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            Chapter One

            Darby

         

         The cold porcelain of the toilet felt like ice against my bare backside as I sat hunched over the white, billowing taffeta and tulle of my wedding dress. The faucet was running, nearly drowning out the sound of my soon-to-be sister-in-law and maid of honor, Stacy, pounding on the door. I pinched each end of the white stick between my fingers, watching as the second pink line darkened before my eyes.

         The back restroom of the First Free Will Baptist Church in Fort Hood, Texas, could barely fit the toilet and sink, but suddenly there were two people inside the tiny room, and the walls were moving in closer by the second.

         “Darby?” Stacy called again. “You’re not getting sick, are you? Shawn won’t wanna have to deal with throw-up on his wedding night.”

         “For better or worse, remember?” my bridesmaid Carly said. I didn’t have to see her to know she was annoyed with Stacy.

         My sister-in-law was a female version of her brother. Blunt, snarky, and generally grumpy, and that was before she was comfortable enough to show the extent of her cruelty.

         I closed my eyes, holding the stick to my chest. Mascara thickened the tears puddled high on my cheeks. Shawn and I had met almost exactly a year before, just a few months after he’d been stationed at Fort Hood. Remembering the way I felt when he walked into Legend’s Pub was what had helped me forget how bad the fighting could get, the times he’d pushed me to the floor, shoved me against a wall, choked me, or slapped my face, to that almost-quiet moment in the church. Shawn had gotten so good at groveling, I’d agreed to marry him after the last desperate apology and promise to change. I clasped the pregnancy test tighter. I couldn’t afford bad decisions anymore. They no longer affected just me.

         My right hand gripped the stick as I picked my cell phone off the sink counter and tapped the display with trembling fingers. Mama picked up after one ring. She’d moved to Baton Rouge just after I turned eighteen, exactly two years after the accident. I was the only person she disliked more than Shawn.

         “I knew it. I knew you’d call. What? Do you need money?” she asked.

         “Mama,” I chuckled nervously. “Have I ever asked you for anything?”

         She sighed. “Frank’s family is visiting, and I’ve got things to do. If you don’t need anything, why’d you call?”

         “The um, the wedding is in a few minutes. I wish you were here.” The only sound on the other end of the line was her breathing, and I imagined the lines around her lips from smoking since she was fifteen deepening as she refused to speak. I held the back of my hand that held the pregnancy test against my forehead. “How is Frank?”

         “He’s still off work. His back, you know. He moved in last month. Why?”

         “Oh,” I said, thinking about her two-bedroom apartment and how crowded it would be.

         “And Johnny, too.”

         “Johnny. His…son? Isn’t he thirtysomething?”

         “Yep, got a divorce.” She blew into the phone, and I remembered sitting deep in my chair as a child, avoiding the low-lying haze of cigarette smoke always present when Mama was home. That was no place to raise a baby. She was right. The phone call was a waste of time.

         “That’s great. I’m happy for you, Mama.”

         “Yep.”

         “I should probably, um…”

         “Yes. Go.”

         I pressed End, and stood, placing the stick on the counter next to my phone. The faucet squeaked when I turned the knob. The cold water felt so good running over my fingers, freeing, as if I weren’t stuck in the tiny bathroom trying to figure out how to leave with Shawn’s baby growing inside of me. I thought about my options, and as grateful as I was to have them, the thought of walking into a clinic was too much. So was being tethered to Shawn for the rest of my life, the bond of a child more secure than any wedding ceremony.

         The suds slid off my skin and down the drain. The reflection in the mirror caught my attention, and I froze. Most days I didn’t recognize myself, but the fear and hopelessness had made a home in my eyes. My tears had pulled black lines down my cheeks. Honey-blond waves had escaped from my bun, poking out from beneath my veil and framing my mess of a face, the same one that had won Miss East Texas just four years before. I wasn’t sure I remembered how to smile like that anymore. That girl was gone.

         In less than twenty minutes, Shawn would be standing at the end of the center aisle, waiting for me to promise in front of his family and half the base that I would love and obey. No one would know about the child I was carrying, and even if they did, they had no clue that the added stress would only make Shawn’s already short temper even more frightening.

         I reached for a paper towel and used it to wipe away the bright red lipstick from my lips.

         “Darbs?” A softer knock sounded. “It’s Carly. Can I come in?”

         I swiped the stick off the sink and opened the door, letting Carly slide through. She quickly shut the door behind her before Stacy could squeeze her way in. “It’s just so small in here, sweetie. So sorry,” she said to Stacy while closing the door in her face. The lock popped into place when Carly pressed the button in the center of the knob, and she leaned her back against the door. Between my dress, me, the toilet, and the sink, I wasn’t sure how Carly could fit inside, but like all things—she made it work.

         “Jesus, she is obnoxious,” Carly hissed. “Her bratty kids are in the other room stuffing chocolate in their mouths in full view of their worthless father. How much did you pay for the flower girl dress and that kid’s tux? They’re covered in chocolate. Are you sure you want to attach yourself to that for life?” When I didn’t answer, she blanched. “Oh, God. You don’t.”

         “I called Mama.”

         “Oh, shit,” she said, clearly not worried about swearing in a church. Her sweet, Southern drawl barely made it a cuss word. “To tell her you’re backing out? Is she coming to get you?”

         I shook my head and stared at myself in the mirror. “No one’s coming to get me.” My voice sounded as broken as I felt.

         Carly fussed with my hair. “Listen, if you want to do this, we’ll fix your face and you’ll look beautiful.” Recognition flickered in her eyes. “Darby…stop me if I’m out of line, but, honey, my car is right outside the side door. I’ll grab your things when no one is looking, and I’ll take you wherever you want.”

         Carly didn’t say anything she didn’t mean. She was a stunning blond Southern belle with glistening green eyes, a tan year-round, enough bleach on her hair to do ten loads of laundry, and shimmery everything. She’d been married to her husband, First Lieutenant J. D. Bowman, for eight years, and they had two beautiful blond little girls. J.D. was a good man and a strong officer in the army, but Carly ran their house, and no wife at Fort Hood was more respected. She made a killing selling makeup, and her parties were more like women’s empowerment retreats. She’d tried talking me out of marrying Shawn as soon as she’d found out we were engaged. She’d also hosted our engagement party.

         “I don’t know. Everyone’s waiting.”

         “No one would wonder why, Darby. We all know what happens at your house. You can walk away from this guilt-free.”

         Stacy began pounding on the door again, my entire body jerking in reaction.

