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      Dear Reader,

      The following tale is a collection of experiences. It isn’t about one particular person but a culmination of struggles our society faces. Different aspects of the story may resonate with each reader and provoke emotions.

      The point of this book is not only to depict the ways in which we can be broken but also to highlight the availability of healing. You don’t have to stay imprisoned by your mistakes, in servitude to your choices, or under the cloud of your trials. We all can push beyond where we have been and who we once were.

      Find your strength and realize your worth. Then, and only then, will you be able to forgive and grow.

      Remember, you are not alone. And, I believe you.

      
        
        NATIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE HOTLINE

        (800) 799-SAFE (7233)

        (800) 787-3224 TTY For the Deaf

        National Lifeline SUICIDE PREVENTION HOTLINE

        (800) 273-TALK (8255)

        www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org

        NATIONAL SEXUAL ASSAULT HOTLINE

        (RAINN – Rape, Abuse, & Incest National Network)

        (800) 656-HOPE (4673)
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        “Fiction reveals truth that reality obscures.”

        – Ralph Waldo Emerson
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      Yes, darling. Keep clicking those buttons. You’re giving me what I want. How kind of you to build my case for me. Not that I really need this additional indiscretion. I’ll have our divorce papers sent to you very soon.

      He could pretend he was working hard, but I knew Jeremy. Maybe he was answering a few work texts, but the ones where his eyes brightened, bringing out his devilish grin, were not work. It was her. I say her like there is just one. One woman is never enough for Jeremy.

      Jeremy likes the chase. I was the last one…the one he finally caught. The one he decided was worthy of him. I was enough of a trophy to marry.

      Jeremy sat on his monstrous leather chair while I chose a loveseat across from him. Love seat…far from one.

      When Jeremy proposed to me, he told me he found his ideal wife. With me, his dream life would come true. I now wonder which meant more to him.

      The penthouse we lived in was larger than most people’s houses. Centered in the financial district of Los Angeles, Jeremy insisted it was the perfect home for us. It was lavish and excessive in my opinion. The view of the high-rise buildings, with their scattering of lit windows, irritated me.

      By the time we moved in, Jeremy had already decorated it to his liking. Black leather furniture. The odd art deco sculpture. Dark wood floors. Grey walls with white accents. No wall hangings. The wall-to-wall windows with the view of the buildings were enough decoration for him. They showed success.

      At least, he allowed me to put up an elegantly framed picture of us from our wedding day. Good idea, babe. We want to remind our guests they are dealing with a power couple. Still, no other evidence of life was in our home. That was his style – cold and impersonal.

      My mother warned me a man like Jeremy would give me security, but he would never meet my needs for love. As much as I hated to admit it, my mother was right. I knew that when I agreed to marry him. In the back of my mind, I knew he was not the man I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.

      Earlier in the evening, he had started his texting and continued through the night. Setting his fork down on his unfinished plate, he excused himself, “Sorry, babe. I’ve got to put out some fires. I’m still reeling from the San Diego fiasco.”

      “Of course,” I said, forcing a smile.

      Yes, another night where he claimed he had a bunch of work to do…that he needed to catch up…that he had so much that couldn’t wait. This was not business. It amazed me how stupid he must think I was. When it truly was a work issue keeping him from relaxing, he would complain about the overwhelming workload and threaten to quit. No, the twinkle in his eye told the truth.

      Since the beginning of our marriage, there were signs that Jeremy was a womanizer. The blinders I put on allowed me to ignore it. At first, I could calm my mind and pretend it wasn’t happening, but tonight was different. The ding of each message was like a knife in my heart. The past didn’t matter anymore. It was time for me to put the final piece of my plan into action.

      Like I said, for Jeremy, it was all about the chase, and he already captured me. How ironic he married me – Caitlyn Chase. He caught his prize, but not for long.

      Closing my book and picking up my teacup, I decided it was best to leave the room.

      “Where are you going?” Jeremy lifted his eyes long enough to meet mine.

      “I’m going to bed. I’m tired, Jeremy,” I said with a fake yawn.

      Setting the phone down, he watched me walk away. Calling after me, he said, “I’m sorry I’ve been ignoring you, babe. I have to keep those dollars rolling in, don’t I?”

