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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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      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.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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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      Thomas was right. From that day forward, we became inseparable. I found a best friend and a new group of friends. It made me sad my old classmates were out of the picture, but I didn’t have much time to dwell on it.

      The first time I brought Thomas home to meet my mother, he charmed her. She doted on him like he was my boyfriend. I was nervous to tell her why Thomas would only be ‘just a friend.’

      One day, after he left, I decided to address the situation.

      “Mom, I have something to tell you.” I cleared my throat, and then blurted it out, “Thomas is gay.”

      My mother raised her eyebrows at me and laughed. “The best ones usually are, dear. Did you really think I wouldn’t know? One would have to be blind and deaf not to know this.”

      “You’re okay with it?”

      “It is none of my business. Thomas is a wonderful boy. I am so happy you found such a good friend.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      With her acceptance, our relationship only grew stronger. Weeks passed, and Thomas became a fixture in our lives. He would come home with me after school and eat dinner with us. He was an instant family member… the brother I would never have.

      One evening, as Thomas was leaving, my mother stopped him. “I would like you to come over for breakfast tomorrow.”

      “Of course, Mrs. Chase. Seven o’clock early enough?” Thomas asked.

      “Sleep in and join us at eight. It is the weekend, dear.”

      Thomas raised his eyebrows in question? I shrugged and mouthed, “No idea.”

      The door closed. “Why is he coming to breakfast?” I questioned.

      “I want to talk to him about the situation.” I was surprised my ostrich-of-a-mother wanted to talk about an issue, instead of burying her head in the sand.

      The next morning, Thomas arrived for breakfast and found a Hillary Chase feast.

      “Caitlyn, why don’t you take your plate to your room or the patio,” my mother suggested.

      “But,” I began to argue.

      Thomas grinned. “I think that is a great idea, Mrs. Chase⁠—”

      “Hillary,” my mother corrected.

      Thomas made a shooing motion at me. “Hill and I have so much to learn about each other.” Then, he linked his arm with her and winked.

      My mother blushed like a schoolgirl at his affectionate behavior.

      I began to choke on the sip of orange juice I had taken.

      “Maybe the patio would be a better choice, so we can watch you,” my mother said with a serious tone.

      They exchanged a look and burst into laughter. Through the window, I watched the two of them eat and talk. From that day on, Thomas was the son my mother never had, and she was the mother he always wanted. The amazing thing about Thomas was that he kept the two relationships separate. He never broke my mother’s confidences and promised mine were just as sacred.

      The downside of their bond was now I had two people worried about my social life. Both my mother and Thomas constantly prodded me with questions about why I wasn’t dating. How could I explain to them that I was so content in my new world that I had no interest in dating? Besides, I always made excuses when I was asked out, so the boys eventually gave up on me.

      The day before Christmas break, I had been in a hurry to get home and had forgotten the novel I had just started. Not wanting to leave the magical world behind, I threw everything into my car but rushed towards the school.

      “Wrong way, Cat,” Thomas scolded.

      “I need to grab something from my locker,” I called.

      Distracted, I hadn’t noticed the red ribbon hanging from the vent. It wasn’t until I flung the door open and a red envelope swung at me that I noticed. Someone had slipped the present into my cabinet. The handwriting on the front was unfamiliar.

      “What is taking you so long?” Thomas huffed. When he saw what was in my hand, he snatched it from me, and asked, “What is this?”

      Taking it back, I glared. “I have no idea since you ripped it out of my hands.”

      “Go on then. Open it,” he ordered.

      Inside the crimson envelope, I found a card with Santa Claus on the front. Between the covers, there was a silver charm bracelet with a heart. The engraving read: “Please Return to Tiffany & Co, New York 925”.

      “Who’s it from? No one has ever bought me a present from Tiffany’s,” Thomas gasped.

      “I don’t know,” I said, handing it to him.

      “Ooohh, “You’re on my nice list,” Thomas mocked reading the card aloud. “Isn’t he creative?”

      “It is sweet,” I said, taking it back. “Now, shut up and help me put on the bracelet.”

      I wore the bracelet every day even though I never found out who gave it to me. Thomas and I speculated on who it could’ve been, but we never found the mystery man. It wasn’t until Valentine’s Day arrived that I received anything further, compounding the mystery.

      The day had been a cupid-filled hell. Love was alive, and the dreaded flower distribution came and went, without one having my name on it. I wasn’t dating anyone, so I don’t know what I expected. When I arrived at my locker, I found a square envelope pushed almost all the way through. Inside was a compact disc with the words ‘How I feel about you’ written in sharpie.

      I looked around to see if anyone was watching me. The hallways were empty, except for an elderly janitor. There was no way he was my secret admirer. He was so focused on scraping gum off the ground that I doubted he would pay any attention to a student at a locker.

      I waited until I was home before I listened to the disc. The songs ranged from pop crush songs to dedications of love. The next day, I gave it to Thomas, in hopes he could decipher the clue that had to be hidden in the playlist. Once again, we hit a dead end.

      With my secret admirer unknown, I became more interactive with those around me. This new attitude released the silenced suitors, and I was being asked out again. I accepted every date, hoping to find out who had given me the gifts.

      Every weekend, I went on one or two dates, but no one even hinted they were interested in me. Growing tired of trying to figure it out, I gave up on solving the mystery and just enjoyed the final months of my senior year of high school.

      In April, Senior Prom fever began, and I became swept up in it. Thomas and I agreed to go with another friend, Beatrice, and forego waiting to be asked. However, our plan was canceled with a single red rose.
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      At the end of class, two weeks before prom, I arrived at my locker to find a red rose taped to the door. When I turned to see if anyone was watching, Christopher Ross appeared. He was holding a sign that simply read: PROM?

      “Sorry for the late invite,” he stepped forward and removed the rose, holding it out, and asked, “What do you think?”

      “I… uh… I mean,” I stuttered.

      “I know you already made plans to go with Thomas and Bea, but if it’s cool with you, I could join you.” He stepped so close I was sure he heard my rapid heartbeat. “Say yes, and I promise you’ll have a night you’ll never forget.”

      “Okay,” I relented.

      “I’ll call you this evening to confirm the details.” Christopher leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. Without waiting for my response, he turned and walked away.

      I leaned against my locker, dazed. Did I just get asked out by the hottest guy in school?

      “Did you just kiss Christopher Ross?” Thomas squealed. My best friend rushed in and began his rapid-firing questions at me. “Is he the mystery man? What did he want? Is that rose from him?”

      “I… I don’t know what just happened, but I am going to prom with him,” I blurted out.

      Thomas frowned.

      “I mean we are going to prom - you, Bea, Christopher, and me,” I corrected.

      Linking his arm in mine, he screeched, “Ooh, you must tell me all. Let’s get a java on our way home.” Thomas danced around me as if we were already at Prom. Grabbing my hand, he twirled me. “Ross is connected. Prom is going to be amazing.”
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        * * *

      

      Christopher Ross was the typical Cali boy: good-looking, blonde locks, blue eyes, tan and fit. Besides his gorgeous appearance, he was also smart and dedicated to his studies. His father was a big-shot lawyer who gave it all up to be a law firm administrator. He came from a family of old money, but Christopher never made you feel like he was better than you.

      On the day of prom, Bea, Thomas, and I spent our time getting ready at my house with my mother fluttering around us. She was as excited about our evening as we were. When Christopher showed up with the limo to pick us up, I thought my mother would faint.

      We piled into the limo laughing. I was glad Thomas suggested inviting Bea. She would keep Thomas busy, so I could focus on Christopher.

      The first stop was at a fancy steakhouse on the beach, where we were greeted by an overzealous maître d’.

      “Mr. Christopher, we are so pleased you have chosen to dine with us,” he gushed.

      “Thank you, Zachery,” Christopher said nonchalantly. “I hope the requests I made are still available.”

      “Of course, of course, follow me,” he answered.

      We were led through the crowded dining room. Several waitstaff joined us, and soon the other diners were staring at us, their reactions clearly expressing their thoughts. Who is that? Movie stars? Probably rich kids.

      Instead of seating us at a table in the dining room, we were brought to an elegant and secluded space. The table was laid with golden silverware, fine china, and bouquets of flowers everywhere.

      Christopher pulled my seat out for me. “Are you okay with us being separated from the rest of the diners?”

      “This is fantastic, Christopher,” I praised.

      Both Thomas and Bea eagerly chimed in with their enthusiastic agreement.

      The waiter appeared with a bottle of wine and offered it to Christopher for approval. As if he were an expert wine taster, he sniffed, swirled, and sipped before nodding his consent. Then, without question, everyone at the table was poured their own glass.

      I was so nervous about getting arrested for underage drinking that I only took a small, polite sip. Thomas and Bea seemed unaware that the legal drinking age was twenty-one and drank theirs quickly.

      Sensing my fear, Christopher whispered, “This is a private event. No one is watching. You can drink your wine and enjoy your meal. I would never do anything to hurt you, Caitlyn.”

      He handed me my drink and held his own up. “To my new friends and a night of memories.”
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, I was feeling a bit buzzed. I snuggled in the limo next to Christopher, where we talked about our plans for the next year. Christopher had decided to go to school in New York while the rest of us were going to stay in San Diego. I had dreams of being an author one day, or an English professor, and Christopher would follow in his father’s footsteps.

