I cannot just sit here knowing Faith and Kara are in danger.� Her gaze meets mine and I know what she�s thinking.
�It�s okay,� I say. �Whatever you�ve been thinking, I�ve thought it a hundred times over. Every time he looked at mom, it was with a barely-contained rage. It was scary. But when he looked at Kara, it was.� My fists clenched in the blanket as I remembered the longing I saw in his eyes. �He wanted her. I think he saw her as some innocent version of my mother and he wanted to have her. I�m frightened for my mother. But I�m more frightened for Kara. Of what he could take from her.�
I watch Aunt Ava stare out at the snow falling on the mountains. �I can�t just sit here,� she says. �I can�t just sit here and do nothing.�




Faith
�Tell her to come out.�
�No.�
�I�ll set the house on fire, with us in it.�
�Do it. The safe room is fireproof. She can stay there for weeks before she�ll have to come out. There�s oxygen, food, water, there are even games she can play and books to read while she�s in there. You�ll never see her again, because by the time she would have to come out, my husband and the sheriff will be here. You�ll be a dead man.�
I clench my jaw as he points the gun at my head and prepares to pull the trigger. I close my eyes and whisper the Lord�s prayer to myself.
But nothing happens. I watch as he pulls his arm back and sits down on the chair, cradling his head in his hands. I remember this. This is the abuser who recoils into himself and wants someone to comfort him.
No one�s going to comfort to him now.
�What did you think was going to happen when you came here?� I ask, and he looks at me. �Did you think I�d just fall in line? Let you take my children?�
�Your sons are dead,� he says, looking in my eyes and his voice dripping with malice. �There�s no way they could have survived. I�m pretty sure I hit the older one. The two of them are lying out there somewhere buried under two feet of snow.�
His words were meant to wound, and they did. He could not have hurt me more if he�d taken one of the knives from my kitchen and thrust it into my heart. I knew he was probably right, but I also knew that Jake was a survivor. He was always the one who knew about nature and what to do in survival circumstances. He�d been an Eagle Scout. I hoped he�d learned something about surviving in a blizzard and he would somehow, some way get himself and his brother to safety.
Until I saw their bodies, I would cling to hope. That and my faith that God was watching over all of us.
�At least Kara is safe,� I manage, swallowing down the flood of grief that threatens to overtake me if I thought too long about my sons. �You�ll never get your hands on her.�
With those words, I managed a smile, which broadened when I looked outside. Daniel�s head turned to see what I had to smile about and saw the same thing.
The snow had stopped.
The sun was breaking through the clouds.
The storm was over.





Jake
�Miracles do happen,� Aunt Ava remarked, walking toward the window. �We made it through.�
�The sun is out!� Graham croaked, though the inflection in his voice was clearly excited.
�How long before you think we can head home?� I ask.
�It�s getting close to noon, now. The sun will melt some of the snow before night hits, but it will freeze overnight. I can get out the plow and start moving some of it within a half hour. With about five hours of daylight, I can probably make it to the end of our driveway before I�ll have to stop for the night.�
She looks at me.
�Don�t be thinking anything foolish,� she warns.
�I wasn�t,� I lie, because all I could think of was putting my clothes back on and getting home to make sure Kara and Mom were okay.
�The lines are still down and we�re not getting cell service out here,� she says.� �I don�t need you going over there and getting everyone killed, including yourself. And that�s if you make it that far. Just because it�s not snowing anymore and the sun is out, doesn�t mean it will be a cakewalk to get back to your place from here. It�s still cold and it�s still dangerous.�
�I know,� I agree. �It just kills me to think mom and Kara are over there with that psycho and it�s only three miles away. I just want to grab a gun and save them.�
�I know that, Jake,� she says. �I feel the same way. I want nothing more than to saddle up my horse and take my guns over there and take care of that man, so he can never hurt another living soul. But we�ve got to be smart about this and we�ve got to come up with a plan.�
I watch as she starts pacing, before stopping directly in front of me.
�Do you think there�s any chance they could have gotten to that safe room your father built?�
I shake my head.
�I just don�t see how. He had us all tied up. Unless he felt safe around Mom and Kara because they were girls and he didn�t think they could do anything with a gun trained on them.�
�That would be his mistake,� Aunt Ava managed a smile. �Your mom�s smart and she�s a better shot with a gun than I am.�
�I know,� I smile back. �She can outshoot me, too. Daddy taught her well. But she�d have to be able to get to the guns and we locked them all up in the gun safe in their bedroom, thinking we�d be gone.�
She walks over to lay a hand on my shoulder.
�If anyone can get her and Kara out of this mess, it will be your mom.�
�She would sacrifice herself to make sure Kara was safe,� I say, swallowing the lump that�s formed in my throat as I think of what they�ve been going through since Graham and I were forced out of the house.
I can tell she doesn�t know how to respond to that comment, so she looks away. But it�s the truth. I know it. Graham knows it. Everyone in this room knows it.
Mom would give her life in a heartbeat if it meant she�d be able to save one of us.
I just hope she hasn�t already done that.