      “Yeah,” I said, laughing half-heartedly. I didn’t bother to turn around, or he would have seen me roll my eyes.

      I hated it when he called me babe. Confronting him would not be helpful. He’d tell me I was crazy. Then, if I didn’t apologize for my insanity, he would threaten to take everything away from me. I had no plans to be penniless at the age of thirty-two. Marrying badly shouldn’t be a sentence of poverty.

      Soon, everything would change. His house of cards would come crashing down. The plan had been put into motion, and there was no turning back.

      I set the cup in the sink and was jolted out of my bitter reverie by Jeremy’s touch. I let out a small gasp of surprise as he wrapped his strong arms around me. I eyed the knife block. It would be easy enough to stab him. I could claim it was an innocent mistake as I drove the blade into his femoral artery.

      Once again, I rolled my eyes. I had one shot at the blowing strike, and realistically, I knew that wouldn’t satisfy me. I wouldn’t like prison. Orange was not my color.

      “You smell so good,” Jeremy purred in my ear. My body reacted to his warm breath on my skin. Irritated, I reconsidered the idea of stabbing him as he began to kiss my neck. Chills ran through me. My body and my mind were in a battle. I needed to block out the spell he was putting on me. I forced myself to focus on the words I had been telling myself for the past year.

      
        
        Be the good wife.

        Ignore the fact he is probably imagining

        he is with someone else right now.

        Sixteen hours, twenty-three minutes.

        Then, you’re free.

      

      

      Turning me around to face him, he kissed me on the tip of my nose. “Don’t be mad, babe. You know I’m doing all of this for you.” Lifting my chin with his finger, he asked in a firm voice, “You know that, right?”

      “Of course, Jeremy,” I said, leaning in and kissing him.

      Best actress in an unhappy marriage goes to Caitlyn Chase Whittaker. I want to thank everyone who made this possible, especially my lying cheat of a husband. This is really for you, Jeremy.

      He interpreted my silencing kiss as an invitation and scooped me up into his arms. I laughed in mock irritation and demanded he put me down. With a grin, Jeremy set me down and took my hand. It felt like the last walk as he led me through our home.

      I stared at the familiar bare walls, forcing myself to focus on the big picture. I could endure. It wasn’t like he was a fat, sweaty businessman. At one time, I loved when he dropped everything to lead me away to a quiet place. But that was before reality hit. That was before I knew who he really was.

      When we reached the bedroom, Jeremy wasted no time peeling my clothes off, and then his. If the sight of him didn’t make me want to murder him, I would have enjoyed the view of his athletic body in the soft glow of the hallway light. Jeremy was, if anything, an attentive lover, and he had been equipped with the tools to satisfy.

      Lying on the bed, I stared at the ceiling, pretending I had run away to meet my lover. I imagined spending the day on the beach, being massaged with oil by this delicious man. Then, when he finally took me, I would cry out as I reached climax.

      “Does it feel good, babe?” Jeremy asked.

      If you didn’t speak, it would feel better. No, it would feel better if it wasn’t you. If it was him.

      Tonight, I was unable to even feel the sweet release of pleasure from Jeremy’s touch. Not even with thoughts of the one I wanted to be with racing through my mind. Tonight, you fake it, I warned myself.

      “I need to feel you, Jeremy. Come to me, baby,” I writhed and moaned.

      With a satisfied grin, he slithered up my body. Closing my eyes, as if I was still reeling from the pleasure he gave me, I focused my mind back on the object of my fantasy. Don’t get me wrong, Jeremy was gorgeous. His tan, rock-hard body made it easier to picture my imaginary lover.

      Despite myself, I rocked against each of his thrusts. Each movement reminded me I was a liar. I hated myself for enjoying even one second of it, especially since this time, I didn’t need to fake it. My body exploded from the pleasure of his skilled lovemaking.

      When he finally reached his peak, he slipped off of me and rolled over. I didn’t need to look at him to see his pleased face. But to be fair, Jeremy was a selfish husband, but a giving lover.

      Rolling away from him, I let out an audible sigh as I stared at the alarm clock.

      Jeremy snuggled up behind me and kissed my shoulder. “I hope this time we made a baby. We would make the most beautiful children,” he whispered in my ear.