      As the limo approached the school, Christopher pulled out a bottle of champagne. When he popped the cork, he sent a stream of alcohol that soaked Bea’s shoes.

      “God, I’m a doofus,” Christopher apologized. Digging through the mini fridge, he grabbed two bottles of water and offered them to Thomas. “Hey, man, why don’t you help her rinse off her shoes? If she reeks of booze, they won’t let you in.”

      “I’ll help,” I said and started to follow.

      Christopher grabbed my wrist gently. “At least have a toast to our night with me before we go in,” he suggested. “I always feel more relaxed after a little bubbly.”

      Thomas had the situation under control, and I wanted to spend more time with Christopher, so I agreed. I dreamt of him kissing me all week. This might be the perfect moment, I realized as he handed me a glass.

      “To us.”

      The bubbling liquid tickled my nose as I took a small drink.

      Christopher leaned in close and twisted my bracelet. “I’m glad you still like my gift. I worried that it wouldn’t be your taste.”

      Surprised, I gasped. “You were the one?”

      “Is that okay with you, Caitlyn?” he whispered in my ear.

      “Yes, but why didn’t you tell me?” I asked.

      “I like the surprise,” he said seductively.

      Then, my hopes came true because he kissed me. Gently at first, and then deeper, more intoxicating. My mind was moving too fast. I had thoughts of being his girlfriend, of changing my college plans to be closer to him. Like a silly schoolgirl, I thought, this must be what love feels like.

      Our passion was interrupted by the door flinging open, and Thomas shouting, “All cleaned up. Let’s dance.”

      Christopher groaned but said, “Just a second, and we’ll join you.”

      Thomas smirked at me and closed the door again.

      Christopher poured us another glass of champagne, and though he drank his quickly, I only sipped a bit.

      Eyeing my drink, he said, “Looks like you’re done. We better head in or Thomas will waste all of his good moves out here.”

      I laughed as I saw my friends dancing on the lawn to the music emitting from the school.
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        * * *

      

      The gym was decorated in silver. It had a science fiction feel to it. We walked through smoke machines as we entered the loud and crowded gym.

      Christopher led me to the dance floor, and soon our small group was moving to the beat of the music. It felt like I was in a dream. Christopher spun me around. When I stumbled from the height of my heels, he caught me.

      “You’re a lightweight.” He laughed and pulled me close to him. A sudden urge to kiss him filled me, and soon we were making out.

      Thomas bumped into us and laughed, “Get a room, you two.”

      A rush of heat filled me. It felt as if my body was on fire from the inside out. I swatted at him and fanned myself. “It is too hot in here. I need air.”

      “Are you okay, Cat?” Thomas grabbed my hand.

      “Just need water,” I said. Pulling away from him, I forced my way out of the crowd.

      “I’ll take care of her. She probably needs something to eat. She picked at her dinner,” I heard Christopher say.

      It felt like I was in a tunnel. There were lights and faces everywhere. I found myself at the refreshment table, where I immediately picked up a heavily frosted cupcake and began to devour it. I remembered thinking that heat and alcohol didn’t mix.

      “You have a bit on your cheek,” Christopher laughed. He wiped my face before kissing me. “Mmm…vanilla, my favorite.”

      When we returned to the dance floor, meeting up with Thomas and Bea again, I felt the heat from my best friend’s anger.

      “She never drinks. How much have you given her?” Thomas grilled Christopher.

      “She had the same as you and one sip of champagne. I am having a fantastic evening, and you don’t need to be a bitch about it,” I hissed.

      Thomas’ face fell, and I immediately regretted my harsh words. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I began to flood his cheek with kisses.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered in his ear. “I am having the best night ever. Please, let me enjoy it.”

      He squeezed me tight and kissed me on the lips. Turning to Christopher, he said, “Make sure you take care of her. This girl deserves to be treated like a queen.”

      Christopher shook Thomas’ hand and patted him on the back. “I get it. You’re like a big brother. I’ll look after her, and no more booze,” he promised.

      As the evening shut down, couples danced to the final slow song. The night had gone by too fast. I didn’t want to leave Christopher’s arms.

      “I have never met anyone like you, Caitlyn.” Christopher cupped my face in his hands and then kissed me gently.

      Our magic moment was broken when the main lights were turned on, and the custodians began their clean-up.
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        * * *

      

      Reluctantly, we returned to the limo. Everyone looked a little worse for wear but content. Bea kept checking her cell phone, visually upset.

      “What’s going on, Bea?” Thomas asked.

      “My parents are freaking out and want me to come straight home. I’m sorry. Can you drop me off first?” Bea bit her lip nervously.

      “No problem. Sucks that you won’t be able to hang out longer. I have had a great time with my new friends,” Christopher replied. My heart melted a bit more. He was so sweet.

      “We should drop Thomas off before me,” I whispered in Christopher’s ear. “I want to spend more time with you.”

      He nodded, and then texted a message to the driver.

      As the driver missed the turn-in to my house, Thomas’ face grew confused. “Hey, man, you missed a stop,” he called to the driver.

      “It’s ok,” Christopher soothed. “Once you’re tucked in, I’ll get Caitlyn home.”

      I could tell Thomas wanted to argue with him. Our eyes met, and I pleaded with him, silently, to not make a big deal.

      Thomas glared at me.

      I mouthed the words, please don’t be mad.

      I watched his anger melt, and he shrugged in defeat.

      Thank you, I mouthed.

      “Oh, ok, that’s cool,” he shrugged. Reaching into the mini fridge, he pulled out a bottle of beer and grinned. “For the road.”

      Both boys laughed. Joy filled me. Thomas and Christopher had to get along. My best friend and my new boyfriend would be spending a lot of time together.

      When it was time to say goodbye to Thomas, I walked him to the door.

      “Are you going straight home?” he questioned.

      “I’m not sure. I would like to get to know Christopher better,” I admitted.

      “Call me when you get in,” he insisted.

      “No, don’t wait up. I’ll call you in the morning,” I said and hugged my friend tight.
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      When I returned to the limo, Christopher handed me a bottle of water. “Drink up.”

      I took a long sip and then smiled. “Now, what do you have planned?”

      “Straight home,” he said with a stern expression. Christopher laughed when he saw my smile fade. “I’m just joking, my beauty. I thought we could go for a walk on the beach.”

      I beamed at his suggestion. It was as if he was reading my mind. The ocean would be the perfect place to learn more about my future boyfriend. The chauffeur carried out a basket and blankets to the sand.

      After the driver laid out everything, Christopher said, “Travis, we’ll be here a bit. Feel free to take a break and return in an hour or so.”

      The man nodded and accepted a folded stack of cash. He grinned as he shoved the money into his pocket. “You have my number if you need me earlier, sir.”

      Christopher nodded and waved the young man away. He sat on the blanket and patted it. Reaching into the basket, he withdrew its contents and put out a spread of cheese, crackers, and fruit.

      “All of that dancing builds up an appetite.” He prepared a small nibble and fed it to me. As I chewed the delicious concoction, he smiled. “Do you like it?”

      I covered my mouth and politely answered, “I do.”

      We shared the food and continued our conversation about our future plans. I was shocked this perfect person was interested in me. I kept waiting to find out what was wrong with him. Did he have a dark secret? An irritating quirk?

      I could not find one thing I did not like about him. Even kissing him seemed like a fairytale dream. Before I knew it, the hour had passed, and I was even more smitten with Christopher. I felt cheated when the driver returned.

      “I guess it is time to go,” Christopher smiled.

      I got up and brushed the sand off myself. Christopher slipped his arm around my waist and began to dance with me. We laughed, and he kissed me. I let our passion grow, and soon we were both breathing heavily.

      The sound of a throat clearing broke us up. “Looks like you’re having an enchanted evening, Miss,” the driver said.

      “I am,” I answered honestly. “This has been the best night of my life.”
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        * * *

      

      Christopher scooped me into his arms. I laughed and put on a show of mock protest as he carried me to the limo. Inside the vehicle, we continued our make-out session. I considered the idea of making love to him but brushed the thought away quickly. I barely knew Christopher. My desire didn’t matter anyway. He was a gentleman, and I was not that girl. I would not lose my virginity in the back of any vehicle. My first time would be special.

      My contemplation quickly ended as the sweet moment of heat suddenly turned urgent. I went from never wanting our passionate kissing to end to feeling like his tongue was choking me. When I pushed him back, he slowed his aggressive kisses. I felt an urge to scream and flee, but I told myself I was just being crazy.

      Denying to myself how forceful he had been moments before, I fell into the magic moment of our kiss again. His hand, set gently on my thigh, slowly began to creep, traveling further up my leg. Before I comprehended what was happening, he slipped a finger into my panties and yanked them down.

      “No,” I cried out.

      My words were silenced as his mouth covered mine roughly. He kissed me harder. I beat on his chest. I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t want him to touch me anymore. The reality flooded over me. I found out his flaw. When he lifted off me long enough for me to catch my breath, I scrambled as far away from him as I could.

      “No, I don’t want this. I want to go home,” I cried.

