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I’m sending a copy to heaven for you...
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The snow was coming down heavy, making it nearly impossible to see more than a couple of feet ahead. I turned my high beams on, knowing that the likelihood of anyone else being out at this time of night during the worst storm Haven Brook had seen in twenty years was unlikely. Hell, I didn’t want to be out in it myself. My gloved hand gripped the steering wheel as I slowed down to go through the curve I knew was coming.

Out of nowhere, a pair of headlights blinded me as I rounded the bend. I carefully tried to maneuver the truck to the side to avoid the other car, feeling the exact moment that I hit a patch of ice that sent the truck spinning. There was a loud noise as metal plowed into something solid. A horn blared, cutting into the calm silence of the night.

A few seconds later the truck came to a stop on the side of the hill, the tail end butted up against a thick tree. I put it in park and turned off the engine before I grabbed a flashlight out of the glove box and hopped out. It was pitch black which limited my visibility, even with a flashlight. I stepped carefully as the snow sunk around me with each step, patches of ice just inches below. Luckily, I knew the area and even though I was only in ankle deep snow now, it could be waist high in a matter of minutes.

I made my way toward the side of the road, making sure to stay alert for any oncoming traffic. The sound of the horn was getting closer as I walked toward a clearing on the other side of the two-lane highway. Plunged head first into an embankment of trees was the red sedan that had almost hit me. I quickly scanned the area with the flashlight as I made my way over, looking for anyone that might have been ejected from the vehicle.

I walked over to the driver’s side window and looked in. A woman was face down against the airbag that had been deployed. I quickly moved the flashlight around and glanced in the backseat where I saw a little girl, not much older than my son, sitting in the backseat, crying. My heart raced as I tried to pull the door handle to open it, only to find the doors were locked.

“Can you unlock your door?” I screamed, hoping the little girl could hear me over the horn as I pointed to the lock. She shook her head no as she tried to open it. I let out a frustrated breath as I realized the child lock was probably on since I do the same thing for Liam. I smiled warmly at the girl and hoped that she could see it before I went back to the driver’s side door. I knocked loudly on the glass, hoping the woman would come to so I wouldn’t have to break it and scare the child.

A few seconds later she slowly lifted her head and looked around as she blinked a few times. Her eyes immediately went to the rearview mirror and I could see her lips move as she talked to the girl. I knocked again on the window, watching as she turned to look at me.

“Can you unlock the doors?” I shouted again, shivering as the wind whipped past me, leaving an icy chill in its place.

She nodded yes and pressed the button. I was relieved when I heard the sound and quickly reached forward to open the door. I had plenty of questions to ask her, including what the hell she was doing out in this weather with a child, but needed to get away from the blaring horn before I completely lost my hearing.

I gave her a few seconds after I opened the door so I didn’t startle or overwhelm her. She looked like she was pretty out of it and from the way the front end of her car was wrapped around the tree, I could see why.

“My name is Grant, I’m going to help you guys out of the car and get you into my truck. Can you move?” I asked loudly as I looked between both of them before setting the flashlight on the hood of the car, casting enough light around them without blinding anyone.

“I can move, I’m not hurt,” the little girl called back to me as she clutched a stuffed animal against her chest. She was still buckled in which made me hopeful that she didn’t have any serious injuries.

“How about you, ma’am? Can you move? Are you hurt?” I looked directly at the woman as I scanned her body to check for any bleeding or signs of injuries.

“I can move, I think.” She reached down and pushed the button to release her seatbelt. I grabbed the strap and pushed it to the side when it refused to wind back in place. She turned to look at me, still dazed as if she didn’t know what to do.

“Very slowly, I want you to turn to the side and bring your legs out.” I glanced around us, checking to make sure everything was still safe before asking them to get out. She nodded as she did what I asked and sat there waiting for me to continue.

“That’s great,” I said gently. “Now I’m going to reach in and I want you to grab onto my arm with both hands while I help you out. Are you ready?”

She nodded yes and slowly grabbed onto my arm, lifting herself out of the car as I brought my other arm behind to help steady her. She was a little wobbly at first but seemed to regain her balance fairly quickly. When I was confident that she wasn’t going to fall, I turned my attention to the little girl.