         Carly licked her handkerchief and wiped the skin beneath my eyes. “If this is what you want, I’ll go get you some of my lipstick, because you need a little color. If it’s not, I’m going to get my keys, and I’ll be waiting for you outside.”

         “What about your kids? What about J.D.?”

         She smirked. “He’s a smart man. He’ll figure it out.” Her smile faded. “Darby, this moment is important—too important for you to be thinking about anyone else but yourself. What do you want?”

         Carly hadn’t seen the white stick I was holding behind my back. She had no idea that the decision I made would be for the baby I was carrying. I simply didn’t care that much about myself to do something so embarrassing and outrageous.

         Carly nodded and excused herself. Her voice carried through the door as she coolly made an excuse to leave the Sunday School room the three of us were using to get ready in. I counted to fifty and then opened the door, smiling at Stacy.

         “There you are,” she said, her chestnut, frizzy waves already falling from her makeshift bun. “Carly’s outside. She has her whole stash of lip stuff out there. She wants you to come pick a color so she doesn’t have to bring it all in.”

         “Oh, that sounds nice. Would you mind making sure Allie and Jonah are ready? Did Allie’s dress fit?”

         “I just checked on them. I got most of the chocolate out. I swear Brian is dumb as a box of rocks. They’re in the groomsmen’s room with Shawn and Brian. Her dress is a little big in the arms, but she’s really excited about her flower basket. And before you ask, yes, Jonah knows to walk slower this time.”

         I opened the door and peeked down the hall. The ceremony was about to start, the pianist was playing Pachelbel at my previous request—Canon in D. Shawn’s family and all our mutual friends were in the sanctuary, and the side door was less than ten feet away.

         “No one will see you. If you’re going to pick something out from Carly, go now. We only have a few minutes,” Stacy said. She had the same commanding tone as Shawn. Nothing was ever a request.

         “I’ll be right back,” I said, stepping out. My heart was pounding, my hands sweating. Even though freedom was just outside the door, I’d never been so terrified in my life. The stick was slipping out of my sweaty hand, but I clenched my fingers, refusing to leave it behind. Shawn didn’t need more reason to come after me.

         “Darby!” Stacy called, sounding angry.

         I froze.

         She handed me the brown wristlet she’d bought me the previous Christmas. “You might want this. I’m sure Carly will want to be paid.”

         “Thank you,” I said, taking the wristlet by the leather loop and turning on my heels. The side door slammed shut behind Stacy as she went back inside. I could breathe again.

         As promised, Carly was sitting in her Lexus, her company name, Lipstick & Jesus by Carly, and her phone number in bright pink vinyl letters on the back window. I sat in the passenger seat, my wedding dress spilling over the console onto her side.

         She grabbed my hand. “Where do you wanna go?”

         “Anywhere but here.”

         “The bus station?”

         I looked at the wristlet on my lap and nodded. “I have two hundred dollars. Think that’s enough?”

         “Don’t you worry about that.” Carly patted my hand and then used that hand to pull the gear into reverse. We backed away from the church, and we pulled out into the street.

         I turned up the radio, trying to drown out the sound of the many voices warning me of the consequences that would come with leaving Shawn. He’d warned me dozens of times what would happen to me if I left him. Sometimes, by the look in his eyes, I was sure he didn’t even want me, he just couldn’t stand the thought of me with someone else. More nights than I could count, I’d lie awake to listen for sounds of an impending attack.

         Carly turned down the volume and then grabbed my hand and squeezed. “You’re doing the right thing. It’s only going to get better from here.”

         “I know,” I said, looking out the window.

         “Do you need anything from the house?”

         I thought about it, knowing that any minute, Shawn would realize I wasn’t there, and he would go straight to the house to catch me packing. I shivered at the thought of getting caught in a whirlwind of his rage and embarrassment.

         “No,” I said. “I can’t chance it.”

         “Maybe I can figure out how to get in the house and grab some of your things. I could send them to you. Anything you can think of offhand?”

         I sighed. “Photo albums. The picture of my dad and me on the nightstand. But Shawn’ll probably burn it all.”

         “Oh, Darby. I’m so sorry.”

         One side of my mouth curled up. “Don’t be. This is a good day.”

         Carly shook her head, her hair moving with it. “I knew it. I knew that son of a bitch was…I’m going to talk to J.D. when I get back. Maybe if Shawn gets in trouble that will slow him down. We’ll all hope he doesn’t look for you, but…”

         “He’ll come after me. All it’ll take is a favor.”

         “You mean Shawn’s brother.”

         I nodded. “Derek does something with computers for the government. He can’t tell us exactly what he does—not that we’d understand, anyway—but he’s mentioned meeting Edward Snowden before the whistle-blower thing. It’s probably just a matter of time.” I sighed.

         “Then we need to get you far enough away he can’t find you. Any ideas? Wait. Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know. Maybe try to call me when you get settled in? Stay off the grid and all that. Lord, I wouldn’t even know how to do that. Cash, I guess?”

         “I left my cell phone in the bathroom. And I don’t know your number. Even if you tell me, I’m afraid I won’t remember after I get where I’m going.”

         “No problem.” At the next stoplight, she fished a black Sharpie from her purse and opened her Bible, writing her number on the title page.

         “Carly, I can’t take your Bible.”

         “You’ll need it. I’ll send you what I can retrieve when it calms down around here,” she said around the cap in her mouth. “I have a feeling Shawn’ll be watching me for a while.”

         “I don’t envy you,” I said.

         The light turned, and Carly pressed on the gas. She winked. “Don’t you worry about me. I’ve got that little boy handled. He don’t scare me.”

         The seat belt dug into my chest as Carly pressed on the brakes to keep from missing our turn and pulled into the Greyhound bus station. She fished into her purse, and then she tucked a thick stack of bills into mine. “I’m not sure how much is there. At least six hundred. It’s the cash left over from my last party. Should get you a one-way ticket a few states away, meals, and a change of clothes.”

         I shook my head. “This is too much.”

         “You need it more than I do. I just want you to be safe. Besides, it’s exactly a month away from Independence Day.” She lifted her chin, a proud grin softening her features. “You’ll be celebrating extra this year.” She grabbed my hand, placed the palm of her other hand on the Bible, and closed her eyes. “Dear Lord, we pray for a safe trip for Darby. Watch her and keep her. We pray the next journey of her life is smooth, that she finds happiness, and continues to live her life in a way that honors you. In the name of our precious Jesus…amen.”

         “Amen. Thank you.”

         “Don’t thank me. Thank Jesus. He’s the one who’s going to get you through this. He will, Darby. Believe it.”