      “I thought I would get a glimpse of it on the beach, but you disappointed me. What, I am not good enough to get the Chase treatment? I am handsome enough, rich enough. Why are you holding back with me?” He slid closer to me. “You don’t have to pretend to be the sweet virgin. Everyone knows what a fun girl you are. Why, you’re the talk of the school, Caitlyn.”

      Stunned, I didn’t know what to say, except, “No!”

      “Seth told everyone how your movie theatre date went. He called you his little Alanis. I prefer a bit more full body contact, but I wouldn’t have objected to such an appetizer.”

      “What? He was lying. We didn’t even kiss,” I exclaimed.

      “I don’t believe you. You were supposed to be special. I gave you gifts. I tried to romance you. Instead, I found out what you really are – a whore.”

      “I didn’t know the gifts were from you.” Did he ask me to prom because of the lies?

      Christopher’s lip curled up in disgust. “Have you fucked the entire school by now, or are there a few left on your list?”

      I began to object, but he put his pointer finger on my mouth, silencing me.

      “Did you think the guys you dated wouldn’t swap stories about Caitlyn Chase, and how the dirty slut would do it anywhere?”

      “I promise I never had sex with any of them. They are lying about me,” I exclaimed, pushing his hand away. “I’ve never –”

      “I don’t believe you,” he said, voice void of emotion.

      He unzipped his pants, exposing himself. I looked away. This is not real. You are dreaming. He pulled a condom out of his pocket and ripped the foil off with his teeth. With a steely expression, he covered himself.

      I stared in shock at the person in front of me. I was frozen in fear. My inner voice screamed, Run! Get out and run! I took a deep breath before I lunged at the door, struggling to open it.

      He grabbed my foot and dragged me back to him. Pushing me face down onto the leather, he shoved my dress up to my neck and pinned me down with a strength I did not expect. He ran his fingers over me.

      I began to scream for help.

      He grabbed my hair and pushed my face deeper into the seat. I struggled, but I couldn’t fight him off. Soon, I couldn’t get any air. My lungs burned. I didn’t choose to stop fighting, but I had no more strength.

      “I’ll let go of you if you settle down.” His hand gently stroked my hair. As my cries calmed, he softly whispered, “Now, be a good girl. I won’t talk like the others did.”

      He lifted off me and gently sat me up. He wrapped his arms around me and stared into my face.

      I blinked the tears away. He wasn’t going to hurt me. I would make him understand. Staring into Christopher’s blue lifeless eyes, I knew I was wrong.

      The next words I heard would haunt me for the rest of my life. “I hope you were worth the wait.”

      Christopher closed his eyes and began to kiss my neck and breasts. It was not romantic or tender. I turned out of his arms and tried to escape again. This time when he pushed me facedown into the leather, my mind went into protection mode. I tried to block out what was happening.

      I stared at the blue lights and the crystal glasses on the bar as if they would save me. I was not there. This was a horrible nightmare.

      Christopher dug his fingers into my flesh as he gripped and lifted my hips. I couldn’t pretend I wasn’t being attacked when my entire body filled with a sudden burning sensation, as he jabbed himself inside me. The more I cried out, the harder his movements became.

      He grabbed my hair and pulled me back to him. “Shh, it will feel better if you just relax,” he whispered in my ear. “You’re so beautiful. God, you feel amazing. Just like they said, you’re tight like a virgin.”

      He is doing this because a bunch of boys lied about me?

      I closed my eyes and prayed for him to stop. Every violent movement seemed as if it was cutting my soul. Finally, it ended with him convulsing and collapsing on me. He lay on me breathing heavily.

      “Why did you have to be such a whore, Caitlyn? We could have had something special,” he whispered.

      When I thought I could no longer hold in my terror, he composed himself and lifted off me. I remained still, afraid to move.

      “Get up and cover yourself,” he growled.

      I didn’t move fast enough, so he yanked me into a sitting position and pulled down my dress to cover me. I tugged on it, trying to fix it myself. I willed the fabric to grow like a cocoon and protect me.

      “Drink,” he commanded. He pressed a water bottle to my hand.

      I didn’t move.

      Angrily, he grabbed it from me and twisted the cap off. He shoved it back into my hand, squeezing the bottle and covering me with the icy liquid. I let out a small squeak of surprise, and he took that opportunity to pour it into my mouth. I submitted and swallowed the drink before he drowned me.

      “Why are you doing this?” I asked. “I liked you so much.”

      “You like me? Don’t you like everyone?” he snarled. “It doesn’t matter. Sluts like you are available everywhere. There are plenty of clean girls who like me. You disappointed me. You could have been someone special to me. Instead, you turned out to be another very expensive piece of ass. I’ll expect payment in full for the gifts and other expenses for this evening.” He laughed as if he was telling me a joke. His cold laughter rippled through me.

      “Please take me home,” I pleaded. “I won’t tell anyone what happened.”

      His face had a vacant look. My words were futile. He couldn’t hear me. The voice that came out of him was unfamiliar. “You were such a good girl the first time. I think we’ll have a bit more fun before I tuck you into your bed.”

      A wave of nausea rolled over me. I began gagging, and he grabbed my hair and shoved a trash can under my face. “Get puke in my limo and you’re dead.”

      The contents of my stomach emptied as I violently retched. When there was no more inside, he handed me water.

      “Swish and spit.”

      After, he took the bucket, I heard gravel under the tires, and the vehicle began to slow. Everything became blurry and blocks of black flashed before my eyes.
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        * * *

      

      The limo stopped, and the door flung open. Travis peered in.

      “Help me,” I groggily called out.

      Leaning in towards me, his face grew with concern. “You need my help, Miss?”

      “Yes, please. He…” I couldn’t say it out loud.

      He held out his hand to me, and I quickly grasped it. I clung to my savior. Christopher followed close behind.

      “Is this true, Mr. Christopher? Does Miss Chase need help?” Travis held me close to him.

      For one moment, I thought I was saved. The driver smiled down on me, and both men began to laugh.

      The driver grabbed my arm and leaned in close to my face. “I’d love to help you, if you suck my dick.”

      I recoiled in fear, but there was nowhere to go. Christopher grabbed my other elbow, and both men carried me towards a three-story beach house. The sound of waves crashing against the beach filled me with fear. He was going to kill me and throw me in the ocean.

      As we reached the doorway of the home, I tried to jerk away from them, but I was held harder.

      “You have a feisty one tonight,” Travis said.

      Christopher shrugged. “She should quiet down when the G kicks in. You will be paid well at the end of the night, so get your hands off my fucking date. I like my girls clean.”

      The driver rolled his eyes and pulled a vial out of his pocket. With his pointer finger and thumb, he made an ‘L’ and shook a bit of white powder into the curve. He quickly snorted the particles. With the cap back on the container, he tossed it. Christopher caught it and shoved it into his pocket.

      “Go now. We are going to party, and you have a limo to clean out,” Christopher growled.

      The driver glared and slammed the sliding glass door.

      “Wait, I need my CD. Go get it,” Christopher screamed.

      “Fuck, can’t you just put on the radio?” the driver yelled.

      I began to cry. A few minutes later, Travis returned with a CD case.

      “Set it up and get out. Tonight is not a party for three,” Christopher snapped before turning his attention back to me. “It is time to get serious. I want the full works. Give me a show like you gave Steve Louis.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I sobbed.

      He pulled my dress down, exposing me. “No need to be coy. Get on my lap and grind on me like you got off Andy Lester. Joe McGuire said you were insatiable.”

      “I didn’t do any of that. Please believe me,” I begged.

      “I wasn’t planning on sharing you with Travis, but if you don’t start behaving, I might change my mind. He won’t be as sweet to you as I will. He likes screamers.” Christopher went to the bar and poured two drinks.

      I tried to contain my sobs. “I don’t know what you want from me.”

      “This will help you calm down.” He held a glass to me.

      I accepted it with a trembling hand.

      He sat down on a grey leather couch and downed his glass. “Be a gracious guest and drink, Caitlyn.”

      I started to protest. He jumped up and slapped me across the face. Shaking, I began drinking. I gagged on the strong taste. I wasn’t going fast enough for him, so he tilted the glass back until I swallowed every last drop. Finished, he threw the glass on the floor and pulled the vial out of his pocket.

      “Strip for me,” he demanded.

      When I didn’t move, he called, “I’ll have Travis help you.”

      I trembled uncontrollably but obeyed. Once again, I didn’t move fast enough, so he yanked me down onto the couch. I cried out in pain. He removed my remaining clothing and leered at me.

      “Don’t move.” He shook out two lines of white powder across my stomach. He rolled up a hundred-dollar bill and leaned in to snort up the lines.

      “Where did you get this shit, Travis?” he called. “Weak as hell.”

      Travis responded by turning the music up. I tried to see where the driver was hiding. Fear filled me. _Is the driver watching? _Is he going to hurt me, also?

      Christopher drew another line on me and quickly snorted it. When he finished, he looked down at me with interest. Once again, Christopher climbed on top of me.

      Everything was fuzzy. I kept coming in and out of consciousness. I began to cry as I realized the music playing was the same soundtrack he had given me.