“Okay honey, now it’s your turn. Can you unbuckle your seatbelt while I unlock the door?” She smiled and pressed the button to release it as I heard the door unlock. I was thankful to see that her seatbelt immediately pulled back in and didn’t appear to have been damaged in the accident. I opened the door and she scooted forward, taking my hand as she carefully stepped out of the car.

“Watch your step, it’s very slick out here,” I warned as I held her steady before helping to move her next to the woman.

“My truck is on the other side of the road, not too far away. Do you need anything from the car before we go?”

The woman looked dazed as she stared blankly at me. I ran a hand down the scruff on my face, knowing that we needed to get moving. I grabbed the flashlight from the hood and quickly scanned the car. Aside from a travel pillow and a few duffle bags, there wasn’t much in there.

“We don’t have anything, just those bags in the backseat. My mom has her purse and her phone up front in the passenger seat,” the little girl offered as she shivered. I nodded as I reached in and grabbed the two duffle bags and slung them over my shoulder before walking around to the passenger side of the car. The door was hard to open from the damage of the accident but after a couple of hard pulls, I was able to pry it open enough to get inside. I grabbed the purse and cellphone from the seat and let the door slam shut. I stuffed the phone into my pocket and wrapped the purse over my shoulder along with the duffle bags before getting the flashlight situated.

I walked back around to the driver’s side and stood next to them so they could hear me over the horn that was still blaring.

“We need to walk across the highway and over to the other side, do you think you guys can do that?”

I prayed they could, otherwise, this was going to take even longer if I had to carry both of them to the truck in separate trips. They both nodded and the little girl reached up and grabbed the woman’s hand, forcing her out of her daze.

“Come on, mom, we need to walk across the street to get to the truck.” Her voice was small but there was the maturity of a little girl who had to grow up way too quickly. It hit a little too close to home when I thought of Liam and how he grew up faster than he should have after his mom died. 

The woman smiled and nodded before turning her head to look at me. The flashlight caught her features just right, casting a warm glow on her golden-brown hair. She was incredibly gorgeous, even with trickles of blood-stained on her head. I shook my head and forced myself to focus as I glanced toward the highway. It was one thing to get myself across an icy, snow-packed highway, knowing how to walk in this weather. It was another to get a woman and a child across safely, assuming that they didn’t know how to walk in it given that they were severely underdressed for the weather to begin with.

“Alright, we better get going,” I huffed as I drew in a cold breath of air. “What’s your name, sweetie?” I asked, looking down at the little girl who was still holding the woman’s hand.

“I’m Annie, this is my mom, Lacey.” She looked up at her nervously, the way a child does when they get in trouble for giving too much information to a stranger.

“That’s a pretty name.” I smiled to try to put them both at ease. “Okay, we’re going to walk very carefully up this small hill and onto the freeway. The snow has started to pack which will help keep us from having to walk on ice, but that doesn’t mean that you won’t still hit a patch. I want you to be very careful and take one step at a time. Make sure your foot is planted and secure before taking the next step, okay?”

They both nodded and slowly started walking toward me. We walked alongside each other and I was relieved that it was going faster than I thought. We reached the highway, which was empty, and made it across quickly without any problems. I could see the truck not too far off in the distance and was happy that we could finally get inside and warm up. I clicked the button to unlock the doors as we got closer. I shined the light toward the back, making sure there wasn’t any damage that would keep us from getting out of there. More snow had fallen and had already covered up the footprints from where I had been earlier which meant that the storm was coming quickly and we needed to get moving before we were stranded for the night.

I opened the back door and helped Annie get in, making sure she was buckled in before reaching under the seat and pulling out a couple of blankets. I handed one to her as she smiled and grabbed it, quickly wrapping it tightly around herself as she shivered. I sat the duffle bags on the floor below the seat next to her and closed the door before walking around to the passenger door and helping Lacey inside. Once she was settled in, I handed her the other blanket and waited until she had pulled it around herself before putting on her seatbelt. I pulled the phone out of my pocket and handed it to her along with the purse before shutting the door and making my way around to climb in.