      Not a chance in hell, I thought smugly. The white pills I had been popping each day ensured there would be no little Whittakers brought into this world by me. Jeremy was right though. We would have beautiful children.

      Jeremy was the perfect ‘Cali Boy’ – blond hair, blue eyes, athletic, and charming. As for me, he often complimented my dark hair and hazel eyes. He said he had never seen a porcelain doll come to life in the body of a stripper, but I had mastered it. I should have left him then.

      I felt the cold air on my back as he left the bed. “I need to go back to work. Thanks for the distraction, babe.”

      Babe. I concluded that this term of endearment was a way to ensure the wrong name was never called out…never spoken. Once again, I was reminded Jeremy would never change, and that I needed to protect my heart, as well as my future.

      The plan was in place. I would hit Jeremy where it hurt. It had taken patience and cunning, but now, I would be the snake in the grass waiting to strike.

      
        
        Fourteen hours, forty-two minutes.

        Then, you’re free.

      

      

      A single tear streamed down my cheek. That’ll be the last tear you shed for any man, I scolded myself as I drifted off to sleep.
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      How did I let myself accept the life Jeremy offered? Looking back, there were so many things I could pinpoint as the building blocks that made me the woman I am. However, none of it mattered. I chose to wear the blinders during the beginning of our relationship. Even if I wanted to go back and make a different choice, I couldn’t.

      When I was young, I was strong and fiery. I thought the world was mine to grab and take hold of, but that feeling of strength died slowly. The first blow came when I was seventeen years old and my father died.

      Gregory Chase was not only a prestigious pediatric surgeon but an amazing man. Anyone you asked about my father would say, “he was the perfect man.” He was so handsome that he was frequently told he should model. Besides his appearance, he was acknowledged as being the ideal husband and father. He doted on Mother and me, providing us with a dream lifestyle.

      His love – for us and for the children he saved – drove him. His long hours away were accepted as we basked in the rewards from it. A fine home, all the creature comforts one dreams of, and fabulous vacations.

      My mother, Hillary Chase, was the cookie cutter, stay-at-home wife. She was beautiful, refined, and the envy of the other mothers. I was proud of my family.

      When I was a little girl, I watched my mother put on her makeup, and I remember vowing to be as beautiful as her. If I was, I could have my own loving husband and children. However, unlike my mother, I would have a career.

      I was raised with the idea of having it all. Nothing would stop me. I would be able to achieve my dreams. The man I married would be just like my father, who had been a superhero in my eyes. To me, my father was invincible. And then, it all changed.

      A mighty deity reached down from the heavens and said, “You’re having too good of a life. It is time to play.” My father was taken from me. The drunk driver who smashed into his car not only killed my father but shattered my world, my goals.

      My mother was not equipped for our sudden loss. My father had handled everything, which left the composed woman a disheveled mess of tears and sorrow. The rage inside me had to be shoved down. I couldn’t show my emotions. She couldn’t handle it.

      Still, she was the parent. Why did she not keep her mask of perfection? The one I saw her put on whenever she was disappointed. Guilt filled me for the anger I felt towards her, but I needed my mother. Not the mess of a woman falling apart in front of me.

      One evening, a few days after the funeral, I found my mother sitting alone in the kitchen. She was writing in a notebook, which she shut quickly when I walked into the room. She had heard my entrance but disregarded the phone ringing behind her. I waited to see if she would even move towards the obnoxious sound. Nothing.

      Sighing, I answered, “Chase residence.”

      “Oh good,” a gruff man’s voice said. “May I speak with Hillary Chase? Tell her it is Winston Charles on the line.”

      “Let me get her for you.” I held the phone to my body to muffle my voice. “It’s Winston Charles.”

      She shook her head madly.

      “I’m sorry Mr. Charles. My mother is not available.”

      “I must speak with her. I know it has been a very painful time for your family, but there are things we must discuss.”

      “If you tell me what is going on, I can relay the message,” I offered.

      “I’m sorry, but that will not do. There are financial and legal issues to discuss,” he said, not hiding his irritation.

      “You would be surprised how much they teach us in high school these days. I have a very strong understanding of how money things work,” I said, wishing he would just tell me what was going on.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Chase, I must speak to your mother, and it must be soon,” he insisted.

      “I’ll have her call you,” I promised before saying goodbye.