Faith
It seems like hours have passed since Daniel threw me across the room and storm stopped. I haven�t moved from my place on the floor.
Daniel looks at me with such malice, it�s not hard to imagine what he wants to do to me. I know how his mind thinks. I thought about him enough over the weeks he was abusing me and the years since I left.
He wants to kill me. Of that I am certain. His hesitation doesn�t come from his decision, it�s coming from how he wants to do it.
He won�t use his gun.
That would be too quick. Too easy. Too impersonal for him.
I�ve seen him look at the knives in the kitchen more than once. He�s thinking about taking one and stabbing me, but he�s also thinking that, too, would be too much, too quick.
He�s thought a million times over the years how he�d like to punish me for divorcing him and dying before he could exact his revenge. And now, he�s replaying all of his twisted fantasies in his mind, trying to decide which one will give him the most satisfaction in the end.
But I can tell by the look on his face that all of his options are coming up lacking. He wants to take his time, but he can�t. Not here. Not anymore.
The sun is shining, but it�s starting to set. He might, if he�s lucky, have a couple of days before someone comes to find out why the kids and I never made it to Florida. At the latest, Matt will be headed back.
He will probably rape me more than once. I�ve already come to that conclusion and steeled myself for when it eventually happens. It will not be the first time he�s raped me.
It�s just another form of abuse. He liked to hurt me when we were married, and he wants to hurt me now.
He�s thinking and the longer he thinks, the viler the things he�s coming up with. I can read him like a book.
�You don�t have much time left,� I say, and he looks at me. The hatred and loathing I see looking back makes me want to shrink against the wall he threw me against. �Matt will be home within two days now that the sun is shining. And my neighbors, who by the way are also my brother and sister-in-law, will be over to check on the house sooner than that. It�s nice to have people who love you enough to care about you and your family.�
He stands up.
�They won�t find much left of you when they get here,� he says.
My heart beats faster with his words. I was right. He wants to kill me. But more than that, he wants to punish me. In my mind I try and take stock of any injuries I got from him throwing me across the room earlier. I don�t think anything is broken. I�ve got some kind of a cut above my head, but I don�t think it�s anything serious.
I start to wonder if I could make it outside.
But that�s supposing I could get past him and out the door. The snow is deep. It would hinder my movements a great deal and he has a gun.
�Get up,� he orders, waving the gun at me. �Get up and get undressed. I want to see what another man�s been enjoying all these years.�





Matt

�We�re making good time,� Caleb says as we approach the ridge where we�ll turn towards the ranch. �It�s not as bad as I thought it was going to be.�
�Probably another three hours.�
�How�s your horse holding up?� he asks. We wrapped up their legs against the snow to prevent them getting frozen. The snow in the forest wasn�t nearly as deep as the open range, though the sun was melting what was sitting on the branches, breaking some of them off from the wet snow and sliding down to spook the horses at times.
It was slow moving, but we were moving.
�When do you think we�ll get to the house?� Caleb asks, as we take the trail by Granger�s Ridge. �By my calculations, it should be around five if we keep up this pace. Despite the snow, the horses have made good time.�
I nod in agreement as my eyes settle on my gun.
�That�s about the time I was thinking.�
The thought going through my mind make me sick to my stomach and Caleb must have noticed.
�I�m sure everything is going to be alright,� he says, though I know he�s just trying to reassure me. I�ve seen him checking his guns several times during the ride too.
�I�m scared what I might find when I get back,� I admit. �What if I�m too late?�
�Maybe they all got to the safe room and are just there waiting for you to come home and let them know everything is okay.�
I look at him.
�I appreciate you saying that,� I tell him. �I can�t get the image of Kara talking to him out of my mind. He could have shown up at the house and Kara would have let him in thinking he was just a nice man she�d just met. She has no way of knowing how dangerous he is.�
�Faith will protect them,� he says. �She would die before she ever let anything happen to those kids.�
�I know that,� I say. �But that�s what scares me. This man would have no problem killing her or any of them. He�s that dangerous.�
�I can�t believe, after all these years, he found her.�
I shake my head.
�It was just a coincidence,� I say. �He was just at the right place at the right time to see her and find out she was still alive.�
I clench my teeth against the thoughts circulating through my mind.
�If she still is,� I say, checking my gun�s safety to make sure it�s still on.
�I�m sure she is,� he says, trying to reassure me. But we both know he has no way of knowing that for certain.
�I hope you�re right. I don�t know what I�d do without her. She and those kids are my whole world.�




Faith
�No,� I say, looking at him defiantly.
He aims the gun at my head and looks as though he�ll pull the trigger with my words.
�What did you say to me? I told you to undress.�
�No,� I say again, my heart beating so fast, it�s practically beating outside of my chest. �I�m done with your abuse. I was done with it a long time ago. I don�t know if my sons survived your sick and desperate attempt to hurt me, but at least I know my daughter�s safe and you�ll never get to her. You�re not going to abuse me anymore. If you�re going to rape me, you�ll have to rape my corpse, because I will never lie down and take your abuse again.�
I watch his face and prepare myself to die. I say my prayers and await to meet my maker.
But death doesn�t come. He just looks angry. Angrier than I�ve ever seen him. His body is actually shaking with it.
He doesn�t know this person standing in front of him. He doesn�t know me at all. In my mind, I calculate how good of a shot he would be if I made a run for the master bedroom. I doubt he�s been at the practice range shooting like we do practically every day.
If I can make it to the master bedroom, I can lock myself inside and maybe, just maybe have enough time to get to the master closet and the gun safe. Would I have time to unlock the code and get one of the guns out?
They�re already loaded. Of that much I am certain.
I weigh my options. It�s either that or sit here and let him beat me to death, which is exactly what he�s considering at this very moment.
A gun is too quick. Too easy. There won�t be enough pain and torture involved to make him feel better.
I watch as he takes a step towards me, unbuckling his belt.
It�s now, or never.




Jake
�Aunt Ava, if you don�t think it will be too hard on the horses, I�m strong enough to make it back to my house. If I have to, I�ll walk. It�s only three miles. I run at least six with mom almost every day.�
She looks at Alexis as though he wants confirmation from her that she thinks I�m strong enough.
�I think you can make it, Jake,� she says. �I�m just afraid of what we�ll find once we get there.�
I nod in acknowledgement of her fears. I�m afraid too and don�t know what I may find once I finally get back to the ranch.
�If you�re going,� Graham says. �Then I�m going too.�
�I don�t think you�re strong enough yet,� I say to him. As if to prove me wrong, he throws the covers off and stands up. This time he doesn�t sway.
�I know I don�t go running like you, but I�m strong and I can keep up.�
�We�ll go together,� Aunt Ava says. �Let me get the horses saddled.�
�And the guns,� I call after her. �Both Graham and I are experienced. He can handle a gun just as good as I can.�
She looks at us both and gives a nod.
I stand up and look around for my shoes, finding them. Graham gets his shoes on as well.
�You can wear my coat,� Alexis says, handing her woolen pea coat to Graham. He thanks her and slips it on.
�Wear the hat too,� I say. �We don�t need anyone to get too cold on this trek.�
�If we leave in the next twenty minutes, how long do you think it will take for us to get back to our house?�
I look at the clock as I slip another one of Uncle Caleb�s sweaters over my head for added warmth, trying not shiver at the memory of almost freezing to death a just few days ago.
�About an hour,� I say. �It will take the horses about that long to walk in the snow. It will be getting close to sundown by then, so we should probably bring along flashlights. It�ll be dark by the time we get there.�
�That�s good,� Aunt Ava says. �He won�t be able to see much in the dark.�
I nod.
�I think that�s what saved me and Graham the other night. I heard him firing shots, but the accuracy of a handgun isn�t that great, and I doubt he spends much time practicing. He couldn�t see us, and he didn�t have accurate aim.�
I watch as she goes to the kitchen and returns with three flashlights and extra batteries.
�Thank you,� I say as she hands one of the flashlights to me.
We all finish getting dressed for the weather. Alexis and Anna are fighting back tears as they hug their mother. We head outside where the three horses are saddled and waiting. I grunt against the pain in my arm as I hoist myself into the saddle and look into the mid-afternoon sun melting the surrounding snow. The dripping of the ice from the roof makes a hard splash every time it hits.
�I�ll be glad when winter�s over,� Anna says, walking up behind Alexis and taking her hand.
�Me too,� Alexis says, watching us head out. �Be careful and don�t let anything happen to my mom.�
�I won�t,� I promise, hoping my own mother is still alive.