I stuck the key in the ignition and turned it, disappointed when it refused to start. I saw the look on Lacey’s face from the corner of my eye as worry lines formed across her brow. I clenched my jaw and tried again, relieved when I heard it sputter a few times before it finally started. I made sure the four-wheel-drive was still turned on before slowly putting it in drive and easing up the side of the hill. Thank the Lord that it wasn’t a steep hill. I couldn’t deal with anything else tonight and was already frozen to the bone from being out in the cold for so long. I cranked up the heat and made sure the vents were aimed toward the back so Annie would get warm.

The drive back to my house wouldn’t take long but I had no idea where they were planning to stay. If they hadn’t made a reservation they were going to be screwed with everything already being booked for New Year’s Eve. Haven Brook was far from a big city but they threw one of the best New Year’s Eve parties and all of the neighboring small towns came in to celebrate which meant booming business for the two hotels that were still open. 

“Where do you want me to take you?” I asked, keeping my eyes on the road to make sure there weren’t any more close calls for the night.

“Um, if there’s a hotel nearby, that would be great.” Her voice was soft and had the loving tone that you would hear from a mother. It had been hard to hear her earlier with the horn blaring in my ears.

“Do you have a reservation?” I quickly glanced at her before focusing on the road again.

She shook her head no and looked out the window as she pulled the sleeve of her sweater over her hand and covered her mouth nervously.

“Okay, do you have anyone you could stay with?” I was trying to figure out what she was doing here in the first place, my mind completely boggled that she would attempt to drive through this storm without stopping to let it pass. This was just the beginning of it and according to the news, it was about to get really bad, really quick.

“I don’t know anyone here, we were just passing through. I didn’t expect for us to need to stay the night.” Her tone changed slightly and I heard an edge to it.

I don’t know what came over me but I looked in the rearview mirror into the eyes of a scared little girl and found myself doing the unthinkable.

“You can stay with me.” I gripped the steering wheel tighter than necessary and stared at the road in front of me while trying to fight off the feelings of regret that were already starting to blossom.
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I stared out the window into the darkness as the truck slowed down once we were in town. Subtly, I cast a glance at the stranger beside me, wondering what I was going to do with his offer for us to stay with him. I anxiously ran my tongue back and forth along the roof of my mouth as I tried to think through what options I had left.

My car was totaled, I was stuck in a small town with no place to stay, in the middle of a freaking blizzard. I shivered at the thought of what would have happened if he hadn’t come to save us. Tears started to fill my eyes as I quickly blinked them away, pushing aside the images that had been haunting me for months. As much as I hated the thought of staying the night at some man’s house that I didn’t know, I hated the thought of what would happen if we didn’t find somewhere to lay low for the night. I had no idea where I was but I could definitely tell that it was a small town, and you don’t just show up in one and expect not to be the talk of it by morning.

I looked around as we turned left and started heading through a neighborhood of cozy-looking houses. Each one was slightly different than the other but overall they looked the same. A smile played across my lips as I imagined little kids playing in the street as their parents visited with the neighbors while they sat on the front porches drinking lemonade. That was always the life I thought I would have but it’s funny the curveballs that were thrown at me instead.

A few minutes later the truck slowly eased into a driveway and I glanced back to see Annie had already fallen asleep. The truck crept forward as the garage door opened and I was thankful that I wouldn’t have to try to carry her inside in the snow. The garage door closed quietly behind us as he turned off the engine and turned to smile at me.

He was a very attractive man, relatively clean-cut aside from the scruff on his face from missing a couple of days of shaving. In the dim light of the garage, I could see the slightest hint of blue in his eyes and had to reassure myself that serial killers were often good looking guys and not to let my guard down. Okay, so maybe I wasn’t actually worried that he might be a serial killer. It was more likely that I was guarded because I couldn’t remember the last time a man was genuinely nice to me without wanting something in return. I smiled back nervously as my fingers fumbled around, working to undo the seatbelt when he opened the door and got out, closing it softly behind him to keep from waking Annie. Once I had my seatbelt undone, I quietly opened the door, surprised to see him on the other side as he helped me out.

“Thanks, Gra—“ I paused, completely embarrassed that I had already forgotten his name. I knew it started with a G but now that I was trying to use it, I couldn’t remember it for the life of me. Was it Graham? Garth? Gonad? I wrinkled my nose and shook my head, knowing I must be delirious if I was considering that was his name.

