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  Foreword



Many years ago there was a woman who continued to go back to her old life, even though it became increasingly burdensome. It was only a matter of time before she was brought into the safety and security of someone who loved her with a kind of love that is pure, that would not hurt or ever leave her. 

While in the midst of the difficult times, what she didn’t know was that she was about to experience a new joy that would actually cause her to sing like she once did when she was a little girl, before the violations, the heartache, or the pursuit of that which was never enough. Even in her darkest hour, a low place, God saw her through. He removed the names of her lovers, even the memory of their faces would eventually fade away. 

Another woman, she was ostracized, even seen as unclean because of a sickness that caused her to bleed for twelve years. She had heard of a man who could help her and knew that if she could just get to Him, she would be healed. She had tried everything else, from going to certain doctors and costly well-known physicians, but nothing and no one could ease her pain. 

As people began to understand who He was, they followed the one she sought desperately to reach. Even though the crowds were dense, she pushed through. Courageously moving past the commotion, likely crawling on the ground in a humble posture, she made the reach and caught hold of the hem of His garment. 

Instantly, she was healed.

Her reach caused Him to turn, look and see her.

He said, “Daughter, your faith has healed you, go in peace.”

She was someone who overcame an ailment, because she believed and touched Jesus, the Messiah who is Healer, Comforter and Counselor.

Each of these women’s stories can be found in the Bible, meaning they are true. These women overcame their past, coming out of the darkest places of pain because they had courage and made the reach. But more than that, they overcame because He first loved them. 

Each one of us has a story of overcoming something and for that very reason you may just find yourself caught up in the storyline of Ammi. 

Although fiction, Ammi portrays an accurate narrative and moving look into the world of commercial sexual exploitation, sex trafficking, and substance use. While common misconceptions are dismantled and grooming tactics are made clear, hope is somehow instilled within this timely portrayal of one woman’s journey. 

As an overcomer of exploitation and severe substance use who spent years in the strip club industry, I often found parallels of truth between Ammi’s experience and my own. In particular, going back to the club, the drugs or even a person, even though these were the very things that were breaking me down. What once promised something good fell short by offering nothing of actual value. False promises, shiny lights and what I thought was the best of the best for a time, proved to never be enough. 

Author Erin Biller captures with illustrative, compelling and yet solemn words, the weight of an exploitive industry, the turmoil experienced from the psychological grips of a predatory culture and the final escape immersed in hope for something different. 

What if healing could happen in a moment? What if the reality of forgiveness from wrongs removed the weight of burden? What if making the reach brought about a new way, different from the old? 

The reality is that affliction stems from exploitation. Fortunately, trauma can be healed in the deepest places of the soul (mind, body). And while overcoming trauma by staying away from old patterns and ways of living is necessary, healing can also happen in a moment, because of Someone. 

A conflicted heart needs one thing. 

There is a voice, a person that stills the heart torn from trauma. I found Him and believe you’ll discover Him in these pages. 




Danielle Freitag, LADC, Author, Action169 Executive Director Overcomer of Commercial Sexual Exploitation 
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  Note from the Author



I began writing this book at age 19, before I even knew about human trafficking in the U.S., and barely knew it existed overseas. But I wrote in obedience to a call God placed on my heart, and He led me to the rest. First with these darker scenes completely outside my personal experience (which made me think there was something very wrong with my imagination). Then with connections to people who held a piece of the process that I couldn’t produce without relying on others.

Reader, I hope you encounter God’s incredible love and tangible, transforming presence as you read this story. That’s the only goal I have in releasing it to the world.

To the one who has been abused, neglected, or worse, may these pages bring you hope and healing. Press through or skip over the triggering parts. There’s light on the other side that you can cling to, and that gleam will lead you to the real source, the Answer your soul cries out for.  







  Endorsements



Erin has skillfully captured what Jesus’ love looks like, using word pictures to reveal the purity and selflessness of His kind of love. She uses words that carry intriguing beauty; words of honey that satisfy the hunger of the broken fragmented soul, the naked, vulnerable, fragile, and exposed. This story is for the daughters who are longing to know the Love that is true.




-Ruth Schueler, Founder of Pray First Ministry






I

Part One


“…But you were naked and vulnerable, fragile and exposed…”

-Ezekiel 16:7b (MSG)







  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




California 2010




“Daniel Carter’s office, how can I help you?” the script rattled from Ammi’s tongue, her fingers mechanically entering data in a spreadsheet. “Good morning, Mrs. Carter, I’ll send you right through.”