Matt
�We�re about an hour away,� I say, squinting against the afternoon sun.
�It�s just after four, barring anything unforeseen, we�ll get to the ranch somewhere between five and five-thirty.�
�The sooner, the better,� I say. �If that man has harmed one hair on my family�s head ��
�I know,� Caleb reassures me. �I don�t think anyone would fault you for protecting your family, Matt. I�ve got your back.�
�I wished I�d not ignored that sick feeling in my gut telling me something wasn�t right. If I�d known. If I�d turned back.�
�It�s not your fault, Matt. You couldn�t have known.�
I look over at him.
�Logically, I realize that, but my mind keeps going over the what ifs. What if I�d stayed home? What if I�d been there to protect them?�
�We could all play that game, my friend. About anything. We have to trust that God is watching out for them and taking care of them. It�s out of our hands and in His, no matter what the outcome. Hold onto your faith, brother. No matter what we find when we get to the house, hold onto your faith.�
I nod in agreement, but my mind has gone to some pretty terrible places in the last several days. I have hardly been able to sleep or eat on this journey back toward my family. I dread what I might find when I walk through the front door of my once peaceful home.




Faith
I ease myself up, mentally checking again for any injuries that could slow me down in my run. I calculate the distance between where I am and the bedroom I share with Matt. How long will it take for me to get there and lock the door? Once inside, I�ll be able to get to the master bathroom and our closet where the gun safe is located.
I say a silent prayer, look over his shoulder and pretend to be shocked.
�Thank God he�s home!�
It wasn�t much, but it was enough time to get him to look over his shoulder for a brief moment and see that nothing was there. That small lapse gave me enough time to run. And I�ve never run so fast in my life.
I hear the whirling sound of a bullet as it passes by my face and hits the door jam. I momentarily felt another bullet hit the side of my arm as he took aim again. The pain seared like fire, but I kept moving. Finally, I made it inside my bedroom and slammed the door, locking it.
Without wasting precious time, I run to the bathroom and close that door too, locking it just as I hear him kicking at the bedroom door to break it down. I could tell by the voracity of the sound that it would give way within seconds. Then there would only be one door separating a madman from me.
I run to the gun safe inside our closet and hesitate over the combination lock momentarily forgetting the code in my panicked state. Fortunately, it was only a millisecond of forgetfulness and my fingers deftly punch the numerical sequence.
I hear the bedroom door as it gives way and I listen as he looks around our bedroom, pausing when he comes to the locked bathroom door.
�I know there�s no way out of there,� he calls, his breathing heavy.
My fingers shake as I take a firmer grip on the loaded shotgun. I double check the safety and brace my shoulder against the back wall of the closet, aiming the gun at the bathroom door that buckles beneath his kicks.
Within a few seconds it gives way, as the door jamb splinters with the force of the door being kicked open.
Our eyes meet, his face registers shock at the gun pointed at his chest for a fraction of a second before I squeeze the trigger and watched him go down.
For a few moments, I stand there, gun in my hand, shaking and barely registering that I�d hit him in the chest. I drop the gun, my shoulder in pain from the kickback of the gun against it when I fired. There will be a bruise there later.
Tentatively, I take a step toward his body, lying prone on the floor in front of me. Though I could see the spread of blood seeping out and coloring the chest area of the shirt along with the gaping hole in his chest, I�d seen enough horror movies to be paranoid that he might not really be dead.
Of course, I don�t know how anyone could survive a double barrel to the chest at such a close range. Despite my knowledge that he could not survive the blast, I didn�t want to take any chances.� I stood close enough to watch him, but not so close that he could somehow revive himself and grab me.
I watched his chest for any signs of movement. Any indication that he was still breathing. That his heart could possibly still be beating. I saw nothing, but I continued to watch. I had to be sure the devil was dead.
After what I considered to be a considerable amount of time, I took a step toward the body, still watching for any signs of movement or life.
Nothing.
He was dead.
I killed him.
The nightmare was over.
Relief flooded my body and I broke for the first time since he�d reappeared back into my life. Sobs racked my body as the stress of the last few days caught up to me.
My sons were probably lying dead somewhere between here and the Connor ranch. My daughter, Kara was safe. It�s the one thought I clung to.
I gather myself together and make my way toward the safe room. It was hidden in our bedroom behind a wall of bookcases. I pull the book to open the outer door, exposing the hidden safe room.