      I put the phone back on its cradle.

      My mother was crying. Again.

      “Mother, you have to stop this.” I handed her a tissue from the pocket of my sweatshirt and sat down next to her. “I’m sad, too, but Daddy is gone. We have to go on.”

      “I’m trying, Caitlyn. I just feel so lost,” she said, choking back her tears.

      “Mr. Charles said he needs to speak to you soon. Please, go talk to him. He can’t speak to me since I’m a minor. You have to deal with our finances,” I scolded.

      My mother nodded and closed her eyes. “I’ll go in the morning.”

      “I’ll come with you,” I said, not hiding my relief that she had agreed to go.

      Her brown eyes popped open, and she shook her head. “No, Caitlyn. They are right. You’re the child. You need to enjoy the last summer before you’re an adult. Weren’t you going to the beach with your friends?”

      “But—” I tried telling her I would be there for her, that she was not alone.

      “I can do this,” my mother said, stopping me. “You need to enjoy your youth while you can. You can’t throw away your chance to enjoy your senior year. You have worked so hard.”

      My mother would not relent. Giving up, I kissed her on the cheek and headed to bed. When I woke in the morning, I found an envelope with sixty dollars and a note.

      
        
        Caitlyn,

        Enjoy your day, honey.

        Time will pass so quickly.

        In a blink of an eye,

        You will be off to college.

        Treasure this time.

        Love, Mom
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        * * *

      

      I typed the words into my phone. I stopped and reread my lies. It took me several attempts before I had even convinced myself I was being truthful. Holding my breath, I prayed I wouldn’t have to use my father’s death as my excuse, and just hit send.

      
        
        Caitlyn: Hey Rach, I am not going to make it today

        Rachel: What! No! >:(

        Rachel: It’s been ages!!!!!

        Caitlyn: 3 days

        Caitlyn: I saw you at the funeral.

      

      

      Damn you for making me pull the dead father card! Why does she always have to exaggerate?

      
        
        Rachel: Doesn’t count!!!

        Caitlyn: It’s a crazy time. Mom needs me. The beach soon? Tell everyone hello. xoxo

        Rachel: Ok, Caitlyn. Promise we’ll see each other soon.

      

      

      I almost saw Rachel’s big doe eyes filling with dramatic tears.

      
        
        Caitlyn: I promise.

      

      

      With those words, I turned my phone on silent. Without a second thought, I stuffed my cell, along with the money, into my purse, and headed out. When I opened the garage door, the silver paint of my 1989 Porsche 911 glimmered. I forced back the tears brimming in my eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Images of the day my father brought the car home flashed before me. We had just finished dinner, and he casually said, “Oh, I left your gift in the trunk of my car. Could you go get it for me? I need to make a quick phone call.”

      When I frowned, he added, “It will be quick. Get your present and we’ll open it together.”

      I entered the garage, flipped on the light, and screamed. Under the fluorescent light sat a convertible with a big silver bow on the hood. Keys dangled before me as my father hugged me from behind.

      “Happy Sweet Sixteen, darling Caity,” my father said. “It is a special car for a magnificent young woman.”

      “Gregory, it must have cost a fortune,” my mother gasped.

      “No price is too high for my girls. I wanted to get you a brand new one, but the deal I got on this classic was too good to pass up. I hope you like it.”

      “Like it? I love it!” I laughed throwing my arms around him, almost knocking him down.

      “Gregory, convertibles are so unsafe,” my mother scolded. “If she is ever hit, she will go flying out of the car.” She shuddered in horror for effect.

      “Our girl is a safe driver, and the seatbelt is meant to hold her in.” My father kissed my mother on the cheek and whispered something in her ear. Her eyes lit up at whatever he said.

      “You’re right. She is a good girl,” my mother said, stroking my hair.

      “Great. Shall we go for a ride?” He handed me the keys and swept the bow to the ground.

      After the customary checking out all the controls, I clicked my seatbelt and asked, “Where to?”

      “Wherever the road takes us!” he joked. Leaning out of the car, he called to my mother, “Are you sure you won’t join us, Hill?”

      “No, no, you two enjoy,” she responded.