         I hugged Carly over the mounds of white tulle and taffeta, wiping my cheeks the moment we pulled away.

         “Okay, enough of that,” Carly said, clearing her throat. “This is the rest of your life. It’s a happy moment. I love you. Safe travels.”

         “Thank you. So much,” I said, before pulling on the handle and stepping out. I slipped the pregnancy test into my wristlet, held the Bible to my chest, and took stock of my surroundings. No one, coming or going, tried not to stare. I focused on pushing through the glass doors and finding what I was looking for on the board above the ticket counters. The goal was to get away, far and fast. Texas and Louisiana were out. So was Oklahoma. Kansas, maybe? I cringed. Kansas didn’t sound like a destination for an adventure. The station with the cheapest fare, farthest away from Fort Hood, and leaving within half an hour, was Colorado Springs, Colorado. I just hoped there were still seats available.

         The gray-haired man behind the counter wasn’t impressed with my attire. “Where to?”

         “Are there any seats left for Colorado Springs?”

         His fingers clicked on the keyboard in front of him. “One.”

         “I’ll take it!” I said.

         He noticed my dress. “It’s economy.”

         “That’s perfect.”

         He tilted his head back, looking at the computer monitor through the bottom of his bifocals. “Checking any bags?”

         “No.”

         “One-oh-one eighty-two and your driver’s license.”

         “A hundred and one dollars?”

         He gazed at me over his glasses. “And eighty-two cents.”

         I counted out the cash and placed it on the counter, along with my license. The man behind the counter took it, and my heart began to thump against my chest again. I held my breath while the ticket printed, and exhaled only when he handed it to me, along with my ID.

         “Next!” the man said, and I turned, looking for the bay number that matched my ticket. My dress swished as I walked to an empty seat in the corner. Just before I sat down, a woman with a thick Hispanic accent came over the speaker system and called for us to board.

         The priority ticket holders lined up first. One by one, they walked out to the bus and climbed the steps. The urge to glance over my shoulder and watch the entrance was impossible to ignore. I imagined Shawn running through the doors, not calling my name in desperation, but yelling for me like a stern stepfather, making a scene. My knee bounced up and down, the used Steve Madden heels I’d bought from the thrift store digging into the back of my heel. The priority ticket holders were clearly in no hurry, so I wasn’t sure why they’d paid extra to board first.

         The announcer called for general boarding, and I stood, trying not to push my way to the front. I wondered if Shawn was at the house or calling to harass my friends on my whereabouts. He was smart. He would come to the bus station, and I had to be on the bus to Colorado Springs when he did.

         I followed the tiny, hunched-over grandmother in front of me, helping her to climb the steps. Lifting her leg seemed to take hours, and pulling up to the next step felt like years. Finally, she was at the top, and then so was I. Those sitting in seats stopped settling in to gawk at me in the white, puffy wedding dress, undoubtedly noticing my smudged mascara. If anyone came looking for a runaway bride, the people in the station would point them in my direction.

         My dress hit every person sitting in the aisle seats between the first and eighteenth row, where I finally found an empty seat by the window. I sidestepped in and sat, clenching the Bible to my chest. “Please, God, please help me get out of here safely,” I whispered.

         Every car that pulled up to the station, and every man who stepped out, caused a panic deep within me. It could be any moment that Shawn would step out in his suit, surrounded by his brother-in-law, sister, and friends in an attempt to stop me.

         The bus’s engine was a steady rhythm of low humming and whirring, and I watched as the driver and a few station employees loaded the checked bags and discussed something that definitely wasn’t important enough to keep us sitting there even a minute longer.

         Finally, the driver nodded once and climbed up the stairs, sitting in his seat. He grabbed his radio, his voice squished together and monotone as he attempted a joke and told us where we were going and passenger safety procedures.

         I imagined seeing Shawn through the large glass windows, pushing his way through the station, his eyes finally settling on me. “Please, please, please,” I whispered under my breath. My knee was bobbing again, a scream building in my chest.

         Just before I could stand and beg for our departure, the driver closed the door and put the bus into gear, pulling away. As the bus slowed for traffic before driving into the road, I sat back against my seat and sighed loudly.

         I had escaped.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            Trex

         

         Thanks, Stavros,” I said, holding the cold pint he’d just placed in front of me at its base.

         The salt from the napkin felt gritty against my palms, one more familiar thing about the mom-and-pop hotel I’d found earlier that year. It was my second visit to the Colorado Springs Hotel, and although I found the staff to be more curious than I’d like, the beds were comfortable, the sheets were clean, and despite its being at capacity with hotshot firefighters, I could still keep to myself.

         “Never too early for a beer. It’s been busy, so I haven’t had a chance to tell you: Glad you’re back, Trex,” he said, turning to take another order. I had to watch his mouth move to hear him over the low hum of conversation in the hotel lobby. Years of too-close grenade blasts, explosives, and gunfire had made understanding someone speaking with any ambient noise difficult.

         More than two dozen hotshot firefighters surrounded me, discussing everything from the fire line to beach homes in Mexico. It was a plus having them there, if only because it was refreshing not to be the only one drinking at noon. The excited chatter sounded more like a high school reunion than home base for the dozens of interagency crews preparing to fight the Queen’s Canyon wildfire eating up thousands of acres just a few miles outside of town.

         “What keeps bringing you back to town?” Stavros said, sinking a glass into the soapy water in a basin behind the bar. He reminded me of any bartender you’d see in the movies. The vest, bow tie, and black pants were overdoing it for a wannabe Holiday Inn, if you asked me—but he didn’t. He was asking me for an answer I couldn’t give.

         “Work,” I said simply.

         “What, the fire? Wouldn’t peg you for an interagency guy.”

         I offered a half-hearted grin, unflustered. Stavros was about to believe the lie I was going to feed him, and we would both go on with our day. Maneuvering around the truth wasn’t difficult for me. Having a strict Baptist preacher for a father had given me ample practice at half-truths and outright lies. Rule number one: Never give away all the information.

         It wouldn’t be a far leap for Stavros to believe I was one of the hotshots, the ground crew, the helitack crew, or the brass. My ex complained more than once I wasn’t much for conversation, and she was right. Talking about who I was and where I’d been led to inevitable questions about what I’d seen, and no one—least of all me—wanted to hear about that.

         “I just go where they tell me to,” I said, taking a sip.

         Stavros wasn’t convinced. “No one tells you anything. You look like the boss to me.”