I heard him chuckle as he tried to look away, a dimple making its way next to the smile that pulled across his face. He coughed to clear his laughter before looking back at me with a forced stoic expression on his face.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered as I felt the heat travel up my neck to my face. He let a small laugh out as he held up his hand to stop me from saying anything more.

“No worries, it’s Grant,” he laughed as he looked past me to the back seat. “Do you want me to carry her in for you?”

“Oh no, you don’t have to do that. I’ll get her, but thank you.” I took a few steps back and quietly opened the door before reaching in and leaning across her to undo her seatbelt. Her puppy was clutched to her chest forcing a lump in my throat every time I saw how much she cherished the worn-out stuffed animal. I gently pulled it from her arms so I could pick her up, grabbing it once I had a good hold on her. I smiled as Grant turned and walked in front of me, opening the door as he stepped to the side to let me through.

I heard his footsteps beside me as he reached over and flipped on the light switch in the kitchen, casting enough light for us to see without it waking up Annie. The house already felt cozy and welcoming which was a nice feeling given everything that we had been through in the past 24 hours. He quickly showed me the kitchen and asked that we help ourselves to anything in the fridge before leading me around the corner into the living room. There was a long hallway that separated the two rooms with a staircase at the end.

I shifted my weight to try to adjust for Annie’s weight when Grant noticed and pulled his brows together. The tour of the house wrapped up quickly as he cleared some books and a video game controller from the couch so I could set Annie down. He apologized several times, mostly muttering under his breath, about not having a spare room to offer us. The couch was big enough for Annie to sleep comfortably, and there was an oversized recliner in the corner that I could take. Honestly, I was happy to not have to sleep in the car as I had planned. 

“This is perfect, thank you so much,” I said quietly as I laid Annie down on the couch and pulled the blanket from the truck up over her. She looked so small and fragile while she was sleeping and I had to remind myself that she was only 8 and not the 14-year-old she sometimes acted like. She was growing up too fast, and unfortunately, life was forcing her to leave a part of her childhood behind with the hand she was dealt.

“I’ll go grab your stuff from the truck and bring it in for you.” His eyes shifted to Annie laying on the couch and I could see a look of concern on his face.

“Maybe we should get her to a hospital, have her checked out,” he said warily with his hands on his hips. I looked down and looked at her as a flood of emotions swept over me as I had been wondering the same thing since we fled. 

“She’s fine, she just needs some rest.” I swallowed hard and lifted my eyes, pinning him with a look that I hoped would shift his focus from her to me.

“You guys were in a pretty bad accident, you should go see a doctor and have them run tests.”

“Trust me, I see this kind of stuff all the time. We’re okay.” I smiled the smile I was used to wearing every day for two months as I lied and told everyone I was okay.

“Are you a doctor?” He crossed his arms over his chest and studied me with intense curiosity.

“No, I’m not a doctor,” I snapped and crossed my arms to match his. I was exhausted and not in the mood to deal with whatever this was. Perhaps he had good intentions and was simply asking a question, but part of me knew that there was more to it than that. There was judgment lingering in the air between us that I had been dealing with from men in my life for as long as I could remember. The constant feeling of needing to explain myself before they took my word to be good enough. 

“Exactly— you need to get to the hospital and—"

“I’m a trauma nurse and I see stuff like this every day in the ER. I’ve been doing this for 5 years and know the signs and symptoms of what to watch for. There is no need for us to risk our lives by going out in this storm for them to tell you the same thing I’m telling you now.” My tone was firm as I stood my ground, trembling on the inside as a quick burst of adrenaline shot through me. It was the truth though, I had been watching Annie from the moment we got into his truck, looking for any signs that I should be concerned with. 

“Fine, it’s your call. I’ll be back with your stuff in a few minutes.” He turned and walked out the door to the garage, leaving me in silence and alone with my thoughts. When he came back with the duffle bags, he set them down and mumbled goodnight as he stalked off down the hall and upstairs where I heard a door close behind him. I pushed the bags to the side with my foot so they were out of the way before I leaned down to adjust Annie on the couch. 