Ammi glanced toward Carter’s office, her own reflection staring back, stark beneath dark brown hair. There were shadows where chocolate eyes filled the sockets of her face.

Mr. Carter’s face deepened into a crease. By his grip on the phone and the set of his mouth she knew he was raising his voice. The phone soon slammed into the receiver and he gestured Ammi to him.

“Yes, Mr. Carter?” she closed the door.

“Do not forward calls without checking with me first.”

“But it was your…”

“Wife, yes. Ask first. That’s all.” He growled, a hand sliding through his thinning black hair.

“Of course, sir.” Ammi backed out of the office. Carter gave her a cursory glance.

Ammi wished again that she’d taken a job in the janitorial department. She’d needed work so badly upon arriving in Los Angeles that she would have taken anything, but working in reception appealed to her idea of rising in the world.

Grandmommy had urged college, but she couldn’t get a full-time job and be a student all at once. She would get to that later…work hard in the meantime. Maybe experience would benefit her more than a college degree. Anyway, it had already been a few years since she’d graduated. Going back to a classroom seemed like a leap backwards.

Ammi wondered how Grandmommy was doing. Grandmommy was old enough to remember the days in the South where deadly racism was law. She had worked hard every day of her life, sick or well, and Ammi remembered her commitment to saving spare cash and hours of PTO to fly Ammi to Georgia every summer as a child. Ammi had held to those fourteen days like a lifeline.

She wished she could get Grandmommy to California now, so she could look after her. If only she had the money to do it. And if only Grandmommy would leave her quaint home of fifty years.

Turning her mind back to the pile of paperwork on her desk, Ammi typed away. She couldn’t imagine how she’d landed this job in the first place, but she had been determined to work harder and learn faster than anyone else. Perhaps her feigned confidence had done it. She was proud of how well she’d managed, and now she was lead receptionist in this small machine of a business.

Quitting time was signaled as it was every day. Mr. Carter glanced at his Rolex and slowly stood to his feet. Ammi pushed herself back from her desk and reached for her purse and jacket.

The sound of Mr. Carter’s voice startled her. She stood to find his eyes still lingering where her bent body had been. “I need to see you in my office, Ammi.”

“Yes, sir,” she folded her jacket over her arm and held the purse tight against her chest.

“Close the door behind you.”

Ammi obeyed reluctantly.

“Sit down,” he walked behind his desk. “I have your attendance reports for the quarter.” He placed a single sheet of paper in front of her, reclining his large body against the desk beside it.

Ammi picked it up and scooted back, putting distance between them. “This isn’t right, sir.”

“Sure it is… That’s a lot of tardies this quarter.”

“Sir, with all due respect, I’m here before you are every day. I’ve never been late to work. This document is incorrect.” She held her ground, but fear seized her gut. She couldn’t get fired. If she lost this job, she’d be on the streets. She could barely afford her minimalistic expenses as it was.

Mr. Carter retrieved the report without a word. He looked out the glass pane overlooking the office. Everyone was already gone. He moved to close the blinds.

“Sir, are you letting me go?”

“That’s up to you.” The blinds snapped shut. “I could edit these reports to show a perfect attendance and no one would be the wiser.”

“I’m telling the truth, so yes, I would appreciate that very much.”

“Although I’d need incentive to do that.” His hands rested on her shoulders.

Ammi closed her eyes. “Are you implying…”

“No woman in your stage of life, or with your… credentials…ever kept a job by being good at taking messages.” He began to massage her tense shoulders. “Just one little favor and the report is cleared.”

Ammi’s stomach convulsed. Never! She wanted to scream it. “Mr. Carter…”

“Yes,” his voice seethed with malicious victory.

“Get your hands off of me.”

His grip released for a startled instant. Ammi threw herself at the door, cranked the handle and ran to the stairs.

“You’re fired!” the voice raged from behind her. “FIRED!”

Ammi’s legs carried her to the safety of the bus stop. She leapt into the open door and shrank into a torn seat. Forcing air into her heaving chest, she calmed herself as the business block disappeared at her back.