      The last thing I remembered was him saying, “Just be quiet and you’ll enjoy it.”
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        * * *

      

      Off and on, I came into consciousness, and each time, I wished I hadn’t. It was like I was a puppet, and he was reconstructing my alleged sins. I had no concept of time, but eventually, whatever he had given to me was wearing off. The last time I woke, I found Christopher passed out next to me.

      I slid off the bed and searched for my clothes. There wasn’t one piece of clothing in the room. Desperate to get away, I decided I would find something to wear when I was safe. I was so focused on escaping that I didn’t see Travis when I opened the door.

      “Ah, Ah, Ah,” Travis said, waggling his finger at me. “Christopher, we have a runner,” he called out.

      Groggily, Christopher stumbled towards me. “Shower,” he ordered.

      Understanding the directive, Travis picked me up and carried me, kicking and screaming, to the shower. He tossed me in and turned on the water. Ice-cold water poured on me.

      I shrieked.

      He responded by turning the water all the way too hot.

      I screamed as I tried to move out of the scalding stream.

      Christopher reached in and turned the water to warm. “No marks, fucker,” he said, and punched Travis. Ignoring me trembling in the corner, he slipped in the shower and let the water run over his body.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t compare notes with the guys,” he promised. “I’ve reconsidered, and I want to give you a chance to be my girlfriend.”

      I began to cry, and he wrapped his arms around me. It was as if the night had never happened.

      “Shh,” he murmured in my ear. “I forgive you. You will be a sweet girl from now on. Let’s clean you up and get you home.”

      After I was cleaned to his standards, he towel-dried me and brushed my hair.

      “Have a seat,” he said, pointing to the nearby vanity.

      When I shivered, he wrapped a robe around me. Carefully, he applied makeup to my face, telling me how beautiful I was. Before putting on the lipstick, he kissed me tenderly.

      I looked out the window and saw that the sun was rising. Had I dreamed everything? I drifted in and out of consciousness as I tried to piece everything together. Suddenly, I jerked forward as the limo stopped suddenly. Confusion flooded me. I had no idea how I went from the house to being fully dressed and riding in the limo again.

      Christopher smiled sweetly from the seat across from me. “I need to remember, the next time we go out, that champagne is a bit much for you. You were hallucinating as if you were on drugs. Do you take drugs, Caitlyn?” He kept talking as if he hadn’t spent the evening violating me. “I’m glad you are sober enough now to go home.”

      My body ached in ways I never felt before. I hadn’t dreamed anything. “What did you do to me?” I hissed.

      “Nothing you didn’t beg for,” he said, still using a syrupy sweet voice.

      A sudden memory of him covering my mouth until I gasped for air filled me. I heard him saying, “Tell me you want it,” and my own voice saying, “I want you.”

      “I didn’t ask for…” my voice broke. Bile filled my throat. I had to get away from him.

      My prayers were answered when the limo stopped. Travis opened the door and grinned at me. Christopher got out and shoved his friend out of the way, then held his hand out to me. I refused to take it.

      Pulling his hand back in mock retreat, he stepped back. I grabbed my things and rushed to the door. Christopher followed. As I fumbled with the keys, he grabbed my face and kissed me.

      I slapped him across the face. “You will never touch me again. I am going to tell everyone what you did.”

      “You’re going to tell everyone you threw yourself at me, in front of hundreds of our classmates, and that you made me drive your friend home first, so you could seduce me? You think your little boyfriends won’t confirm what a whore you are?”

      “They lied, and you drugged me.”

      “No one will believe you. There is no evidence,” he boasted, as if we weren’t talking about his planned assault on me. He took the keys from me and opened the door.

      I tried to get into the safety of my home, but he grabbed my wrist.

      “Thank you for the lovely evening, Caitlyn. We can do it again sometime.” He dropped the keys into my hand and released me.

      I shoved past him into the house and shut the door. I turned, bolted every lock, and then rushed around, making sure all entrances were sealed.

      When I was safe in my room, I locked the door to make sure he couldn’t get to me. I closed my eyes and slid down it, trying to block out the memories of my broken evening. He was right. No one would believe me. I had thrown myself at him.

      The darkness filled me again, and I slipped into unconsciousness. I woke to the sound of my mother. I quickly ripped off everything I was wearing, including the bracelet, and threw it in the wastebasket. I stared at myself in the mirror.

      He had not left any marks. The only proof of his assault was soreness, an aching feeling throughout my body. I turned the shower to the hottest temperature I could stand, and I scrubbed every inch of my body. When the water finally ran cold, I dried myself off, dressed in my warmest pajamas, and climbed into bed.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, I was woken by my mother and the sweet smell of pancakes.

      “Wake up, sleepyhead, and tell me about your evening. It’s almost two o’clock,” my mother’s singsong voice chirped, adding to my throbbing headache.

      I was afraid that Christopher and the driver would return, but whatever drug he gave me knocked me out.

      My mother fussed around my room, and when she made a move towards the bathroom, I jumped up. My dress was in the trash. If she found it, I would have to tell her everything.

      “It was a long night. I’ll get dressed and join you. Can I have French toast instead of pancakes?” I requested.

      My ever-accommodating mother beamed at my request. “Of course, dear. Any special toppings?”

      “Surprise me.” I forced a smile.

      “Oh, I have another surprise waiting for you,” she called out as she walked away.

      “I can’t handle any more surprises, Mother,” I mumbled.
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        * * *

      

      I showered again after hiding my garbage in my backpack. I would dispose of anything that was connected to that monster. He took my virginity. He stole the prom memories that would have been perfect. He broke me.

      If you hadn’t been such an eager whore, I scolded myself. As if the devil and the angel from old cartoons were dueling on my shoulder, I suddenly found myself saying, “I didn’t ask for what he did. I was the victim. Those boys lied.”

      Returning to the kitchen, I found a crystal vase filled with four dozen red roses. I stared at the bouquet.

      “Is it from Christopher, dear?” my mother asked. “He is such a nice boy. What a lovely gesture.”

      The room began to spin, and I forced myself to sit.

      “Aren’t you going to read the card?” my mother prodded.

      I had to decide, here and now. Was I going to tell her the truth or lock it away? Deciding I couldn’t let her be hurt also, I picked up the white envelope and slipped out the tiny card. Beautiful flowers for my beautiful girl. To our future. Love, Christopher.

      I stared at the words. He had to be insane. Did he think the evening we spent was consensual bliss? How will I face him at school? How will I face all of the boys that had lied about me?

      “He got the beautiful right,” Thomas said, appearing over my shoulder.

      Something in me exploded. I pushed myself up, knocking the chair over, as I picked up the flower arrangement. I wanted it gone, but I didn’t know what to do with it. The world decided for me as it slipped from my hands and crashed to the floor. I tried to catch it, but instead, ended up with a handful of thorns.

      “Oh my,” my mother cried as she rushed in. “What a waste. I’ll try to save them, Caitlyn. Don’t move. I’ll go get the broom.”

      “What is going on, Cat?” Thomas whispered.

      “Get them away from me,” I hissed through clenched teeth. “I don’t want them.”

      “Cat, you need to tell…Oh honey, you’re bleeding,” he said, taking the roses by the flower. “Let’s go clean you up.”

      When my mother returned, she saw my injury. “Caitlyn, let me –”

      “I got it, Hill. We’ll go into Cat’s bathroom and clean her up. A bit of the glass got her.” He looked at the mess and frowned. “I mean, if you can handle this?”

      My mother daintily began picking up the flowers. “Of course, of course – take care of Caitlyn.” She barely looked up to send us off.

      When both bedroom and bathroom doors were shut and locked, Thomas held my hand under cool water, washing away the blood. He led me to the edge of the tub and began to dry my wounds off.

      “What happened, Cat?” he asked. His voice was so sweet and caring that I instantly burst into tears.

      “He raped me.” I wasn’t sure if the words had actually been said out loud, so I repeated them. “Christopher raped me.”

      Thomas’ grey eyes blazed with fury. “That son of a bitch. We need to call the police.” He pulled his cell out of his pocket.

      I grabbed his hand. “You can’t.”

      Relenting, he returned his phone to his pocket and dragged me into the walk-in closet. The same place we shared all our deepest secrets. Triple door barriers contained our private conversations.

      Thomas sat down in the middle of the floor and patted the plush carpet. “Tell me what happened, Cat. You were having so much fun when we left.”

      I sat down across from him and grabbed his hands. I retold the events of the evening. Thomas’ rage turned to pity. When I finished, he blinked away tears and pulled me into his arms.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t protect you. I’ll fix this.” Thomas held tight and stroked my hair. “I won’t let anyone hurt you ever again, Cat. I love you.”

      When I had no more tears to cry, we left our sanctuary for the last time. The secrets I told on that day filled the closet. There would be no more room for more confessions in this once sacred space.
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        * * *

      

      Thomas fulfilled his promise. The roses were gone, and my mother never mentioned Christopher or Prom again. When I asked Thomas how he had achieved this, he replied, “I told her you caught him making out with another girl at Prom and how he thought he could get away with it.”

      How well my friend knew what made my mother click.

      Returning to school on Monday, I did my best to avoid Christopher. He didn’t speak to me, but I felt him watching me. When I did dare to look, he grinned and blew me a kiss. Chills ran through me. I wasn’t safe from him.