         “One of them,” I said. Now, that was the truth, even if it was in the wrong context. My cell phone buzzed, and I excused myself from the bar, tossing a ten-dollar bill on the counter.

         The caller displayed on the screen as Unknown, already a clue that it was my new employer. I headed toward one of the corners of the lobby, one of the few spaces out of earshot of the growing crowd of firefighters.

         “Trex,” I said, holding my phone to my ear.

         “Hello, Mr. Trexler. My name is Bianca Calderon. I’m General Tallis’s administrative assistant, and I’ll be helping you with accessing the property tomorrow. Is it a good time for you to talk?”

         “Good to go,” I said. Bianca worked with military. She was used to short, simple answers.

         “I’ll be waiting for you at the first gate at oh-five-hundred. We’ll process you there, then you and I will pass through Gates Two and Three. From there, we’ll enter the Complex. After a short tour, I’ll show you to your headquarters, and then you’ll meet with your new team at oh-six-hundred. With the general at oh-eight-hundred.”

         “My team,” I repeated, trying not to sound surprised. “Everyone?”

         “Yes, sir. Everyone from your unit.”

         “Great.” I checked my watch. “See you at zero-five.”

         “Sleep well, Mr. Trexler.”

         “It’s just Trex. See you then, Ms. Calderon.”

         “It’s Bianca.”

         I pressed End, and slipped my cell into my back pocket, bringing my pint back to the seat I had occupied. I hadn’t seen my unit all at once in five years, and it would be good to have the old gang back together, even if we were all in different stages of readjustment to civilian life.

         Now my seat was filled with someone slightly larger than me. His dark hair was buzzed, his skin looked like a doodle pad. I slapped his shoulder. “You’re in my chair.”

         The man looked up. His smile faded, and he stood—not because he was intimidated, but because I was the last person he’d expected to see there.

         “What the hell are you doing here?” he asked.

         “Calm down, Maddox,” I said, taking his seat. “I’m not here for you.”

         The conversations around us quieted, and his crewmates turned toward the commotion, making an impressive wall between us and the rest of the lobby. I couldn’t blame them. The last time Taylor and his twin brother, Tyler Maddox, saw me was in Estes Park when I was carrying a federal badge and investigating a fire on a college campus that might have involved their little brother. As far as I knew, the case was still open.

         “Then why are you here?” he hissed, keeping his voice low.

         “Got a new job.”

         “You just happened to find a job in Colorado?” he asked, dubious.

         “As it happens, I did. Now fuck off, and let me enjoy my beer. I’ve got to turn in early. Tomorrow’s my first day.”

         “Where?”

         “Why do you care?”

         Maddox puffed out a nervous laugh. “So, what? You left one shitty job for another?”

         “No, this is a private gig. Pays way better. Now, seriously. Leave me the fuck alone.”

         Maddox chuckled, taking a swig before joining his buddies across the room. They were younger than me but had been in more precarious situations than they could count. I could respect running toward the fire.

         Stavros sat another pint on the bar and nodded to the group of men behind me. Maddox had bought me a drink. I didn’t want to like him, but I couldn’t convince myself that he was a bad guy. I bowed my head in thanks and faced forward.

         “What was that about?” Stavros asked.

         “Nothing.”

         “I guess you two know each other?”

         “His little brother might have gotten into some trouble.”

         “And you helped?”

         “Nope,” I said, moving on to the new pint.

         “You’re crankier than you were the last time you were here, and I didn’t think that was possible.”

         “Am I?” I asked.

         “I’m guessing the new job has something to do with the Cheyenne Mountain Complex.”

         “What’s that?”

         Stavros smirked. “The only secret that can be kept around here.”

         “Well, it sounds a whole helluva lot cooler than what I’m doing,” I said, keeping my composure.

         The last thing I needed was the hotel bartender spreading the rumor that I was working for a top-secret facility before my first day. Stavros looked disappointed, and fully convinced that he wasn’t right.

         “Are you here alone?” he asked.

         “Just me.”

         “Brand-new start, huh?”

         I’d started over a few times, but it never felt brand new. Leaving home for the Marines, moving on to the FBI, and now private security. Like plenty of veterans, I was trying to lead my life after being conditioned for years to follow. An honorable discharge after having my knee blown out by enemy fire was bad enough. A decade in the Corps, multiple deployments, countless missions, and one kidnapped ten-year-old kid with minimal combat training ended my military career.

         I touched my knee, feeling the raised scars. “Who knows? Maybe this will be the one.”

         “Oh, so you’ve done this before.”

         I nodded. After my knee had healed as much as it could, I called up an old buddy who ran Deep Six Security. Driving bulletproof but air-conditioned vehicles seemed like promotion at first, but protecting dirty politicians, weapons contractors, and warlords—the paycheck never helped me forget, and then my left shoulder was burned by a flash grenade during a midnight raid. When I was accepted into Quantico, I thought I’d finally found my calling. As it turned out, two years at the FBI was enough to know it wasn’t for me. My boss in Denver was decent compared to the asshole in San Diego, but my colleagues were analysts and paper pushers. Even the field agents wore ties and blazers to work. No one who wore a suit came to get dirty. Working there was a decision made in desperation that I’d corrected as quickly as I could.

         “She must have really fucked you over,” Stavros said. “I don’t even see a twinkle of regret.”

         “Nope. I haven’t met her yet.”

         “Oh. You’re a believer in the one, huh?”

         I smiled before taking a drink. I’d had a few girlfriends, but I’d never found anyone who could help me shake the feeling that there was something—someone—more. I’d met Laura just after basic. She could have been a textbook military wife. We lived together for a year, but we both figured out it wasn’t love, and I was the best man when she married my best friend three years later. There were a handful of dates and many other women my little sister Hailey called time killers, but no matter how amazing, how beautiful, how fun…I knew it wasn’t her. My girl was out there somewhere, and I could feel her just as I could Maddox and his buddies staring at the back of my head.

         My cell phone buzzed in my back pocket, and I stood, dropping a rolled five-dollar bill into the tip jar. “I was just thinking about you,” I said, walking toward the elevators.

         “Of course you were. All settled in?” Hailey asked.

         I weaved between firefighters, all sipping on their half-price IPAs. “As settled in as I can be in a hotel room.”

         “They didn’t get you a place?”

         “Nope.”

         “You still haven’t told me what you’re doing in Colorado Springs.”

         “And I’m not going to.”

         Hailey sighed, and I laughed. We’d spent a lot of time talking around the truth. “I don’t have much time. I’m on my lunch break. But I’m excited that you’re only a three-hour drive from here. Are you coming home for Easter? Dad has his sermon ten months early.”