Entering her tiny studio apartment, Ammi switched on the light and locked the deadbolt. She dropped her keys on the aged laminate counter, filling a mug with water and setting the microwave to 90 seconds. She watched the mug through the screen as it turned around. Removing it, she dropped a tea bag in to steep. The hot liquid drew out the herbs like fingers until all of the liquid became infiltrated. Her body felt heavy as she leaned over the counter, her wrists aching against the edge of the faded yellow countertop. She closed her eyes and breathed deep, urging the residual fear away.

A tainting feeling tingled across her skin. She gripped the mug, allowing the surging heat to scald her palms and keep her in this little apartment rather than lost in memories of long ago. “I’m safe. He can’t get to me.”

Ammi changed into sweats and fuzzy socks and moved to the couch, burying herself in a cocoon of throw blankets. She glanced around at her treasured few possessions. Most had been carefully stowed away until the day finally came to graduate high school and make her way to the Cincinnati airport. Carrying all she owned in two small suitcases, purchased at a thrift store with tips earned waiting tables, she had made her escape to the land of dreamers. The single couch, really a loveseat, had been found second-hand shortly after Ammi landed her job and was able to rent this apartment.

She glanced over at the air mattress on the floor covered neatly in a single pillow and sheet. Each humble item in her home was a treasure hard-earned. The backpack that had served her since school days was her dresser, her few business outfits for work hung on wire hangers in a tiny closet. It had taken years to acquire those few outfits, buying one piece at a time.

In the kitchen drying rack sat a solitary plate, glass, spoon, and fork. The faucet leaked continually, so her bowl remained in the sink to catch the water for dishwashing.

A small stack of borrowed books sat against a wall that would’ve held a tv had she owned one. Next to those sat a pile of sketch pads and two pairs of shoes, work heels and walking shoes.

Ammi finished the last gulp of tea and grabbed a sketchbook from the top of the pile. She retrieved her utensils and began sketching the majestic city scene as viewed from her solitary window. Her body calmed as she lost herself in the familiar task. The shadows took more space than the light on her page tonight.

Sighing, Ammi set the pad down.

“What am I going to do?” She curled up and cried, cringing at the memory of Carter’s touch, remembering how hard she’d worked for that job, wondering how she’d ever find another one without a reference. No savings to ride on. She wished she could talk to Grandmommy, but the time difference meant it was past midnight in Georgia.

The wracking of her body knocked the sketchpad to the floor. She bent to retrieve it, noticing a yellow faded pad at the bottom of the stack. Her hands gingerly flipped the pages of her amateur sketches. She smiled at her first attempt at Grandmommy’s swampy backyard view. She’d been ten years old when this pad had been gifted to her. “It’ll do you good to draw again, darlin’,” Grandmommy had urged. She’d been right as usual, the graphite in her hand allowing Ammi to say all the things she never could use words to utter. Words… an art form she’d never felt secure in.

She flipped to a heavily shaded sketch of her parents… her mother watching tv, her father leaning into the doorframe, a glass tumbler in hand. Turning a thick section forward she found the sketch of Mr. Fastino, her junior high English teacher. She didn’t need to look at this one, the memory of his face was etched in her mind. She grinned automatically at his youthful face… her first crush.

She opened the second and third sketchbooks, settling on a picture of Christina at graduation, her wiry red curls peeking out from beneath that crooked cap. She giggled at how it perched like a nest high on Christina’s sweet round head. Though they had never spoken outside of a sort of hidden language of grins and compassionate glances, she had always known the quiet girl was her only friend in that little Ohio town. Ammi could still feel the clammy warmth of that sympathetic hand reaching across an aisle in elementary school to let her know she wasn’t alone.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




After a grueling job search and a warning of eviction, Ammi settled for a cashier position at a gas station. The one good thing about it was the location. Nearby was a park, a haven in the city. Like the rusty old backyard swing set of her childhood, Ammi fled to its inviting, wide-open space daily. She loved the rush of turning her back on dingy shiftwork and racing into its vibrant green arms.

Today she weaved her way across well-worn paths, between dogs and children grasping for every moment of summer play, and found the black iron bench that had become her own. She eased onto it with a sigh, situating her belongings on the seat around her. Routinely unwrapping a sandwich from its reusable bag, she took in the surroundings in total serenity.