      I made sure I was never alone. I didn’t know if he would grab me and hurt me again. Every day, I struggled with wanting to report him, and knowing no one would believe me. Anger filled me as I thought about how I had been lured into his trap.

      Christopher was not my only attacker. The boys who lied about me set me up. They should pay for what they did, but who would believe me? What would the cost be to my life? My mother’s?

      With one week left of school, an idea came to mind. It was so crazy I knew I couldn’t even tell Thomas my plan.
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      “Hey, Seth,” I leaned against his locker. “We had such a good time on our first date. Why haven’t you asked me out again?”

      Seth’s eyes shone with excitement. “Because I am stupid,” he chuckled. “We should go out again. How about —”

      “Tonight.” I moved closer to him. His muscles tensed. “It’s Friday night.” I pressed my mouth close to his ear and breathily whispered, “Our last date ended too quickly. We have so much more to talk about.”

      I kissed his cheek and walked away. I needed to get far away from him before I slapped him across the face and caused a scene.

      “Text me,” I called back.

      Before I even started my car, Seth texted me.

      
        
        Seth: Dinner at 6?

        Caitlyn: Sounds perfect

      

      

      I shoved my phone in my pocket just as Thomas got in the passenger seat of my car. “We should rent a bunch of movies, and pop popcorn tonight. I think I can convince Hillary to whip us up a batch of her marshmallow kind,” Thomas suggested.

      “Sorry, Seth asked me out and I said yes,” I answered, not looking at him.

      “Why would you go out with that asshole? He lied about you, Cat.” I felt his eyes boring into me.

      “Everyone deserves a second chance,” I shrugged. “I can’t let what happened turn me into a hermit. Honestly, he only said I blew him. Some of the other’s lies were way worse.”

      Thomas began to object. I held up my hand, signaling it was too much to talk about. He relented, but I knew he would be on high alert all evening.
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        * * *

      

      Thomas was so irritated he asked me to drop him off at his house. I didn’t have time to worry about his concerns. I spent extra time getting ready, choosing my sexiest sundress. As I looked at my outfit, I knew Seth would be drooling over me.

      And your mother will make you cover up, I told myself. I grabbed a fitted jean jacket and buttoned it.

      “You look beautiful, darling,” my mother crooned as she opened the door to greet Seth.

      I slipped in front of her and grabbed Seth’s hand. “I’ll be home by curfew. Love you,” I called as I dragged Seth out of her interrogation zone.

      Seth drove us to Carlsbad Village. He planned our evening. First, we would have a nice dinner, and then walk around and soak up the area’s activities. The Teppan-style restaurant he chose was busy, and our table had six other people with us around the grill.

      “It’s warm in here,” I said, removing my jacket.

      Seth’s mouth fell open in appreciation of my skimpy outfit. Seth was just as charming and polite as the first date.

      The chef joked with Seth. “How can such a boy have such a pretty girlfriend?”

      Seth shrugged sheepishly. The chef responded by flipping one of the cooked shrimp toward him. Seth caught it in his mouth, and everyone at the table cheered.

      For a moment, I almost forgot what he had done, and that tonight was about making him remember me forever. After several hours of casual conversation, we left the restaurant. The night air was cold, but I carried my jacket, knowing it would be beneficial to be so visibly chilled.

      “Where to now?” he asked, taking my hand. His eyes stared down the top of my dress.

      “It’s not even a mile to the beach, and I could use the walk after such a big meal.” I leaned forward teasing him.

      “Me, too. I don’t even think I have room for the ice cream sundae I was going to take you for,” he chuckled.

      As we entered the beach, the sign – PARK HOURS: SUNRISE TO SUNSET – glared at us.

      Seth slowed and sighed. “Ugh, it’s almost sunset.”

      “Since when do you care about rules?” I laughed and tugged on his hand.

      We ran toward the water. I threw my jacket down and slipped out of my shoes. Without a thought, I ran to the ocean and began splashing and shrieking. Seth grinned at me and ripped his shoes off.

      We kicked water at each other and laughed. When a large wave began to roll in, Seth swept me into his arms. My feet dangled as he backed away toward the beach. His lips were so close, I could have kissed him.

      “It’s getting dark. We should head back,” he murmured. Reluctantly, he let me down.

      While I slid down his body, I rested my hand on his pants zipper and began to tug it. Stunned, he stared at me as I undid the button.

      “What are you doing?” he rasped.

      I shoved his pants and boxers down and inspected his now fully erect penis. Seth’s confusion turned to delight.

      “So, when I went down on you in the theater, did I use protection?” I grasped his stiffness and fell to my knees before him.

      He shifted uncomfortably but did not pull out of my grip. I was sure he was hoping I would follow through, and service him, right there.

      “What…what,” he stammered.

      I gazed up at him and seductively licked my lips. His eyes shifted away, acknowledging he knew what I was talking about.

      “Well, if I am going to give you the Chase Treatment, I need to know what that entails.” My voice was ice-cold as I clenched him hard, digging my nails into the tender skin.

      “I didn’t mean —” He moved as if weighing the risks of leaving himself in my hands.

      “You didn’t mean to start the ball rolling on creating my bad reputation? Boys will be boys, right? Were you angry to hear I gave Steve Louis a striptease before he had sex with me?”

      I slid my finger in my mouth and then slowly removed it. “Is this what I did,” I asked coyly. I teased him. I wanted him to desire me. I felt his anticipation.

      Out of greed or instinct, he shifted his hips several times, as if helping me out, urging me to go further. I traced the wetness of my finger along his hardness and moved my mouth closer. He sat still in expectation. I slowly blew my hot breath along the line I had just traced. This simple act caused him to jerk and prematurely ejaculate in my hand.

      “Oh god,” he gasped and pulled himself out of my hand. His face flushed red with embarrassment. It was my turn to stare silently as he struggled to get his pants on.

      “Was it as good for you this time as the first time?” I sneered.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to lie. I just…” he apologized.

      “Next time you lie about someone, know your words can destroy them. Do you know how town sluts get treated around here? They get used and abused like paid whores. You have a sister, right? Would you want your buddies to lie about her?”

      “No. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I didn’t say you did anything. They just…”

      I understood. “You didn’t deny it – didn’t clear my name. Didn’t you call me your ‘little Alanis’?”

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have,” his voice cracked.

      “Be sure to let the boys know how good I was tonight. Don’t forget to mention how quickly it ended.” For emphasis, I wiped my hands on the sand, trying to remove his bodily fluid from me.

      “I won’t say anything. I’m truly sorry, Caitlyn,” he apologized. His eyes told me he was sincere, but I didn’t care.

      “Save your sorry for the next girl you hurt,” I snapped and walked away.

      “Wait, I need to take you home,” he called out.

      He was wrong. I had made prior arrangements. Without looking back, I slipped on my jacket and left the beach. When I showed up at the Starbucks a mile away, Thomas was waiting in my car, sipping hot coffee.

      “What took you so long?” he asked. He handed me a blended drink. “You are freezing. I should have got you something warm.”

      “I’m fine. This looks yummy.” I took a drink of the cool concoction and grinned.

      “Why the change in plans?” Thomas wiped whip cream off my lip.

      “I just realized that popcorn and movies with my best friend sounded like a better evening.”

      “I could have told you that hours ago.” Thomas laughed as he accelerated and rolled down both our windows. There was nothing better than being with my best friend and inhaling the ocean air.

      Later that evening, I confessed what I had done. Thomas was supportive but concerned. I promised him I wouldn’t confront any of the other boys and that I would stay far away from Christopher. This promise I was happy to keep.

      Instead of dwelling on the memories of the horrible evening, I chose my mother’s approach to life and pretended it didn’t happen. I focused on my final month of school, and I dove into helping my mother grow her event planning business. Wherever, and whenever, she needed anyone to help, I was there.

      I would survive high school. Studying and work were what kept me going. My focus remained the same when I entered college. There was only moving forward now.
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      My 19th Century British Literature class just ended when I heard a voice behind me.

      “Butterworth is a pain. I swear his main focus in life is to destroy GPAs,” the man said.

      I turned to see soft brown eyes staring at me. “To strive, to seek, to yield,” I quoted Lord Tennyson.

      The man grinned. “I am aware of Alfred Tennyson, but I am afraid this is out of my element. You seem to have caught on quickly.” He nodded at my paper with a big red A and “Insightful” written on the top corner.

      “I’m an English major, so this is my element,” I replied.

      “Well, it’s nice to meet someone who enjoys this kind of stuff. Paul Wallace,” he said, offering me his hand.

      I accepted it. “Caitlyn Chase.”

      “Well, I’m an environmental biologist. I am not in my element at all. Do you think we could study together sometime?” Paul squeezed my hand and smiled.

      Our friendship blossomed quickly into a romantic relationship. I studied at his apartment every evening. Sitting on the couch near each other turned into making out. Even with the distraction, Paul was focused on his academics, first, and me, second.

      One night, our kissing session became a bit heated, and he placed his hand on my upper thigh. I flinched, and he immediately pulled back.

      “Did that make you uncomfortable, Caitlyn?” His face was lined with worry.

      “I just haven’t had… a safe relationship.”