I looked down, her beautiful face was angelic with her brown hair fanned out on the pillow, her skin a soft ivory color. I reached out and gently touched the bruise that was fading on her cheek before I wiped away the tear that slid down my face. I pulled in a deep breath and forced myself to release it slowly, the way I had learned to do it during my therapy sessions. This wasn’t the time or the place for a breakdown so I tucked the blanket into the back of the couch and placed a soft kiss on her forehead before climbing into the recliner and closing my eyes. It was strange but for the first time in months, I felt oddly safe and for once, I slept peacefully. 
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The house was eerily quiet when I woke up, sending me into a panic when I didn’t hear Liam’s cartoons blaring from the living room, the tell-tell sign it was Sunday. As suddenly as the fear washed over me, it evaporated just the same when I remembered that he had stayed the night with my mom after I had to run out of town to help a friend fix their furnace before the storm hit.

I rolled out of bed and stretched, my back and neck super achy and sore as I remembered the impact I felt when my truck hit the tree. I ran a hand over my shoulder as I slowly rolled my neck a few times until I heard the pop that provided the relief I was looking for. I pulled the curtain back and looked outside, confirming that at least 12 inches of new snow had fallen since we got home last night.

We. The word hit me like a ton of bricks, forcing back all of the thoughts and feelings I struggled with last night as I tried to fall asleep. I pulled a hoodie over my head and worked my jaw back and forth as I pictured the beautiful woman and her daughter that were still downstairs. In my house. I let out a heavy sigh before grabbing my cell phone and shoving it into the pocket of my sweatpants.

Quietly, I went downstairs, hoping I wouldn’t wake them as the stairs softly creaked beneath my weight. I paused outside the living room and glanced in to see both were still sound asleep. Annie’s arms were stretched out above her head as she slept sprawled out on the couch, while Lacey was curled up into a ball in the recliner with a throw blanket barely covering her.

I shook my head as I walked into the kitchen, disappointed in myself for not being a better host, and making sure they had things they might need— like blankets. That was where Renee really shined, she was the perfect host and always thought of the little details that would make someone feel welcomed and comfortable. She was the better half of me and some days I was furious that she was taken from me and I was left with the qualities that I hated the most about myself.

Luckily, Annie still had the blanket covering her that I had given her in the truck. The blanket Lacey was using was one of Liam’s old blankets that he had outgrown years ago but refused to part with. He insisted on keeping it in the living room for when he wanted to stay up late watching movies, which was every single weekend since Thanksgiving break. School would be starting up again soon once winter break was over and would put a damper on how often we were able to do that. 

I walked lightly through the kitchen and started a pot of coffee, not knowing if Lacey was a coffee drinker. Trying to be a better host, I decided to make a full pot and hope that she was so that I wouldn’t feel inclined to drink the entire pot by myself. I stood by the sink and watched as the snow fell peacefully while the aroma filled the room and floated down the hallway.

My head whipped around as I heard footsteps behind me as Lacey walked in and joined me. There were dark circles under her eyes which made me wonder if she had slept any last night. Her brown hair was piled loosely on her head, slightly messy from sleeping in the chair. Or at least trying to. She covered her mouth as she yawned and tried to look away. When she finished, she turned back toward me and smiled shyly as if she felt as uncomfortable about being there as I felt having her there.

“Coffee?” I offered as I held up an empty mug out for her. Her long fingers reached out and grabbed it, a warm smile on her face as she pulled it to her chest and waited for me to finish pouring my cup. I walked around to the other side of the island and opened the fridge to grab the creamer as she poured.

I slid the bottle along the countertop to her but she subtly shook her head no as she lifted her mug and took a sip. My eyebrows rose in surprise given that she didn’t strike me as the kind of woman who drank her coffee piping hot and black.

“You like your coffee black,” I said attempting to make small talk as I nodded in approval and took a sip, suddenly feeling like less of a man for adding creamer to mine.

“Just like my soul,” she teased and lowered the mug. I stopped to look at her in the light, finally able to see what she looked like now that she wasn’t hidden in the darkness. Her eyes were a beautiful hazel-green color which left me staring harder than I intended as I tried to figure out if they were more green or brown. I looked away to keep from making her uncomfortable and walked to the open space between the kitchen and living room to check on Annie.