Her breathing matched the rhythmic gusting of the breeze; her body sank deeper into the bench, welcoming the sun’s warm greeting. The bustle of lunchtime traffic filled the world at her back, but stretched out before her eyes were canopies of shade under countless trees and beds of grass spotted with the multi-colored evidence of recreational joy.

Nibbling on fresh-cut fruit, Ammi’s eyes wandered to the people around her. A curious couple pulled magnetically at her attention. Stretched out on a ragged blanket sat a young bearded man in a crisp suit, his longer hair smoothed into a hairtie at the base of his head, chatting merrily with a much-older woman. Dirt entangled itself into every crevice of her wardrobe, and tattered hair drooped over slouching shoulders, but it was undeniable that her face was currently lined with genuine human delight.

The spread of food between them could only be described as a small feast, even if in plastic containers. They grinned politely over veggies, thick deli sandwiches, crackers and cheese, beef sticks and grapes. A box of desserts sat untouched.

Ammi had long-finished her food and needed to clock back in soon, but she couldn’t peel herself away from the peculiar scene across the park. After a few more minutes, the man offered dessert and placed his hand on the lady’s shoulder, bowing his head.

Ammi slid from the seat and rushed back toward the streetlight, tapping the crosswalk button a few times before racing the blinking light to the other side.

The following day went as most days did now. Ammi woke to the blaring alarm, tidied the bed, ate a miniscule breakfast and showered. Before rushing out the door she strapped on her walking shoes and stuffed the pre-made PB&J into a handbag containing a simple wallet, keys, and a sketchpad and pencil.

The morning dragged on at work. She faced shelves, dusted, checked customers out, and watched the clock until 1:00 signaled the arrival of her coworker, and her ability to take break. Ammi hurriedly snatched up her belongings and made her way outside. The summer sun beat down on the pavement, lined with irregular cracks caused by shifting far below the seen surface. Stains of oil and debris rose invisibly to choke out the clean air. She hustled down the busy sidewalk, the sound of honking horns and blinding light obstructing her senses. Arriving at the familiar bench, she eased onto it and embraced the best part of her day.

* * *

Joel watched the young woman cross the path and seat herself on the same bench she’d sat at the previous day. He’d seen her arrival in just the same manner, like clockwork, but had been enjoying his lunch with a new friend. The old woman had been sleeping in the park when he’d invited her to eat with him, a moment’s ease for a weary soul.

Today, though, his eyes were averted again by the caramel-skinned woman with the thick, dark hair. He dug out a box of processed desserts and made his way toward the bench.

“Excuse me?”

Her body visibly jumped at the sound of his voice. He almost regretted breaking the silence she clearly enjoyed. She slid a pad of paper under her thigh.

“Yes?” her soft voice queried.

“May I sit?” Joel gestured.

She nodded hesitantly.

“I see you’re done with lunch already. Can I offer you a zebra dessert?”

A slight grin crossed her oval face. “Sure, thanks.” Feminine fingers received the package.

“Are you on break from work?” he cheerfully initiated as he bit into a deli sandwich loaded with potato chips.

She swallowed before responding. “Yes, I work just over there at a gas station.”

He grinned, “I work just over there a few blocks further.”

“In the skyscraper?” her interest peaked.

“Something like that,” he grinned, consuming a quarter of the remaining sandwich in one giant bite.

She looked amused. “What do you do?”

“I’m an architect.”

Her eyebrows rose.

“It sounds fancy but translates to some fairly monotonous views of carpet-paneled walls.”

She laughed politely. “Better than cleaning public toilets, I bet.”

He laughed with her.

“I saw you here yesterday,” she paused. “With a very attractive date.”

He smiled. “That was a good lunch. Have you ever noticed how in a bustling city you can find the loneliest people on Earth? There’s humanity all around, in your space, yet what we all crave is simple interaction…”

She looked away, thoughtful. “What’s your name?”

“Joel Emanuel Hayes,” he uttered proudly. “What’s yours?”

“Ammi. Ammi Osman.”

“Nice to meet you, Ammi Osman.” For the first time, briefly, their eyes met. “Well, I’ve gotta go, but I’ll be back tomorrow if you want more dessert.”

“Okay,” she smiled up at him before turning her gaze gracefully to the trees.

* * *

Ammi couldn’t silence the anticipation that grew each day of eating lunch with the vibrant Joel Hayes. Beyond the generous food supply he shared, he was her first friend in this city. Even though Joel had such a forward way, he entertained her.