      My statement was not enough for Paul. Before the night was over, I told him everything that had happened. I was afraid to look at him, to see the disgust in his eyes.

      Paul lifted my chin. “You have nothing to be ashamed of.” His words were fiery. “You were abused. That monster deserves to burn in hell.”

      Instead of continuing our passionate exchange, we talked for hours about what happened, and what the next step would mean. Before I left that evening, I promised I was ready for this change in our relationship, and my past was the past.

      The next night, Paul was waiting with candles and sparkling water. He toasted. “Caitlyn, you are the most beautiful person I have ever met – inside and out. Tonight, I want our souls, not just our minds, to connect. Will you share this journey with me?”

      Paul had prepared the bedroom with soft candles and classical music. He kissed me delicately and undressed me, not taking his eyes from mine.

      When we were naked, he patted the bed, “Lie with me.”

      Nervously, I slid under the covers. “We’ll go slow. Tell me if anything scares or triggers negative emotions.”

      “I will.”

      His fingers trailed over every inch of my body. It was as if he was determining which areas were traumatized. When he was done, he left the bed and returned with massage oil. “You are too tense to enjoy any pleasure.”

      I blushed at how he stared at me. He pulled back the covers and squirted the oil into his hands, rubbing them quickly before he placed them on me. Once again, he covered each part of my body. The massage was calming. I wasn’t sure if it was his warmth or the healing scent.

      As he kissed my breasts, I tensed.

      “We should stop?” he asked.

      “No, keep going. I’ll tell you if I want you to stop.” I blinked away the tears in my eyes. I was not going to let Christopher control my life. This was my body.

      Again, I flinched when he touched the moist area between my thighs. Will I always cringe when being intimate? I didn’t want the past to control the good things in my present life. His touch felt nice, and I wanted to keep going. Paul was being so caring, but I didn’t feel what I thought I should. I wanted him to know I was enjoying his attention. So, I pretended, screaming like girls did in the movies.

      As I finished my writhing show, Paul rested on his elbow. “Caitlyn, you don’t have to fake it for me. Your body may not be ready for such a release. Just tell me when it feels good, and we’ll try to reach the mountain together.”

      Embarrassed, I nodded. “I think it would be better for you to just…um…”

      “Penetrate you?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      Watching him prepare himself was painful. He was methodical in applying the condom properly. I wanted to scream, ‘Just put it on!’. Instead, I slowly breathed, thinking about the positive side of his care. I would not get pregnant, and he wouldn’t have to worry that I gave him some disease.

      Finally, he slipped on top of me. Paul was gentle when he entered me, watching my reaction. “Most women cannot orgasm with penetration alone. If you feel it is stimulating you enough, I will control my ejaculation. For now, I think it would be wise to complete the act. We’ll connect more and more each time.”

      I could have died. I was in biology class, not making love. He was right that I did not achieve any great pleasure, but it wasn’t unpleasant. He grunted and rolled off me, then immediately went into the bathroom and showered.

      Tears fell from the corners of my eyes. I had disgusted him. I was too broken. When Paul returned, his clean soapy scent overpowered me.

      “Caitlyn, I would like to try several pleasure techniques on you. Are you comfortable trying again?”

      I smiled. “Yes, please.”

      Yes, please, I mocked myself. Did you order dessert?

      Honestly, I felt like a specimen being examined. Every new touch meant Paul would stop and confirm I was comfortable. After an hour, he determined the exact amount of pressure and digital penetration needed for me to orgasm.

      When the sensation left me, and my breathing returned to normal, Paul leaned over me. “This is such a breakthrough. Many women never truly reach their sexual peak. We have something really special together.”

      I laughed. I was his penicillin, his lightbulb, his sliced bread. It became his mission to fix me. And, most important, I didn’t disgust him.

      

      Paul was everything I wanted in a boyfriend. He was a gentleman. I felt adored by him. My needs were just as important as his. Our relationship was about more than sex. We shared our passions and knowledge. He tolerated me reading Shakespeare, and I listened attentively when he talked about what steps were needed to save the world from self-destruction.

      The nine months we were together, I learned much about myself. My biggest realization was that we weren’t meant to be. He was nice, but there was no true passion. Paul wanted to save the world and bring me along with him. When he approached the idea, he knew my answer before I even spoke.

      In the end, we both agreed we were better as friends. After we parted, I decided I couldn’t tell anyone ever again about the assault. Paul had healed my body with care. Telling my story wouldn’t help anyone. It would turn me into a victim and cloud the relationship.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ten

          

          The Dominant Approach

        

      

    

    
      My sophomore year, I had been so busy helping my mother with an event that I waited too long to get my textbooks.

      “I don’t understand how the books I need are not available for this class,” I ranted.

      The chubby sales assistant with the bright blue DONALD name tag on his chest pushed his glasses up. “If we ordered a book for everyone in the class, we would have an overflow. For you, the guesstimated numbers just didn’t work out. It’s a risk you take if you are a procrastinator.”

      “I see the books I need right there. How about you give me those books and tell the next person about guesstimation? Donald, I would be really, really grateful if you helped me out.” I placed my hand on his and smiled.

      “Sorry, do you still want these?” He pointed to the stack of books that I had found.

      “Yes,” I sighed.

      Donald began to ring up the items.

      “I’m sorry I was being such a B. I’m just having a bad start to the new year.”

      “Your total is seventy-two, ninety-six.” Leaning close to me, he whispered, “I gave you my staff discount.”

      “That was nice of you.” I smiled.

      Donald finished the transaction and scribbled something on a flyer. I looked at the note:

      
        
        Meet me at 37289 Iguk Lane in one hour.

        I’ll make it worth your while.

        Donald

      

      

      I raised my eyebrows. He grinned and nodded his head back towards the stack of books behind me.

      “Ok,” I finally answered. “See you later, Donald.”

      He grinned and waved as I walked away.

      In my car, I looked up the address. It was only two miles away and looked like a nice residential area. His house? I’m going to get murdered, I thought wryly. He’s not going to kill you. What do you have to lose? Maybe he is just being nice.

      I wanted to call Thomas and ask his opinion, but I knew he would tell me to drop the class and take it next year. My schedule was mapped out. I didn’t want to go off track already.

      To ease my nervousness, I stopped at a drive-thru and ordered an iced tea. I drove to his house and waited until ten minutes past the arranged time to knock on the front door. Donald greeted me. He looked as if he had been running.

      “I just got home,” he breathed heavily. “Come in.”

      He lived in a normal-looking house. It was clean and well-furnished. No signs of a hatchet murderer were apparent. A fluffy grey cat rubbed against my leg, and Donald picked it up.

      Dangling the cat towards me, he cooed, “Mr. Cattington, meet Hillary.”

      He thought I was Hillary because of the credit card I used. I smiled but didn’t correct him.

      “So, why did you ask me here?” I bluntly asked.

      Donald rushed to the kitchen and returned with a bag. He opened it and showed me the books I needed.

      “Thank you. How much?” I gushed, taking the bag.

      He held it tight.

      Now here is the payment time, I thought, forcing myself not to roll my eyes. “Do you want me to buy you a coffee? Sit and have a chat?”

      “No. Um, how about you make out with me?” he blurted.

      “No!”

      He was trying to bargain with me. “Let me feel you up?”

      Feel me up? What, was he fifteen? “Dream on,” I pulled on the bag.

      He puffed up. “No action. No books.” He tugged the bag out of my hand and went for the door.

      “Fine. Ten minutes.”

      “Fifteen.”

      “Ok, fifteen.” I set the alarm on my cell phone and held it out, showing him the time ticking.

      His bravado faded. He dropped the bag and took his pants off.

      “No, the deal was to feel me up.” I glared.

      He grunted trying to figure out his next move. Diving at me with both hands, he began manhandling both my breasts.

      “Can I at least see them?” he moaned.

      “Feel,” I said, not hiding my boredom.

      “Fine,” he grunted again. He squeezed and tugged at me before giving up with my breast.

      I braced myself for his next move.

      Roughly, he slid his hand down my sides and squeezed my butt. When I let out a squeak of surprise, he smiled and slipped his hand under my skirt. I grabbed it, squeezing his fingers hard.

      “You said I could feel,” he whined.

      “Seven minutes left,” I relented, feeling repulsed.

      He had beaten me. Without hesitation, he slipped his fingers inside my panties and began exploring my most private parts. His confidence was renewed. He leered as if he were giving me the greatest pleasure of my life. Suddenly, he must have decided to get his money’s worth. He shoved his hand into his underwear and began to masturbate.

      “Five minutes.” I wanted to slap his hand off me. “You really are bad at this,” I said cruelly.

      His face flushed with embarrassment. He fumbled around a bit more before stopping. “If I suck so bad, why don’t you teach me?”

      “Two minutes.” I waved the phone at him.

      “I have a hundred bucks if you teach me,” he pleaded.

      “I am not a whore,” I snapped.

      “No, like a tutor.”

      Intrigued, I said, “Show me the money.” No way this college student had the money to waste on me. I stopped the timer as he picked up his pants and dug through the pockets.

      He counted out ninety-eight dollars. “This is all I have.” He crushed the bills into my hand.

      “Just your hands. No mouth, and especially not that.” I pointed at the bulge in his tight white briefs.