It was more out of habit from doing it with Liam than anything but as I looked at Annie, my stomach dropped when I saw a rather decent sized bruise on her cheek. I wondered how I missed it last night but remembered that I didn’t get to see her in the light much either. The parental instincts in me kicked in and before I knew it my temper was flaring as I turned around and locked eyes with Lacey.

“How did she get the bruise on her cheek?” I nodded toward Annie, trying to keep any anger or judgment out of my voice.

“It must have been from the accident. She always has a handful of toys in the backseat with her, something must have hit her during the impact.” She looked away nervously and something pulled deep in my gut that told me she was full of shit.

“Really?” I tilted my head and studied her, waiting for her to give in and tell me the truth. “You think she has a bruise on her cheek from an accident that barely happened less than eight hours ago?” Something was off, I could feel it. I didn’t want to scare her off by accusing her of anything, but I also couldn’t just turn the other way if this little girl was in danger and being abused. 

She watched me cautiously as I continued to watch her with the same intensity.

“Look, I don’t know you. I don’t know where you came from. I don’t know what your story is. But I do know that that little girl isn’t going anywhere until I know what happened to her. A child her age shouldn’t have a bruise that big on her face. I can’t in good conscience turn my head and look the other way if she’s in trouble which means I have no choice but to get Child Protective Services involved.” My tone was firm and steady as I walked over and stood in the doorway, blocking her from leaving the kitchen as she set her coffee cup down and started toward the living room. I needed her to talk to me, to reassure me that I wasn’t crazy for thinking that she might have caused the bruise on Annie’s face. 

“You can’t be serious,” she scoffed. “I told you, it was from the car accident. I already have bruises from it, see?” She tilted her head back to show me her neck. Black marks were starting to cover her skin from the impact of her flying into the steering wheel and having the airbag hit beneath her face.

“Most of your bruises can be explained by the car accident, not all of them.” I gave her a knowing look and watched as she looked down and avoided eye contact. My stomach started to twist in knots as I read the truth in what she wasn’t saying. 

“There’s a handful of bruises along your throat that are not from the accident. And they look like they’re a few days old. So, what’s going on?” I took a step back and leaned against the doorway. I didn’t want to have to call the cops on her but there was absolutely no way that I was going to turn my head and look the other way when I had a little girl sleeping on my couch with a decent sized bruise on her face that I was now pretty sure it had something to do with her mom. If she wasn’t responsible for it, why not just tell me what happened? She seemed to be working rather hard to keep it a secret and that made me very suspicious. 

She glanced behind me to check on her daughter before looking at me. There was a look of worry on her face that I wanted to associate with being a concerned parent, but everything was still too foggy to see clearly.

“Lacey, what happened to Annie?” My tone was softer as I hoped she would give in and talk to me, allow me to help her with whatever was happening. 

“I can’t get into it, okay? But she’s safe with me. I promise you that.” She started to tap her foot impatiently as I saw her look past me again. 

“That’s not good enough for me to just look the other way and let you leave once this storm passes. I need to know that she’s not in danger.”

A look of panic flashed across her face, her eyes darting up to meet mine, as I said the word I didn’t want to say. Danger. Something was wrong.

My anger and frustration were starting to build as I pushed off from the wall and took two strides toward her, catching her off guard as I stood face to face with her.

“I’m not going to keep asking, damn it! I’m a man of little patience and if there is something or someone that you’re running from — I need to know about it. Now!” I growled as I caught a glimpse of fear in her eyes before she pulled her shoulders back and pushed her chest out to make herself look taller next to me. I immediately felt the impact of my reaction and knew that I had just forced her even further away. I let out a heavy sigh and waited for the tongue lashing she was about to give me. 

“You don’t know me. You have no idea who I am or what I’m going through. So why don’t you deflate your ego and stop acting like some big, badass guy who’s going to make me do something I don’t want to?” She stared at me as she spoke, each word crisp with anger. “I appreciate you sheltering us from the storm, but your help ends there. It would be better for everyone if we kept our distance and respected each other’s boundaries.” She glared at me as she pushed past me and walked away, sitting down on the floor in front of where Annie was still sleeping on the couch.