�Kara,� I called. �It�s alright. You can open the door. He�s dead.�
Slowly, I hear the door unlatch and watch as it opens.
She takes in my blood-spattered clothes and tear-stained face before she rushes into my arms.
�Is he really dead?� she asks, squeezing me.
�Yes,� I hug her tighter. �He�s really dead.�
We begin to walk out of the room when we hear the front door open.
�Faith!� I hear my husband�s voice booming and it�s like a beacon of light has returned to our home.
�Matt!�
�Daddy!�
Kara and I both shout out, rushing toward the sound of his voice.
�I�ve never been so happy and relieved to see two people in my life,� he says, kissing us both. He notices the blood and the living room in turmoil. �What happened? Where are the boys?�
That�s when the sobs begin anew. I can barely speak.
�Oh Matt,� I cry. �I think they�re dead!�
�What? How?�
�He sent them out in the middle of the blizzard with no coats, nothing but what they were wearing,� I cry. �They only had long sleeved t-shirts, jeans and boots on. Nothing else, Matt. Nothing! They couldn�t have survived out in that blizzard without any coats on. There�s just no way!�
I could see the tears welling in his own eyes as he tries to comfort me and Kara.
�Where is he?�
�In the master bathroom. I shot him. He�s dead.�
�Good,� he sighed. �You saved me from doing it myself.�
He braces me away from him and looks at my head.
�Are you okay?�
I nod and gingerly touch the cut above my right eyebrow.
�I tried to distract him, so Kara could make it to the safe room. When he realized he�d lost her and any more leverage he had over me, he threw me against the wall and I hit my head, but I think I�m going to be okay.�
He looks over at our daughter.
�Are you okay?�
She nodded, the tears still streaming down her face. �But Daddy, Jake and Graham. He just sent them out into that storm.�
We were all in such an emotional down spiral, we barely heard the front door open again.
�Mom! Kara!�
To my unbelieving eyes, there stood my two boys. Alive and carrying shotguns with Ava who had a pistol in her hand.
I rush over to both of them and squeeze them in the biggest mama bear hug I can manage. Kara and Matt do the same and for several minutes we just stand there holding onto to one another.
�How?� I say, looking at both of them.
�By God�s grace and your dogs,� Ava says, Caleb beaming by her side.
�The dogs?�
She nods and looks at my boys.
�The girls and I were sitting down to dinner and out of the blue both of your dogs started whining and barking at the door. I thought they were going to bust the door down if I didn�t let them out. I figured they just needed to take care of their business, so I opened the door and they tore out of there like their tails were on fire. I called and called, but only one came back, but he wouldn�t come back inside. Just came barking at me and turning around toward the driveway. I could hear the other one barking and whining in the distance. He wouldn�t stop, so I got my coat and a flashlight and followed him out into the blizzard. That�s when I found them, lying in the snow almost completely covered. By God�s grace, they were alive, but barely.
�I ran to get the girls and told Anna to get some blankets and stoke the fire. Between Alexis, Anna and me, we managed to get them both into the house and warmed up. I�m not going to lie to you. It was touch and go there for a while. You know Alexis has wanted to be a doctor ever since she could talk, and all of her studying came in very handy. Fortunately, both boys made it through that first night and once they were fully awake, all they could talk about was getting back here to save you and Kara.�
Matt squeezed all of us a little tighter.
�The ex?� Caleb asks.
�Dead. Faith shot him in the chest.�
�The sheriff should be able to get out here. I�ll take my big truck and head into town to fetch him.�
�Thank you, Caleb. For everything,� Matt says. �And thank you, Ava.�
�Don�t thank us,� they both smile. �Thank the good Lord. I don�t know how any of you would have made it through this ordeal without His help.�
�Amen� I whisper, smiling through my tears. �Thank you, Lord. Thank you.�



�Each day we are becoming a creature of splendid glory or one of unthinkable horror.����C. S. Lewis


THE END


Facts About Domesitic Violence

Most domestic violence incidents are never reported.
One in 4 women will experience domestic violence during her lifetime. The same number (one in four) of GLBT (Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Transgender) individuals also experience domestic violence.
Women ages 20 to 24 are at the greatest risk of becoming victims of domestic violence.
Domestic violence is the leading cause of injury to women � more than car accidents, muggings, and rapes combined.
Every 9 seconds in the U.S. a woman is assaulted or beaten.
Every year, 1 in 3 women who is a victim of homicide is murdered by her current or former partner.
If you or someone you know is a victim of domestic violence, help is available.� Please visit https://www.thehotline.org/ or call the National Domestic Abuse Hotline 1-800-799-7233.
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