         I pressed the button for the elevator and waited. “Isn’t it the same thing every year? What is there to prepare for? Other than maybe deciding which of the stories he’s going to tell.”

         “Stop.”

         “Seriously, have you read the gospels? Was there one man, two men, a man and an angel, or one angel at the tomb? It’s different in Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. And this is what he calls the infallible word of God.” The elevator door opened, and I stepped in, immediately feeling guilty. “I’m sorry, HayBells.”

         “Since when did you become such a pessimist?”

         “Since my first deployment when I actually read the Bible. Listen, I’m going to be breaking in the new job next week. I’m working long hours getting the team trained, so I might not be around the next couple of weeks.”

         The elevator shuddered as it slowed to a stop. The doors slid open, and I stepped out, turned left, and—even though I knew which way to go—checked the sign to make sure my room was to the left. Room 201 was at the end of the hall, and I stopped in front of the door, digging for my room key while holding my baby sister’s voice to my ear with my shoulder.

         Hailey prattled on about junior prom, and the new boy sniffing around, and her college applications. I couldn’t blame her for her ignorance of what life was like for me in high school. The yelling, the rules, the nonexistent privacy. I was the prototype. They had learned from me how not to drive a child away. Dad had relaxed, Mom put her foot down more often. Hailey’s childhood had been almost normal.

         “Did you hear me?” she asked as the lock to my room clicked. I pressed the door open.

         “I’m sorry, you said the mission trip. It’s to Honduras this time, right?”

         “It was Honduras last time, too. I think you should go. I’d feel safer with you there.”

         “Wish I could, Bells. I start a new job tomorrow. No time off for a while.”

         “It’s just a week. You could take off for a week.”

         I fell on my back onto the hard, cold mattress, looking up at the beige ceiling. I hadn’t bothered to turn on the light, the sun spraying a few rays through a gap in the blackout curtains.

         “I miss you, kid.”

         I could hear her pouting through the phone, and it made me smile. She always thought the best of me. It was a full-time job pretending to be the guy she thought I was.

         “I miss you, too, Scottie.”

         “Tell Mom and Dad I love them.”

         “I will. Good luck tomorrow.”

         When she hung up, the room felt empty, darker. Hailey was a light of her own. She, my parents, and my childhood home in Goodland, Kansas, were just a few hours away. For some reason, it wasn’t as comforting as it should have been. Hailey would turn eighteen in a few months. She could get in a car at any time and drive to see me. I’d love nothing more than to spend time with my baby sister, but keeping secrets was easier when they were all a plane ride away.

         I glanced at my watch. Another seven hours to kill before lights out. I closed my eyes, aiming for a half-hour nap, hoping it was just long enough to recharge, and short enough to keep the nightmares away.

         Someone knocked on the door, and my eyes popped open. “Hold on,” I said, stumbling to the door. I opened it to see Taylor Maddox and a few of his friends standing there. I tensed, ready for a fight.

         “We’re heading out to lunch downtown. Wanna come?” Taylor asked.

         Food was better than fighting faceless men with rifles that never seemed to run out of ammo the moment I fell asleep. “I’ll get my shirt.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

            Darby

         

         The cement floor under the wooden table I’d been ushered to by the host was sticky, but the glass enclosure of the Mexican restaurant I’d chosen was protection from the godforsaken wind and smoke from a fire not far outside of town. That the newspaper and salsa were free was an added bonus.

         My wedding dress was hanging in a pawn shop just north of downtown Colorado Springs, and the four hundred dollars it garnered had helped pay for the slacks, button-down shirt, bra, cotton panties, and flats I was wearing. Taking half what I’d paid for the dress less than six months before was downright painful. My thrift-store backpack held the navy-blue hoodie and a pair of heather-gray lounge pants I’d bought from there, but I’d needed something to interview in, and women’s work clothes were 50 percent off. So I sold the dress, saved the engagement ring in case I might need emergency cash later, and tried not to think too much about it. Any opportunity for immediate cash was nothing to thumb my nose at.

         My bouncing knee kept hitting the table, attracting the attention of some small children nearby. I couldn’t help it. I felt at any moment, Shawn would pull up in his stupid pickup truck and drag me back to Texas by my hair. I was free, but still afraid, and that made me angry.

         The waiter had left a pen with the check for me to sign a later credit-card statement, unaware I would pay cash for the seven-dollar check for a large queso and the Dr Pepper I’d ordered for a late lunch. Next to the empty bowls, I used the ballpoint to doodle in the margins of newspaper articles and circle ads in the classifieds—everything from a law firm secretary to a second- or third-shift desk clerk at a hotel. In Fort Hood, I’d been a waitress, and then I was the girlfriend of a jealous, overprotective, overbearing boyfriend who didn’t want to chance me working around people who might put crazy ideas in my head—or around other men who might look too long or make me think I was smarter, funnier, prettier than Shawn thought I was.

         “That’s pretty good,” the waiter said, pausing for a second to notice my drawing. “What is it?”

         “A palm tree…and a hula girl,” I said, trying to look at the thick lines and details through his eyes. It was pretty good. Too bad no one needed a professional doodler.

         “Are you having Bible study here?”

         “Oh,” I said, looking to Carly’s Bible next to me. “No.”

         “Hawaii,” he said with a nod. “Cool,” he said, and then walked away.

         I’d never been there. I’d never been anywhere. Traveling outside of Fort Hood was something I thought I’d do with Shawn. Now I was a twelve-hour drive away, alone. But, as I noted my hunkered-down posture, my hesitation to look anyone in the eye, I knew he was still with me, standing over me like the cowering, kicked puppy I’d turned into.

         I pulled one of my gently used black Toms away from the sticky floor to shift on the seat, barely noticing the atrocious noise it was making. I had to keep reminding myself that no one but me knew where I was, but I still took four glances a minute at the parking lot to make sure there were no familiar vehicles pulling in.

         “You’re okay,” I whispered as I flicked more detail into the hula girl’s long, dark hair. She was smiling and carefree, something I hadn’t done or felt in a very long time. On the bus, I’d thought that once I arrived at my destination, I’d magically be who I used to be—no nervousness, no worrying, no overwhelming feelings of dread. As each hour passed and I felt no different, that hope was replaced by something much darker. I didn’t want Shawn to have control, and there I sat, more afraid of him than I’d ever been.