“So tell me about yourself, Joel,” she ventured a little further than the small talk of their previous meetings.

“Well,” he gestured to himself, his olive skin and waves of dark hair free flowing today. “I’m from the Middle East.”

“I didn’t want to assume,” Ammi grinned, catching his eyes on her face again. “But you’re not fully…?” She ventured.

“There’s a bit of European in there,” he pointed to his ocean-tide eyes, a boyish grin creasing his amiable face. Ammi wondered if there were dimples underneath the thick growth of beard. It wasn’t black, but rather a mix of colors like shades of brown in the Fall.

“Why’d you leave?” she focused on her food again.

“I left home to experience a life of my own,” he took a bite.

“I can relate to that.”

“But I did grow up here… on the East Coast I mean.”

“I grew up in Ohio.”

“Ah, Midwest girl. So what about you? What’s your history?”

“Tell me about your family.”

A quick question flashed across his face but he didn’t skip a beat. “Let’s see… when I was a young boy my parents fled Iran during a big revolution there. We went through the hard years of language acquisition, becoming citizens, all of it. But we’re all thankful for freedom, and proud of what we’ve accomplished. My parents expect a lot from us. Families in my culture are pretty tight-knit, and I have a very large one. Eight siblings, and I’m right in the middle of the pack.” 

Ammi grinned through a bite of pastry. He went on, “There’s an order to things, a hierarchy and an awareness of responsibility for each other. I send money back home, and I visit when I can, but it’s not enough… just ask my mom.” He winked. “But I have this itch to see the world and have a life of my own…a career… an individual experience. I like excitement,” he offered Ammi another chocolate-almond pastry. “I have a little mission to climb every mountain range I can find.”

“I think you’ve found my weakness already.”

“Mountains?”

Ammi shook her head. “Chocolate.”

“I’ll take note of that,” he scarfed a giant bite.

Ammi laughed. “You’re gonna choke.”

“I’ve had plenty of practice.” He chewed and sighed. “These are so good.”

“Agreed,” Ammi finished hers and dusted her hands, leaning into the metal seat. “Tell me more.” She liked hearing him talk. He was different from anyone she’d ever known. His personality was easy and light, but he would drop an occasional passing phrase that would keep her mind turning for hours after they parted.

Joel’s company made Ammi feel not quite alone in this city, and even if she didn’t quite belong either, it was good enough to have that much.

* * *

Joel watched the clock every day for lunchtime. He made his way to the park ahead of Ammi and sat with eyes trained on the busy street. Each time he spotted Ammi’s graceful figure approaching under canopy of trees, his heart gave an involuntary jolt.

His evenings were filled with thoughts of her, wonder at who hid under those averted eyes.

It had been a few weeks of casual lunches when Joel ventured, “So Amy was a popular name in the 80s, but what inspired Ammi with an ‘ah’?”

She paused, “My mother is the kind of person to be difficult just for the fight. I’m assuming that had something to do with it.”

“Your dad didn’t mind?”

“He likes a fight,” her face clouded.

He reverted back to generic. “You’ve heard all about my crazy family. Do you have siblings?”

Her eyes dropped lower, “No, no siblings.”

Joel felt like he’d struck out again. He didn’t know what to ask now and was relieved when Ammi turned the conversation on him again. He told about his journalist father and how his mother ran a little shop where he spent early years folding clothes and displaying merchandise. How he’d spent hours looking out the shop window at the old buildings around him and began building models in the storage room.

He soon tried Ammi again, “So what do you want to be when you grow up?”

She grinned, “Ha, well… I did think for a while that I’d become a teacher… one who could look past appearances and really notice the kids…” her voice trailed off. She often did that, starting and abruptly stopping, revealing very little. He saw the nervous tapping of her fingers on her leg.

Joel watched the salty breeze bend the branches on a tree, causing the slightest rustle of leaves. “Everyone needs someone in their life who can peer into them and see the person they can be, to see the gold in them and draw it out.”

“Exactly,” Ammi followed Joel’s glance to the tree. “But that’s rare, from my experience.”

Joel turned toward her, a question on his lips.

“Go ahead, I know you have something to say,” she smiled uneasily.