      “Ok, teach me.”

      “Not here.” Damn it, Caitlyn. What are you doing? my inner self screamed.

      “My bedroom. No one will be home for hours,” he excitedly suggested.

      I sighed. “One hour. Time starts now.”
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        * * *

      

      I considered reneging on the deal and leaving him, but something inside me liked his desperation. I could find out what it was like for Paul to guide and teach me.

      Donald’s room was exactly as I expected. It was a comic convention. Anime and figures lined every spare space. He quickly made his bed, covering his Star Wars sheets.

      “Would you like a drink?” he offered.

      “No.” I didn’t want to give him the impression that I was interested in him at all.

      “Ok, teach me.” He stepped closer to me.

      I put his hands on my breasts and gently massaged. Delicately, I squeezed my nipple.

      “I can’t feel what I am doing with your sweater,” he complained.

      “Fine.” I stripped my shirt and bra off.

      His mouth gaped open.

      “If a girl ever lets you get here, be gentle. Sucking and pinching gently, then firmly. Listen to her body.”

      He copied my demo for a few minutes.

      “What about down there.” He pointed.

      You asked for this, I thought. You are his teacher. Now teach.

      I slid out of the rest of my clothes and placed his hand on me, I guided his fingers. As I walked him through the steps, my body rocked against him. I was actually aroused by the power I had over him.

      “You’re wet,” he said nervously. “Is that bad?”

      “No, that means you are doing it right,” I said breathlessly. “Maybe you need to see better what you are touching.”

      Feeling confident, I lied on the bed and spread my legs for him to inspect me closer. I was so engaged in his newly learned talents that I didn’t object when he kissed the inside of my thigh.

      Abruptly, my pleasure stopped. Donald sat up and grabbed a box from under his bed. He started counting out money. It looked like he had around eighty dollars. “How much to, you know…”

      He was so eager and so desperate. Something made me want to make his first experience a better one than the one I had. He didn’t say he was a virgin, but it was very obvious.

      “This should be enough.” I snatched the money from his hand. I looked at my phone – twenty minutes left. “Do you have any protection?”

      “Yeah, I do.” He beamed. He rifled through his nightstand until he found an unopened box. “Gift from Mom.” He smiled at his own joke.

      I grabbed the condoms and checked the expiration. “So, is this your first time?”

      “No, I’ve been with…” He started to lie before suddenly confessing, “Yes, it’s my first. Is that ok?”

      “Twenty-year-old virgin?” I mocked.

      “Nineteen and a half,” he corrected.

      “If you want to spend your hard-earned money on one minute of pleasure, who am I to argue? You wanted tutoring, so let’s focus on my climax first. Most women will not orgasm with only penetration,” I quoted Paul.

      Donald nodded eagerly. This time he dove between my legs. “Ok, teach me.”

      The memory of Paul was beside me as I walked Donald through the process of finding out what the woman enjoyed.

      He kept asking, “Is that ok?”

      “If you stay quiet, I’ll be able to focus. You are distracting me,” I scolded.

      “Sorry,” he said before returning to my previous instructions.

      In a brief time, he learned what made me tick. Before I knew it, I had climaxed.

      While regaining my breath, he eagerly hopped up and began to cover himself with the condom. “Now, my turn?”

      Recovering from my body’s intense response, I could only nod. I was surprised this awkward boy just rocked my world.

      Donald climbed on top of me. He struggled around his big belly to align himself. I sighed and helped him. His arm muscles were stronger than I expected, and he kept his weight off me.

      Nowhere to look, but his flabby chest, I saw only two black hairs. Reality hit me. You are a prostitute, Caitlyn, my inner voice screamed.

      As if Donald’s penis understood he was going to be evicted soon, in less than one minute, he groaned. He spent himself. Carefully, he rolled off me.

      He smiled sleepily and cupped my breast. “You are so beautiful,” he murmured, and then fell asleep.

      While he lay snoring, I put all the money he gave me on his nightstand. After I dressed, I dug around his dressers. I found a fast-food restaurant menu and a green highlighter. I scribbled a note and placed it on the bills. It read:

      
        
        Keep practicing.

        Soon, you will have all the girls screaming your name.

        xoxo, Me
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        * * *

      

      Donald taught me I had power. This new knowledge fueled my desire for sex. I no longer turned down invitations to parties.

      Fraternity boys were eager to sleep with me and forget. I spent the next year finding men who would be around long enough to satisfy me. Ones who worshipped me for only fifteen minutes, but never knew my name.

      I had fulfilled the prophecy, and I was the town whore. Luckily, I had been discrete. Not even my best friend knew how many strangers I had been with. Or I thought I had been.

      

      
        
        The Brit

      

      

      “Your order will be right out.” His rich British accent sent chills straight through me.

      From the bar, I admired my mother’s latest hire. He was model handsome. He had rich mocha skin, piercing brown eyes, and full lips. I sighed as I imagined what I could do to him. I hadn’t got his name, but I knew I would have him.

      Serving the drinks, I made sure to press up against him under the guise of passing by. “Oops sorry,” I purred and patted his chest as if I had spilled something.

      He grinned at me and returned to his guests.

      The main course had been served, so I approached my mother. “I need a break. I bet I am not the only one.” I motioned to the men immediately around my target.

      “Fine, you get fifteen minutes to regroup,” my mother said, dismissively.

      “Good news. We are on break.” I relayed the instructions. As the others dispersed, I caught my target. “I’m going to get some air. Want to join me?”

      “Sure,” he said. “Lead on.”
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        * * *

      

      I knew the hotel very well. When we were in an isolated hallway, I made my move and kissed him.

      “Right here? Right now?” he asked. “I’ll get fired.”

      “Shh,” I said, pushing him into the utility closet. I ripped the tape I placed on the lock earlier that day in case I found someone of interest. This was not my first closet quickie. I was always prepared for such an adventure.

      “But, I…” he objected.

      I silenced his objections by grabbing his head and kissing him deeply.

      He didn’t resist.

      Seconds later, he lifted me up and pinned me against the wall. He began kissing my breasts and stopped when he found the condom poking out of my bra. I always carried one. I was foolish, but not stupid.

      “For me?” He grinned.

      “Yeah, we need to hurry. Our break is almost over,” I teased.

      “You American Girls like it dirty,” he commented as he covered his erection. “So, how do you want it?”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck. “Nothing fancy, but if you take too long you might get fired,” I teased.

      He stuck his hand under my skirt and laughed. “You are a dirty girl. No panties?”

      “Shut up and fuck me,” I ordered.

      The waiter growled, pulling me towards him, and kissed me deeply. He lifted my leg and wasted no time slipping inside me.

      My leg wrapped firmly around him and my arms clung tightly around his neck. We rocked together. Soon, his long, thick strokes sent me over the edge. My fingernails dug into his shoulders, and I moaned. It felt as if he was growing inside me.

      His groans grew so loud I was afraid we would get caught. I covered his mouth with mine. With him silenced, I heard the voice in the hall. I stopped kissing him and listened.

      “I think there is more in here,” the voice said. “Ok, I’ll check. Yes, two. I’ll get two.” The familiar voice must have been on a phone or talking to himself.

      Panic filled me. It was Thomas.

      The door jiggled, and then the sounds of keys.

      “Shit.” I tried getting the attention of my lover, but my words were muffled as he slipped his tongue into my mouth. I pulled away. “Someone is coming.”

      “I am not finished,” he objected. “Almost there…” He pumped harder.

      You brought him here, I scolded myself. Ride it out, Caitlyn.

      I heard the door open. I closed my eyes and hoped Thomas had turned around when he saw us. It seemed like minutes passed before my stranger finally climaxed.

      “What do you think you are doing? You are not on that kind of break,” Thomas screeched.

      The waiter deflated and slipped out of me. Unabashed, he threw the used condom into the trash and pulled up his pants. “I didn’t know there were rules about what I did on my break, mate.”

      I tried to stay hidden from view as I straightened my clothes.

      “The both of you back to work,” Thomas ordered.

      I got away with it. Thomas didn’t realize it was me.

      As I walked past him, I felt his grip on my arm. “Wait. You, stay.”

      The waiter winked at me and kept going. I didn’t blame him. I would have done the same thing.

      “Cat? What the hell?” Thomas hissed.

      “I was just having a bit of fun,” I said nonchalantly.

      “I thought the stories were lies. Cat, really? You are fucking the waitstaff?” Thomas’ eyes filled with pity.

      “I’m young and single. I can do whatever I please,” I snapped. “Who are to judge? You’ve had plenty of your own one-night stands.”

      “But, you’re different, Cat. This isn’t you,” Thomas’ voice was filled with pain. “I let you down. I was supposed to protect you.”

      Sadness washed over me. I wasn’t different. He couldn’t protect me from anyone, especially not myself.

      I didn’t stop right away, but I found, over the next few weeks, that my hunting for strangers to hook up with became less satisfying. Each cheap moment left me full of shame. I had seen myself through Thomas’ eyes, and I wondered, who have I become?

      

      
        
        The Bad Boy

      

      

      One morning, Thomas met me at the mall for an impromptu shopping spree. He was giddy with the idea of transforming my look. Katherine Hepburn meets Marilyn Monroe was his inspiration.