I blew out the frustrated breath I had been holding as I turned and walked upstairs, needing some space from this infuriating woman. Whether she wanted my help or not, she was going to get it.
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I leaned back against the couch, making sure I didn’t wake Annie, and closed my eyes as my head rested on the cushion. For once I wanted to just stop everything and take a moment to breathe. To think. To process everything that had happened in the last two months when my world was first turned upside down while everything was still crashing around me.

I tried to focus on my breathing, pulling in slow, cleansing breaths, and forcing out the frustration and irritation that Grant had just created. Maybe his name should be Gonad, given how he had acted when he didn’t get his way. I don’t know if he was just a naturally entitled person or if something had happened in his life that made him think that the world owed him something, but I wasn’t in the mood to deal with his bullshit. I had plenty of problems of my own, including figuring out how to get another car so we could get the hell out of town as soon as possible.

My anxiety started to rise as I thought about the accident and the storm last night, suddenly feeling more grateful that he had been there when he was. I realized as I started to calm down that my anger wasn’t actually with him- he hadn’t done anything wrong other than push a little too hard to find out what had happened to Annie. I couldn’t blame him though, as a mother I would have been just as concerned if I had met a random woman with a child that had the kind of bruise on her face that Annie had. My anger was with myself for allowing everything to happen that had happened, and worst of all – for letting Annie get caught up in the middle of it. 

My breathing started to level out as I tried to remember what had happened, how I lost control of the car so quickly. I wasn’t a reckless driver, and having grown up in Colorado, I was used to this type of weather. I relaxed as I let my mind wander, not focusing on anything in particular as I felt my body give in, needing to rest. I sunk further and let Annie’s light snores lull me to sleep.

“Get your hands off of her, now!” I screamed as I watched in horror, my hands desperately reaching out to try to grab her and pull her back. His eyes were black, the anger and hatred in them masked by the smell of stale beer on his breath.

“You don’t tell me what to do!” His voice boomed through the room, rattling the picture frames on the wall behind him.

I lunged forward and grabbed Annie, pulling her away from him. I immediately noticed the red marks around her arm from how hard he had been holding her. In an instant, rage surged through me as I looked from her back to him. As quickly as I could, I pushed her behind me before I pulled my arm back and swung, hearing the shattering sound as I felt my fist make contact with his cheek. His head whipped back before he shook it off and turned to face me.

I stood in front of Annie, blocking her the best that I could while waiting for him to strike. Flashbacks of my childhood came flooding through and I was thankful for the reminder of what he was capable of. My chest heaved, trying to plan out our next move while knowing that I only had a few seconds. I slightly turned my head to the side so Annie could hear me without taking my eyes off of him.

“Run, Annie, go! Now! Don’t look back, run to the car, and get inside!” I yelled loud enough for her to hear me. I felt her fingers tremble as she let go of the back of my shirt and took off running. There wasn’t much room with stuff scattered everywhere, but she ran as I told her to. I watched as his eyes shifted to her, the anger prominent again before he kicked the coffee table out of the way to try to get to her.

I jumped in front of him, shielding her body from his reach when I heard a commotion behind me. As we crashed to the floor, I looked over and saw that Annie had fallen, catching her cheek on the end of the coffee table that had been kicked into her path at the last second. She looked at me, eyes wide with fear.

“Run!” My voice screeched through the room as I saw her lip tremble before she got up, grabbed her stuffed puppy, and ran out of the house. The door slammed behind her, reassuring me that she was safe.

“You stupid bitch!” He grunted as his hands wrapped tightly around my throat. I dug my nails in and clawed as hard as I could, trying to get him off of me. “If you’re going to live under my roof, you’re going to do as I say!”

I tried to turn my head, desperate for a breath as he pushed down harder on my throat. The smell of the beer on his breath was another reminder of my childhood which forced a memory of my mother laying on the floor in this same position. I swore that I would never have the same tragic fate when I watched the life drain from her face as she cried when she saw me watching.

It took everything I had in me to just let go and allow him to think that he had won. He was over three hundred pounds and stronger than me. There was no way of fighting him or getting out from under the weight of his drunk body. I said a quick prayer for Annie as I closed my eyes and let my body relax. I held my breath for what felt like an eternity as I waited for him to notice I wasn’t fighting anymore. He chuckled as he rolled off of me, leaving me for dead.
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