“I do. First, do you want some cake?” he handed her a fork. “And second, you still have time to go to school, so why don’t you do it? You obviously care… You could make a real difference in some young lives.”

Ammi plunged the fork into the fluffy cake and ate it slowly. “Delicious frosting today, Joel.”

“I made it from scratch,” he drove his fork deep into the center. “But, seriously, school?”

She sighed, “I know I have time. I came to California to try something… uncoerced. I want a life I choose. You can relate… College seemed like the answer everyone else takes, and I never did fit into the mold.”

“Excuses, Ammi.”

She aimed her fork against his in retaliation, stealing the final bite.

He chuckled, “But if you change your mind… people can go to school even at sixty these days. You have at least, what? Five, ten years until then?”

Ammi joined in with Joel’s easy laughter.
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An excessively attractive man began coming around the gas station frequently. From the safety of professional distraction straightening chips and candy, Ammi watched him out of the corner of her eye. His sandy brown hair tangled around his face as though never deciding whether to be curly or straight. His face was smooth, cut in distinct lines that caused her chest to tighten.

One day his curious eyes pinned on Ammi. She realized how childish she must look with no makeup on, hair slicked back in a bun, boxed into an unflattering button-up shirt.

He cornered her at the checkout and she braced herself.

“Hi, I’m Nathem,” confidence oozed from him, sky blue linen shirt open at the top, sleek loafers crossed as he lounged in a casual lean toward her.

“Hi,” Ammi busied herself with the sunflower seeds and sweet tea he was purchasing. His eyes were cold gray like a Spring rainstorm. She could smell his enticing after shave, complemented by a pearly sly smile under thin lips, set off by dimples.

“I’ve seen you in here a few times, but I think you’re new?”

“I’ve worked here a few months now,” she reached for the offered cash. His perusal disconcerted her, and her fingers quivered as she handed back the change.

Nathem smirked, “Well, I’ll see you around… Ammi,” he reached to point at her name tag. Ammi felt heat rush into her cheeks as she turned away to dust the suddenly filthy counter behind her.

In the coming days Nathem came around more. He spent a small fortune on snacks he couldn’t be consuming that quickly.

Ammi found him creeping into her thoughts when she should be working, hoping he’d show up again. His face appeared in her sketches and on the face of many a character in her evening reading. Not to mention the dreams. On days he didn’t come by, she found herself disappointed. It was one of these days when she sat distractedly beside Joel at the park.

“What’s got you so quiet today?”

“I’m always quiet,” Ammi glanced at him, watching his eager devouring of a container of chocolate pudding. A similar treat sat in her own hand, untouched.

“Well, it must be something serious.”

“Why do you assume that?”

His face was solemn. “It’s keeping you from chocolate. Nothing keeps you from chocolate.”

Ammi shoved his firm arm with her fist and forced a bite of pudding. “Happy?”

“That’s better,” he smiled warmly. “Tell me about the first memory you have of being happy.”

Ammi was used to these kinds of questions by now. She resisted the physical response to guard herself from him.

“I do have this one memory,” she paused, “I was at my Grandmommy’s. I was probably six or seven, and I’d found a box of ribbons and pretty things in her basement closet. A lot of it was probably sewing scraps, but to me it was finery from a fairy tale,” she grinned. “She always had the stereo playing, so I grabbed all I could carry and ran up to the living room where I spun in circles and waved the ribbon all over place, dancing for I don’t know how long.”

“That sounds magical. I love the innocence of childhood,” Joel stared up at the clouds in reverie. “Did she mind?”

“Grandmommy? No,” Ammi smiled widely, “When she walked in on me, I was scared I’d get my butt whipped, but she cranked up the Gospel music, and joined in the fun. We danced until dark and then sat on the back porch with our sweet tea listening to the toads and crickets.”

Joel watched Ammi as she laughed, taking in the sweet sound. Her eyes sparkled when she talked about her grandmother.

“All of my happy memories revolve around her,” Ammi looked at him for the first time today.

“We all need a happy place,” he said softly.

Ammi nodded. “She’s mine.”

“Did you grow up close by her?”

“No, she’s from Georgia.”

“Were you always in Ohio?”

“Yes,” Ammi hesitated. Joel was sure she’d go quiet when she turned probing eyes on him and continued, “My Granddad was nearing forty by the time he and my Grandmommy married. She wasn’t much younger. They never had children… So when a social worker from their church told them about a teenage girl in need of a home, they adopted her, no questions asked.”