      “Head North,” he cried, and we were off.
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        * * *

      

      I pulled out of the driveway and relived that day. Instead of taking the Interstate and arriving at our destination much faster, my father taught me how the coastal roads were energizing. It may have taken extra time, but the view of the ocean and the salt air whipping through my hair washed away all thoughts. There was nothing but the moment.

      Driving down Coast Highway towards Carlsbad State Beach, I played the beach music that was gifted with the car. I could almost hear my father belting out a plea for Rhonda to save his broken heart. When I arrived at our favorite spot, I sat in the car, just staring at the ocean.

      I was scared if I left the vehicle I would lose a piece of him. He’s already gone. You can’t lose him again, Caitlyn.

      Forcing myself to face my fears, I walked towards the water. My heart was heavy, and my head filled with the unleashed tears drowning me.

      Dipping my toes in the water, I heard a small voice cry out, “It is too cold, Daddy.”

      A male voice responded, “Dip your toes in, little one. You’re entering the magical home of mermaids and the king of the sea.”

      I heard the joyous laughter from my small self as he lifted and dipped my toes until I was comfortable enough to splash on my own. I would never hear his strong words of encouragement again. Before I could stop myself, a tear flowed down my face, and soon, I was sobbing uncontrollably.

      When I finally composed myself, the sky was filled with the purple and orange hues of the sunset. I slowly breathed in and out, releasing my tension. Today, I said goodbye. I would not let myself lose control like this again. I would be the strong daughter he thought I was. I would make him proud.
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      By the time I pulled into the driveway, my home was dark. Entering through the garage, I found my mother sitting at the kitchen table with a stack of papers. The glow from the stove light gave her a ghostly reflection.

      “Good, you’re home,” she said, quickly shoving the papers into an envelope. “We need to talk.”

      “Is it about your appointment today?” I asked nervously.

      “Yes, please sit.” She patted the table. As soon as I sat down, she was up getting food out of the fridge. “Let me warm this up for you. You must be hungry.”

      “I’m not. Just tell me what is going on,” I said with an edge in my voice. Immediately, I regretted my tone. “Please, just sit and tell me. I can eat later.” I forced a smile and mimicked her patting the table.

      “Oh, ok.” She sat down and began biting her bottom lip. “Today, I met with Mr. Charles.” She took in a deep breath. “Caitlyn, I can’t sugarcoat this. We need to move out of our home. We can’t afford living this lifestyle without your father.”

      “But, he had life insurance. Savings? He always told me how important it was to be prepared,” I cried.

      “Honey, your father spent more than he made. If… he hadn’t,” she quickly clamped her mouth shut.

      “‘If he hadn’t what?” I asked.

      “Your father made some risky investments. We are moving into Grandma Jane’s house. It has a great high school there, and you will be able to visit your friends.”

      “You can’t be serious! My senior year, and you want me to start over at a new school?” I jumped up, knocking my chair over.

      “Caitlyn, calm yourself,” my mother scolded.

      “No, this is your fault,” I screamed, and ran to my bedroom.

      I slammed the door for emphasis and threw myself onto my bed. This time I had no tears. The well was dry.

      Not long after my tantrum, a small knock sounded on the door. I pinched my eyes shut, feigning sleep. The light from the hallway filled my room. I waited in anticipation.

      After a few minutes, my mother softly said, “I’m sorry it has to be this way. I’ll do my best, Caity.”

      I lay in bed, hearing her words, over and over. I was losing everything I knew in one fatal swoop. The reality of it all consumed me, and I willed myself to sleep. I needed to escape it all.
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        * * *

      

      I woke suddenly. The alarm clock read 2:33 AM. My stomach growled. Today – no – yesterday, I had not bothered with food. I devoured grief instead.

      Sleepily, I shuffled to the kitchen. In the fridge, I found a glass container with some tomato soup. I tossed the lid in the sink and put it in the microwave. As my food heated, I contemplated stopping the timer, but paused when I thought about a mouthful of cold broth. To pass the time, I poured myself a glass of iced tea, adding way too much lemon and sugar.

      In the center of the table lay a manila envelope with the return address of Oxford & Charles, Attorneys at Law. Does this explain why we are losing our house? I picked up the envelope, and then quickly set it down. The beep of the microwave sounded, ending my debate.

      I stared at the packet of papers in front of me as I ate my soup. It was taunting me. He was your father. You have a right to know, it called.