         The Colorado Springs Hotel was just a few miles down the highway, just past Red Rock Canyon. I wondered if the hotel offered discounts on rooms to employees. That would be worth the twelve dollars an hour they offered. I stashed the Bible in my backpack, left two five-dollar bills on the table, and walked to the hostess stand, paper in hand and everything I owned hanging from my shoulders. I’d arrived in Colorado Springs at seven thirty in the morning. Between fishing through thrift stores in my dress, finding a pawn shop, and locating a store downtown that sold regular cotton panties and toiletries, I’d had a productive day, even if I couldn’t get the smoke smell out of my nose.

         “Excuse me,” I said to the man standing behind the podium. “May I borrow your phone?”

         He shook his head. “No phone.”

         “No phone?” I repeated. He was lying. Of course they had a phone, just not for customers. I sighed. I prayed they would allow an interview when I got there. By the time I arrived, it would be too close to dark to find somewhere else, and I’d have to spend a good chunk of what was left of my money for a room. At least it was a place to stay for the night.

         I readjusted my backpack and pushed out the door, walking across the parking lot toward the road and turning south. The sun was hidden behind a thick, hazy curtain, looking more like a pink, glowing ball, and I wondered if the sky would get dark quicker than usual. The road was congested with rush hour traffic and people leaving the Garden of the Gods and Red Rock Canyon before sundown. The exhaust and smoke made the air burn my throat with every breath, so I picked up the pace, hoping to reach the hotel sooner than later. Cars slugged along beside me on one side, a makeshift shelter on the other. A man sat on the ground next to a shopping cart full of his only belongings. His face was dirty and worn, telling a story of struggle and failure. From my side of the tin walls that shielded him from the wind, his life looked like one big open wound, bleeding so much and for so long, he barely noticed anything was wrong anymore.

         I stopped at his home and handed him a twenty-dollar bill, and while he stared at his hand in confusion, I walked away, wanting to make sure I had real walls, running water, and a bed for the night.

         The Midland Expressway had no walkway, and at times, not much space between red cliff faces and the shoulder of the road. Two sliding glass doors swept open for me when I approached the hotel entrance, and I stepped into smells of cheap carpet freshener and fresh-brewed coffee as air-conditioning blasted me in the face. The lobby was decorated in beiges and fake plants, devoid of color or that homey feel most hotels failed at emulating. At the back wall was the lobby bar, where a sign next to the last stool read WELCOME FIREFIGHTERS! HALF-PRICE IPAS AND APPETIZERS!

         A man stood behind the counter, wiping it down with a white rag. His dark hair was stiff, gelled into place, his thick, over-manicured eyebrows pulling together when he noticed me.

         “Come on over, sunshine,” he said, offering one of the stools. I could tell when men were flirting with me, and truth be told, most did. I had been used enough to know if that was the intention, and sometimes men wanted to be used. But the bartender’s tone was nowhere on the seduction spectrum, instead sounding more like he was speaking to his little sister.

         I crossed the lobby, passing a group of men ambling around, two couches and a single chair gathered together in front of a large flat-screen television. The bar was in the corner, adjacent to the entrance to the elevator bay, and on the opposite side of the room from the check-in counter.

         “Checking in?” he asked. His cheap name tag read Stavros. Faint lines around his eyes deepened when he smiled, matching the three on his forehead. Maybe ten years older than me, Stavros had probably seen hundreds of pretty women pass through his bar, and I was just one of many. He was decent enough a man not to attempt to bed everyone.

         I sat on the stool, peeking over at the empty check-in counter. “I’m hoping to talk to a manager.”

         “Oh?”

         “I saw the ad in the paper for the job.”

         He smirked. “Oh, the job. He should be back any minute. Can I get you a drink?”

         I shrugged one shoulder. “Just a water, please.”

         He nodded. “You do look parched.”

         I breathed out a laugh. “Do I look like anything else? I walked here. I’d be surprised if I wasn’t a sweaty mess.”

         “Walked here?” he said, dropping ice into a glass with a scoop and then using the gun to fill the glass. “From where?”

         “A Mexican restaurant down the road.”

         He frowned. “Sweet pea, that’s not down the road. That’s at least four miles from here. You must really want the job.”

         “I do. And I was going to get a room for the night. Maybe for a few nights.”

         “Did you just get into town?”

         I nodded. “This morning.”

         He gestured to my backpack. “What’s in the bag?”

         “My stuff. All of it.”

         He stared at me, dubious. “You don’t look like a vagrant.”

         “I’m not.”

         “Trust me, there are plenty of vagrants here from Texas.”

         “I’m not from…” There was no point. He knew where I was from the second I’d opened my mouth.

         He stared at me for a moment. “Why did you come?”

         “Just seeing the world, I guess.”

         He smirked again. “Don’t lie. I can already tell you suck at it.”

         I squirmed in my seat, crossing my arms over my middle. “I don’t really wanna…”

         “You didn’t kill him, did you?” he asked, not so much afraid as he was intrigued. “The guy.”

         I shook my head.

         “I see. What’s your name?”

         “Darby…Cooke.”

         “Uh-huh,” he said, unconvinced. “You think with a first name like Darby the fake last name is going to help?”

         I sunk back in my seat.

         “Cooke it is, then. Your secret is safe with me.” Stavros’s attention was drawn to the check-in counter. An older woman had appeared from the elevator bay, chewing on the last bite of her meal and rubbing her hands together. She was standing, the computer waist-high.

         Stavros rolled his eyes. “That’s Tilde.”

         “She seems nice,” I said, watching her work on the computer. She wore blue eye shadow up to her penciled-in brows, and bright pink lipstick. She was as round as she was tall, and occasionally she smiled, even if it was toward no one in particular.

         “Mostly. She works second shift, three to eleven, so by the time she’s comfortable enough to show her cranky side, you’ll be on nights. She’ll be training you, and she’s been working double shifts to cover, so she can be testy at times.”

         “If I get the job.”

         “You’ve got the job,” he said.

         “What makes you so sure?”

         “Because I own this place.”

         “Oh,” I said, watching him walk across the room. He and Tilde had a quiet conversation about me, and then he waved me over.

         “Tilde will get you a room and your paperwork. Employees get rooms for twenty dollars a night, bumped up to half price if we’re full, no housekeeping services. Can you start now?”

         My eyebrows shot up toward my hairline, and I blinked. “Now? Sure. Absolutely.”

         “Good. Get your things. You’re just down the hall from the desk.” He looked at Tilde. “One hundred.”

         Tilde nodded, returning to the desk and clicking away.

         “Then I come back down here? Is what I’m wearing okay?”