“And she was your…”

“Mother. It wasn’t many years later that she met my father and ran away to Ohio.”

“It must’ve been hard for your grandparents?”

“They loved her, but she just… couldn’t change I guess.” Her head lowered.

Joel nodded. “But they let you have a relationship with your grandparents?”

“They were happy to have me off of their hands.”

The mood was sinking fast.

“It sounds like you bonded with your grandparents deeply.”

“I did. We lost Granddad about ten years ago… I’m scared it won’t be long before I lose Grandmommy, too… She’s not doing well. I’m trying to save up to move her here, but this job just isn’t cutting it.”

“You seem to love her a lot. She’s lucky to have you.”

“If it weren’t for her…” Ammi stopped.

Joel gave her the space he knew she needed. “Keep working hard. It’ll work out.”

But Ammi wasn’t so sure. The numbers weren’t adding up and she didn’t have time to waste. She tossed the pudding in the trash. “Thanks for the treat, Joel, I just couldn’t finish it today.”

A cloud moved over the sun, making the grass appear black and spotty. Joel wished he could keep a smile on Ammi’s face. She seemed troubled most of the time. “We’ll think of something, Ammi. We will get her out here.”

Ammi’s attempted grin quivered. “Thanks, but I don’t think there’s much you can do. It’s not likely to happen.” She draped a cardigan over her arm and sauntered away.

It was the following day that Nathem appeared again. “Hey there, Ammi.”

“Hi,” she tried to look relaxed but didn’t know what to do with her hands. “Gas today?”

“No, I actually came to ask you on a date.”

Ammi was stunned. “You… want me to…”

He chuckled, “Yes, I want you to accompany me to dinner. Friday?”

“I… uh… sure, I’d like that,” Ammi stammered, not knowing where to place her eyes now.

“I’ll pick you up. Can I get your number?”

She scribbled it down on a scrap of paper and handed it to him.

“I’ll be there at seven on Friday,” he tucked the paper away and backed out the door. “Can’t wait.”

“Me either,” her voice sounded hoarse in her ears.

On Friday after work, Ammi prepared herself anxiously, peering out the window every few minutes to watch for Nathem’s car. At ten to seven he appeared and pressed the buzzer. She gave it a few extra seconds before answering, “I’ll be right down.”

She forced her legs to take the stairs slowly, pressing her hand hard against her stomach. Before turning the corner, she breathed deep and forced a smile. Nathem returned the gesture upon seeing her through the glass doors, which he held for her. His nearness sent her pulse haywire as he led her to a flashy BMW. He opened the door, placing his hand on the small of her back. He smelled fresh, masculine, hints of toothpaste and body wash, the heat from the water having yet to dissipate from his skin. Ammi fiddled with the strap of her only purse.

She could feel the blush when she looked into his inviting eyes.

“Are you ready?”

She nodded, the seatbelt cutting at her air supply.

The dominance of the engine was overpowering, sending waves of energy that at once excited and clutched her body tight against the leather seat. Nathem navigated crowded streets with expertise and a little too much speed.

He soon escorted her into a fancy seafood restaurant. Her hand stroked the faded faux exterior of the secondhand purse.

“Am I underdressed?”

“You’re perfect,” he gestured toward a secluded booth in the back corner. The place had dim lights and burgundy booths, complemented by solid oak tabletops. The staff wore crisp white shirts with constricting black bow ties.

Nathem ordered a bottle of wine and Ammi sipped on room temperature water with lemon, perusing the menu. She wasn’t hungry but ordered the special.

Nathem consumed an impressive amount of wine while waiting for the appetizer. He leaned forward, interest gleaming brighter than the lamp overhead.

Before he could get personal, Ammi set him on track to do most of the talking, “So, tell me about yourself. Who are you?”

“Who am I? Hm…” he gulped thoughtfully. Ammi watched him carefully.

“Well I was quite the misguided youth, you could say. Typical story, you know. My parents are wealthy enough that they didn’t have much time for me, their only son. They both have successful careers and busy social calendars, and I was fairly self-sufficient, so they really thought I was fine.” He emptied his glass. “But I was bored. We had maids and the like, who just let me do my thing, which was playing video games or online chatting primarily. Did you ever chat during dial-up days?”
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