      Like a madwoman, I answered, “I want to know, but didn’t Pandora open a box once?”

      It’s already opened. Just look, it called again.

      “Fine, I’ll open it, so you will go away. I’ll be locked up if anyone hears me talking like this,” I said aloud, shoving my soup aside.

      I pulled the papers out and carefully sorted through the pile. Past due credit cards. Bank statements. Our house mortgage. A second mortgage with a larger payment?

      Searching for more details, I found an address in San Diego. Flipping through the papers, I found another sheet with the same address. It was closing documents.

      Words popped out of the page. Walking district of Bankers Hill. Mills Act. I scanned to the end. It was signed by Judith Savage. I sighed with relief. The law office had messed up and put her paperwork in our envelope. It was understandable. After all, she was riding in the car with my father and died alongside him.

      The easy explanation was squashed when I saw my father’s elegant signature listed under borrower. It made no sense. Did he help her buy a house?

      “Caitlyn, put that away,” my mother hissed.

      I ignored her and flipped to the next page. A purchase contract for a Porsche. Again, Judy and my father both signed as the borrowers. Before I understood what I was reading, it was ripped out of my hands.

      “This is not your business,” my mother cried.

      I lunged, trying to take it back.

      “No!” she shrieked. “This is my problem.”

      “Why did he buy her a car and house? What else is in there?” I asked.

      She pulled a long lighter from a drawer and lit the papers on fire. Like a woman possessed, she shook the burning pile. “Leave it be, Caitlyn. Let his secrets die with him,” she pleaded.

      When the fire began to burn out of control, she threw it into the sink and let it extinguish itself. I ran to save the papers. She couldn’t keep me from the truth. As I neared her, my mother caught, and pulled, me into her arms.

      “Nothing in there changes how much your father loved you. The only thing you can take from this is to never sit back and be the helpless woman. Always protect yourself… no matter how much you love the man.”
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        * * *

      

      The night I found the envelope shattered me. Had my life been a lie? Every loving gesture, every moment was scrutinized. When my brain could handle no more, I drifted off to sleep.

      The next morning, I found my mother in the kitchen. The woman of my childhood was before me once again, as if nothing had changed. She was perfectly posed to play Gregory Chase’s wife. Beautiful appearance. Immaculate house. Cheery disposition.

      “Good morning, Caitlyn. I prepared a document for you with all the information you need to know about your father and Ms. Savage. We shall speak no further on the unsavory subject. We will remember Gregory as the perfect husband, father, and surgeon he was,” my mother said, handing me a square envelope.

      I stared at it. Caitlyn was written in beautiful calligraphy. She even took the time to wax seal it with our family monogram. It seemed more like she was inviting me to a dinner party, not revealing the secrets of my unfaithful father.

      “Come, sit and eat your breakfast. You can read that later,” she insisted, setting down a plate of my favorite Bananas Foster French toast, sprinkled with roasted pecans.

      In a daze, I picked at my breakfast. The entire time, I eyed the envelope.

      “Go ahead and open it. You won’t enjoy the meal I prepared until you get this over with,” my mother scolded and slid the letter closer to me.

      My hands shook as I opened it and pulled out the single piece of textured paper from inside.
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        * * *

      

      There were only six words. He loved you. Nothing Else Matters. All my questions were not answered. She decided to seal the issue, and I would never know the truth. Instead, my mother told me to forget what I saw.

      Our eyes met, and I saw her desperation…her need for me to let it go. Was she right? Did nothing else matter? Suddenly, a huge weight was lifted from me. I understood.

      It wasn’t Hillary Chase avoiding the truth. It was how she preserved her sanity. Pressing my mother to answer questions about my father’s indiscretions would not change the life we had before. It would only tear her apart… and maybe me, as well.

      I slid the paper back into the envelope, closing this chapter of my life. Resting my hand on hers, I smiled, and said, “Thank you.”
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      One month later, we moved into my grandmother’s house. It had not been occupied since her death, two years earlier. My childhood memories of spending time with her were ones I remembered fondly. Still, as much as I loved her cottage-style home, change is never easy.

      The place I lived in had been three times the size of our new living space. My bedroom now felt more like a cell. I tried to be positive, telling myself it would be less than a year before I left for college. Not to mention, we were closer to my father’s favorite beach. Still, I struggled.