         He waved me away. “You look gorgeous. Once you can get a white button-down and black slacks, that’s the typical uniform.”

         Tilde approached us holding a white key card, and I looked to Stavros. “You have no idea how much I appreciate this. Thank you so much.”

         He nodded, heading back to the bar. “We’re going to get slammed soon. We’ve got hotshots coming in from all over. Just…try to keep up.”

         When he turned his back, I looked to Tilde. “What’s a hotshot?”

         “Firefighters,” she said, guiding me to the elevator bay. “They’re coming to control the fires outside of town. Just watch me and smile at the guests. You won’t learn it all in one night.”

         I half expected her to press the elevator button, but she kept walking to the end of the hall, just past a door labeled STORAGE.

         The number on the door read 100, and Tilde gestured for me to try the key card. A beep sounded and a muted green light flashed when I pressed the plastic to the black square above the handle. The latch released, and I smiled at Tilde.

         “Thank you,” I said, pushing the door open.

         “Can you be back at the desk in half an hour?”

         “Yes. I’ll just freshen up and be down.”

         The door slammed behind me, and I peered into the dark room, the sunlight struggling to burn through the slit of the blackout curtains. I reached next to the door, flipping on the light, then reaching up to swing the silver door guard over. The vent came on when I pushed up on the light switch. The single sink was surrounded by two feet of counter space, and a matching off-white shower curtain hid a shower and tub. The large mirror was spotless. For a fleeting moment, I wished housekeeping services came with my discounted rent, but that would just be too good to be true.

         The short hallway opened to a twelve-by-twenty room with nightstands on each side of the queen-sized bed. A television sat on top of a wooden dresser with six drawers. The other furniture consisted of a desk, a desk chair, an upholstered chair that was supposed to match the green-and-blue patterned carpet but didn’t quite hit the mark, and an AC/heating unit beneath the window.

         I opened the drawers, realizing that one side was an empty refrigerator, larger than typical for a hotel room. In the wall the main room shared with the bathroom was an inset area for the microwave and coffee maker, and a two-burner range with a vent above. I can cook! I fell back onto the bed. Comfy. I couldn’t believe my luck. Our luck. Thank you, God.

         I touched my abdomen, the center point between my hip bones—a guess. “We’re going to be okay…” Was the baby a girl? A boy? My expression screwed into disgust at the name it. I wouldn’t know for a long time, if at all until he or she was born. My baby was the size of a bean or something. Bean. Baby Bean Dixon. “We’re going to be okay, Bean.”

         I said the words aloud, more for myself than anything. Thoughts of how I would support a baby, where we would live, costs of diapers and day care. I was thankful for the job more than for the paycheck. Keeping busy would help preoccupy my mind, away from the overwhelming fear. I was a single mother. I smiled. At least I was free.

         Unable to remove the grin from my face, I dug into my backpack and fished out my toothpaste, toothbrush, hairbrush, and deodorant. I rushed to the bathroom, placed the few toiletries I owned where I wanted them, and squeezed a dot of toothpaste on the brush. Scrub and spit. Scrub and spit. Rinse. The toothbrush clicked against the edge of the sink, and then I used the glass as a holder. Deodorant, a brush through my hair, then I grabbed my key card and wallet and rushed out the door, walking quickly down the hall.

         The elevator opened, and I smacked into a tall man, bouncing backward.

         “Oh, God! I’m so sorry!” I said before I’d even caught my balance.

         He grabbed me before I fell, looking down on me with concern in his eyes. “Christ, are you okay?”

         “Yes. Yes, I’m fine,” I said, brushing off his T-shirt, as if I’d left dirt on him.

         “You hit me pretty hard,” he said.

         “I’m so sorry. Are you hurt?”

         He laughed once, and I looked at him then. He was a head and a half taller than me, and his heavily tattooed biceps filled his sleeves, the artwork spanning down to both wrists. He looked like someone’s bodyguard, instantly making me feel intimidated.

         “What are you running from?” he asked.

         “Me? Nothing,” I insisted, my tone a bit defensive.

         He raised an eyebrow.

         “Oh! You mean the…” I pointed my thumb behind me. “Just going to work.” I gestured to Tilde at the front desk.

         “Here? You work here?” he asked, pointing to the floor. “I haven’t seen you around.”

         “First day,” I said, hoping my smile wasn’t as awkward as I felt. “I should probably…”

         “Oh. Sure.”

         “Sorry again.” I walked away before he could respond. Speaking to men besides Shawn wasn’t something I’d done in a long time. Certainly not when Shawn was around. News traveled fast on the base, and few things set Shawn off faster than hearing another man was paying me any attention.

         Tilde smirked when I arrived, twin chains hanging from the earpieces of her glasses dangling in unison. “You okay?”

         “I am so, so sorry. I shouldn’t have been walking that fast. I was just excited.”

         “Are you kidding? That was pure gold. Besides, you couldn’t put a dent in that one.” Tilde coughed once to clear her throat, the same short, crackly, smoker’s cough my mom had.

         “You know him?”

         “He’s one of the interagency guys.” I blinked in confusion, and she continued. “The hotshots. The one with all the tattoos checked in today. Maddox. He has a twin, and I’m not sure which is which, but I am sure he’ll have a girl in his room at least once while he’s here. You’ll start getting real good at reading people. Married couples. Married couples who come here but aren’t married to each other. Those that come for work, the regulars, the frazzled parents with five kids. The young couples who have dogs for kids. The older couples who have dogs for kids. The truckers. The druggies. The college kids. The vagrants. You’ll see them all.”

         I watched Maddox stroll across the lobby and sit at the bar. He joked with Stavros for a bit, then with his fellow hotshots.

         “They’ll start coming in droves any minute. We should train you on the basics.”

         Tilde was patient, showing me the computer system, how to check in and out, create keys, set up a wake-up call and a reservation, how to know if an outside call is coming in, or a guest is calling, how to patch a phone call through to a room.

         The double glass doors swept open, and a small group of men walked inside carrying duffel bags and backpacks, chuckling and trading light punches and shoving. They were distracted by the man sitting at the bar, and approached him, knocking off his ball cap and taking turns trying to shove him off his stool.

         “Why do boys do that?” I asked. “They’re so mean to one another.”

         “Mean? No, precious, that’s just how they show affection. Men in positions like theirs…and policemen, soldiers, you know the like. They’re all that way.”

         I frowned. “Someone should tell them it’s not affection.”

         The hotshots were thin, their cheekbones protruding, eyes sunken. They seemed happy enough, teasing each other and laughing, as if they were old high school buddies reunited after years of being apart.

         Tilde spoke through her smile. “Here he comes.”

         “Maddox?” I said, mimicking her hushed tone.

         “Taylor Maddox!” she said when he was close enough to hear. “So good to see you again. How’s the family?”

         “Dad’s good. Brothers are good,” Taylor said, looking down as he fished his wallet from his back pocket. He tossed his ID and a credit card, then turned his attention to his phone, tapping out a quick reply. When he put it away, he looked up, catching my gaze. “Oh.”

         “Good afternoon,” I said.

         “Is everything satisfactory with your room?” Tilde asked.

         He ignored Tilde to reply to me. “We ran into each other in the hall.”

         “I remember,” I said.

         “So…your first day, huh? How’s it going so far?”

         “Fine,” I said, letting him know with my answer and body language I wasn’t interested.

         He chuckled, seeming to take no offense. “I have a king. I’ll need a double, Tilde. Two keys.”

         “One double left. You’re lucky,” Tilde said, clicking away on the computer. “I’ll just need your credit card again.”

         Taylor flashed a perfect smile, glancing at me for half a second before handing me his card.

         I passed it on to Tilde, who batted her eyes. Anything that man said would make her blush. Yes, he was attractive, and charming, and on the surface, at least, he was kind and humble. I wondered if I was suspicious of him because of the wall I’d had to build or if there was something familiar about him—and not in a good way. With her mouse, she selected a room, and then input Taylor’s name and information. She programmed two card keys and handed them over. Seems easy enough.

         “All set,” Tilde said.

         Taylor signed his receipt, and Tilde returned his credit card, then inserted the keys into a small envelope, reaching across the desk with it. “There you are. Welcome home. Again.”

         “Thanks, Tilde. I didn’t catch your name.”

         Tilde answered for me. “Darby. We haven’t gotten her a name tag yet.”

         “Huh. Never heard that before. Has to be a story.”

         “A very boring one,” I said.

         “I’d like to hear it sometime, anyway,” he said, walking toward the elevator bay.

         Tilde hummed. “Oh my. You’ve already found trouble.”

         “Nope,” I said, shaking my head. “Not interested in dating. Definitely not his type at all. No firefighters, hotshots, law enforcement, soldiers…”

         Tilde chuckled. “You’re right. Those jobs all require certain personalities, don’t they?”

         The phone warbled, and Tilde grabbed it quickly, holding the receiver against her chin with her shoulder. “Front desk. How can I help you, Mr. Trexler? Oh. I’m so sorry about that. Yes, I’ll have some sent up right away.” Tilde pressed down on the hook with one finger. “Damn it.” She released and dialed another number. She waited. She sighed. She rolled her eyes and hung up. “Darby, there should be a housekeeping cart somewhere down the far hall. Grab four bath towels, four hand towels, and four washrags, and take them to Scottie Trexler in two-oh-one.”

         I pointed across the lobby to the opposite wall. “The cart is down that hall?”

         Tilde nodded.

         The lobby was difficult to navigate, a maze of mostly starved, grungy men, and a few women. I rounded the corner to another hallway, the interior wall broken up by another twenty or so beige doors. Halfway down, a housekeeping cart sat unattended, full of glasses, towels, washcloths, soaps, and those little bottles of shampoo and conditioner. I helped myself to the towels and cloths and returned through the lobby.

         The hotshots gathered around the bar parted like the Red Sea, pausing their conversations long enough for me to pass with arms full of bleached cotton. The elevator shuddered as it approached the second level, and then bounced, the doors opening to a quiet hallway. A large, diamond-shaped mirror hung straight across from where I stood. The woman in the reflection looked different than the tearful, trapped bride in the mirror of the tiny church in Fort Hood. There was hope in my eyes. Independence.

         Room 201 was just fifteen feet from the elevators. I rapped my knuckles against the door. “Housekeeping,” I said, unsure if that was the right thing to do or not.

         “Just a sec!” a man yelled, and then a crash sounded from somewhere inside the room. “Shit! Hang on!”

         The door swung open, and my eyes scrolled up over five feet of white terry cloth, chest, neck, and then a pair of baby-blue eyes. The man was breathing hard, holding open the door, holding his breath when his gaze caught mine. It took him a moment to form a single word. “Hi.”

         “Hi.” I smiled. “Towels?” I said, holding them up.

         “Uh…”

         “I’m sorry, did you…?”

         “Yeah! Yeah,” he said, taking them off my hands. “Sorry about that. I tripped over the damn…Never mind. Thank you.” He grinned. Not the kind of smile a predator like Shawn would flash, hoping to draw me in. “I’m Trex.”

         “Darby,” I said. Just the sound of my name seemed to please him. He couldn’t stop staring at me, and I couldn’t look away.

         “Oh. Damn it, I’m sorry.” Trex dug into his pocket, producing a twenty-dollar bill, and placed it in my palm. “Thanks again.”

         I peered down at the worn paper in my hand. “That’s really not necessary.”

         “I insist.”

         I handed him back the money, forcing myself to say the words that came to mind. “No, thank you.”

         I turned on my heels, leaving Trex standing in the doorway, smiling all the way to the elevator. Saying no to someone for the first time in a long time—maybe ever—gave me a feeling impossible to describe to someone who’d never been a doormat most of their life. It was terrifying and exhilarating at the same time. I didn’t remember feeling so happy.

         “Darby,” Trex called from his room.

         I froze, looking at him over my shoulder. I wondered how long it would take for the paralyzing fear at the sound of a man’s voice saying my name to flush from my system.

         “Would you like to grab dinner sometime?”

         I couldn’t erase the ridiculous grin from my face. “No thanks.”

         “What about lunch?”

         “No thanks.” My smile probably wasn’t convincing, but I couldn’t help it.

         “Do you just love shooting me down, or am I really that detestable?”

         “Yes,” I said, dancing the second I was alone inside the elevator.

         Confrontation and saying no weren’t something I’d been capable of. Even if it led to a horrible death, I would rather go along with a stranger and listen to the alarms going off in my head, desperate for me to exercise self-preservation, than hurt his feelings. I was taught to be polite, comply, appease, ever since I could communicate. Hug that stranger, kiss that aunt, smile to everyone, even if my gut said they were trouble. It’s the reason I found myself on the lap of a friend’s father at midnight during a sleepover with his hands down my pants, and why my grandfather was confident in persuading me to rub him in places I didn’t want to look at, much less touch.

         Saying no was my new superpower, and I would use it every time I had the chance, from now on.
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