      Since the house was fully furnished, my mother insisted we only take the essentials, allowing us a couple of suitcases each. The executor of my father’s will made arrangements for the sale of all property we left behind. The proceeds, along with his life insurance, would be used to pay off the majority of his debts. Anything that didn’t sell would be donated to charity. Hillary Chase wanted to box it all up and forget that chapter of our life.

      With encouragement from her friends, my mother decided to go into business for herself. The planner extraordinaire would put her talents to work. Event planning would be how we paid our bills.
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        * * *

      

      My father had taught me that education was important if I wanted to succeed in life. The first three years of high school had been rigorous. I had met all my required courses by the beginning of my senior year and was able to attend community college classes. The dual credits gave me a head start on my college years.

      When I started at my new school, I was thankful my father had been so wise. I only had to feel like an outsider for half a day since my classes ended at one o’clock. As thankful as I was, I was irritated that my final class fell after the lunch break. I was a new girl, and the cafeteria was the perfect place to remind me of that. My only consolation was that I’d be able to escape before the masses did.

      From day one, I made a point to be invisible. I didn’t want to make new friends, and the old ones slowly stopped reaching out to me. I just wanted to get through this part of my life. I went to school and I kept to myself, but my attempt at isolation was futile once I met Thomas Martin.

      It was a typical day. Like I had done for the last two weeks, I found a corner of the lunchroom unoccupied. There, I ate my fruit salad and read until the bell rang.

      “Oh no, this won’t do, Sweetie,” a voice called, pulling me from my fantasy world.

      My eyes met his. Thomas Martin was in my English class, but I had never spoken to him before today.

      “Did I take your seat?” I asked, tucking my book into my backpack and picking up my lunch.

      “Honey, you need a makeover. Let’s go,” the boy said, grabbing my hand.

      Before I knew what was happening, I was letting a stranger drag me out of the cafeteria to the Dance classroom. We arrived at the massive room, and he dropped the bag onto the floor.

      “Stand right there,” Thomas commanded. He proceeded to dig through his duffle and frantically pulled out clothes, piling them into my arms. “Go change,” he insisted.

      When I didn’t move, he pointed to the restroom. “Go on. The bell is going to ring, and I am not letting you leave until we fix this mess.”

      In the bathroom, I put on the short skirt, button-up top, and black jacket he gave me. I stared at the black and white tie, unsure what I was supposed to do with it. I tried to tie it but gave up.

      Thomas was dancing in front of the mirror when I returned to the room. There was no music. He finally noticed me and grinned. “Now, for the final touches.”

      Holding up black thigh-high, heeled boots, he held them out like an offering to a queen. “You can walk in heels, right?”

      I nodded before I really took in his question. By the time I did, I was unable to find the right words. “Can I walk in heels like these?”

      Once again, I had no time to argue before Thomas was helping me slip into my new shoes. While I zipped up the boots, he slid the tie off my neck and wrapped it around my waist like a belt. I jumped back in surprise.

      “Woah, Princess, you’re safe with me. You’re not my type.” He held up his hands in mock surrender.

      My face must have shown my confusion.

      “You’re missing the right equipment.”

      I raised my eyebrows, still not getting his point.

      “I’m gay,” he explained.

      “Oh,” I fidgeted, unsure what the appropriate response to his declaration was.

      “It’s not a secret, Caity Cat, but I don’t run around waving my pride flag.” He laughed and hugged me.

      Leading me to a chair, he pulled out beauty products and wildly began to brush my hair. I caught a glimpse of the high ponytail he was creating before he began to apply powder to my face. With the skill of a makeup artist, he brushed, lined, and blushed.

      The warning bell sounded, and Thomas stopped me from leaving. “No worries. We’ll have time. My masterpiece is not finished yet.” Holding out a burgundy lipstick, he said, “Kiss me.”

      “Um,” I wriggled in my chair.

      Sticking out his lips in an exaggerated pucker, he waved the lipstick. Understanding, I laughed and obeyed. When he finished lining my lips, he dragged me to the mirror.

      “Welcome to the new you, honey. Gone are the sad days. I just know we’ll be the best of friends.” He grinned and hugged me again.
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