      After a few hundred dollars and several hours, Thomas left me with strict instructions for my next purchases. I was lost in the overwhelming scent choices when I felt a hand on my waist.

      “You don’t want anything too overpowering. Men don’t like to go home to their wives smelling like their dates,” the deep voice of a man advised me.

      I whipped around and was face-to-face with Christopher. He wore a soft beard and mustache now. Any stranger would think he was very handsome, but those people didn’t know he was a psychotic rapist.

      “Long time, no see, Caitlyn,” he smiled. His hands squeezed my hips.

      “Get your hands off me,” I hissed and shoved him away.

      “Don’t be like that, Caitlyn.” His voice was strong and clearly sending me a warning. “I am just saying hello to an old friend.”

      “You and I were never friends.” I backed away.

      He looked at me with concern. “I don’t see your bodyguard anymore. Did the queen take off and leave you all alone?”

      Bile rose in my throat. “No. He’s waiting for me.” I set the perfume I had been testing down and began to walk away.

      Christopher grabbed my arm and pressed his mouth to my ear. Inhaling deeply, he whispered, “I’ll always be inside you, Caitlyn. The night we shared was magical. Come away with me. I promised you that I wanted to make our relationship more permanent. I am ready now.”

      “Would you like to test any other samples,” the salesclerk called to me.

      Christopher released me and turned around to smile at her. “No, thank you.”

      I took the opportunity to get away. When I turned to make sure I wasn’t being followed, I saw Christopher whispering to the girl.

      You can’t leave her, my mind screamed.

      “Christopher, I’ll see you at home soon. Our daughter is so happy to know her daddy got off work early tonight,” I called, forcing him to address me.

      Christopher turned and glared at me. “I’m looking forward to our evening together, sweetheart. Bath time is always fun.”

      Terrified, I rushed out of the mall and into the parking lot. The bags I carried were heavy and slowing me down. When I reached my car, I checked to make sure he hadn’t followed. Confident he wasn’t behind me, I threw everything onto the passenger seat before climbing in.

      My hand shook violently, and it took me several seconds to get the key in the ignition. I turned over the engine and pressed the gas. A group of teenage girls on their cell phones walked in front of me, and I slammed on the brakes to avoid hitting them.

      “Put your phones away and watch what you’re doing!” I screamed.

      Unaffected, the teens carried on as if I hadn’t almost killed them.

      Tears flooded my eyes. Get yourself together, I scolded myself.

      After a few minutes of deep breathing, I composed myself enough to drive away.
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        * * *

      

      I drove carefully and kept checked my mirrors to make sure I wasn’t being followed. When the gas light flashed, I almost threw up. You are five minutes from home, and it is still daylight. The sun would not set for another six hours. I would be safe.

      I pulled into my usual gas station. I just finished filling the tank when a silver car appeared. It slowly drove past me. The windows were tinted, but I made out the silhouette of a man. The Mercedes circled around again, and I knew it was Christopher. I had hurt his ego. He was going to make me pay.

      I searched for anyone to help. I saw a biker leaving the convenience store with a bottle of water and a bag of chips. He was shoving his items into a backpack when I approached him.

      The driver had not gotten out of the car. I knew he was watching me and plotting the perfect time to grab me.

      “Hey, can you take me for a ride on your bike? I’ve always wanted to see what it felt like.” I smiled seductively.

      The guy looked me up and down. “Sure, babe. Park your car over there and I’ll give you a little ride.”

      I reconsidered as I walked to my car, but then I saw the Mercedes. I could jump off a motorcycle, but I would not be able to escape Christopher if he captured me again. I relocated my vehicle to a parking spot and tucked my shopping bags into the trunk. When I returned to the biker, I saw who was stalking me.

      My heart fell as I watched an old man shuffle out of the vehicle, and his wife rush to help him.

      “Ready?” the biker asked.

      “Yeah,” I reluctantly said. You need help, I scolded myself. You have now put yourself in a bad situation.

      He handed me a hot pink helmet with the words ‘Old Lady’ written in silver. “Let’s get this lid on you and see where the coast leads us.” He put his own helmet on and straddled the bike. “Climb on.” He grinned.

      There was no way out. I didn’t know how to tell him I changed my mind. Feeling as though I had no choice, I slid behind him. “My name is Caitlyn. What can I call you?”

      “My bros call me Bulldog, but you can call me Marcus.”

      Panic filled me as I realized I was doing this. He was probably in a motorcycle gang and had a girlfriend who wore tight leather. Girlfriend, I thought and immediately felt terrified. “Will your old lady mind that I am wearing her hat?”

      Marcus threw his head back and laughed. “There is no one to worry about, babe. The hat was given to me as a joke. It will protect you. Lucky you chose to wear jeans and sexy boots today.”

      Before I could question what he meant, he revved the engine and cried, “Hang on.”

      I rested my hands carefully on his waist. When he jerked forward, I held tighter. I was on the back of a dangerous vehicle, pressed close to a complete stranger, and I felt surprisingly alive as we rode North. The ride was exhilarating. I had become completely confident in my rash decision until he turned off Coast Highway. My stomach churned as he pulled onto a side street and into a residential area.

      I considered jumping off the back of the bike. The risk of getting injured and not being able to fight off an attack stopped me. Who was I kidding? He was solid muscle. Nothing could save me.

      A garage opened, and he drove into it. He turned off the machine and got off.

      “I need to feed my dogs. Come in and have a drink. It won’t take long,” he explained.

      “I don’t drink.”

      “Water, babe. You will get messed up if you don’t hydrate.” He reached over and unhooked the helmet.

      I pulled it off, and he reached out to me. I jerked away.

      “Easy, girl. Your hair is sticking up.” He gently smoothed the offending pieces down.
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        * * *

      

      Inside his home, we were greeted by four Chihuahuas of mixed breeds. The small animals yipped at me. He scooped them up, affectionately kissed them, and doled out treats.

      “Yeah. Yeah. I’m home to feed you. You act like you are starving,” he gently scolded them.

      He dished out their food and then turned back to me. “Sorry for the detour. I need to keep my girls happy.”

      “You live alone?”

      He laughed. “Those four are enough.”

      He reached into the fridge, pulled out a bottle, and offered it to me. An image of Christopher forcing me to drink the same brand washed over me. “Can I just have tap water?”

      “Okay.” He raised his eyebrows at me and opened a cabinet with dozens of cups. “Lady’s choice.”

      We sat at the table drinking our water. “So, do you go around picking up strangers often?”

      “No.” I started to lie about my reason for asking today. “I thought my ex…” I cringed at the word ex, “was following me. It turned out to be an old couple.”

      “So, you used me?”

      “No, I…”

      He let out a hearty laugh. “It’s okay. I like being used by hot chicks.” He got up and refilled my glass of water from the sink. When I finished it, I asked where the bathroom was.

      “Second door on the right.” He pointed down a hallway.

      I passed by a master bedroom that was nicely furnished and as clean as the rest of the house. He didn’t trick you into the bedroom, I thought, forcing myself to stop having negative thoughts.

      Just past a guest bedroom on the right, I found the bathroom. When I returned to the kitchen, Marcus was gone. I heard clicking in another room. I followed the sound into an office.

      “Hey, sorry, I thought I would answer a few work emails while you were gone.”

      “What do you do?”

      “Website design. Some people are so foolish.” He punched the return button. “Really, some shouldn’t even have computers. So, what do you do, Caitlyn?”

      “I’m a junior at USD. I’m majoring in English,” I answered.

      “So, this stalker ex… want me to scare the daylights out of him?”

      I looked at the massive man. His dirty blonde hair was neatly pulled back, and his beard was short and neatly trimmed. His arms were tattooed from hand to biceps. He was intimidating. I nodded yes.

      “Okay, babe, bring me your phone and pull up that jerk. I am going to make sure he never bothers you again.” Marcus’ green eyes sparkled with impish glee.

      My hands trembled as I unlocked my phone and found Christopher’s number. Why did you keep this? I scolded myself. I handed it to him, and he began to call. The familiar ring of FaceTime sounded. I turned to stone.

      “I knew you would call,” Christopher purred as the phone connected and he popped up on the screen. His voice turned to steel when he saw Marcus, instead of me. “Who are you?”

      “I’m your worst nightmare, preppie. If you hassle my old lady again, they’re going to be looking for your remains all over California.” Marcus held a hand out to me and motioned me close. When I took his hand, he pulled me onto his lap. “This is now my property.”

      Christopher started to protest.

      Something came over me. I grabbed Marcus’ face and kissed him, slowly and deeply, for the camera. Underneath his thick mustache were the softest lips. He tasted like peppermint.

      He tugged lightly on my bottom lip, clearly for show. When he broke away, he smiled at me. “Come on, babe. This small-dicked jerk has nothing left for you.”

      Christopher turned red and began screaming. “I’ve been in every bit of that person. She’s —”

      Marcus ended the call and wrapped his arms around me. He held me as if I was a fragile doll. In his arms, I felt safe. Pushing the memories of pain deep into the crevices of my mind, I let him comfort me.

      Ding, Ding, Ding. The obnoxious ringtone of my cell ringing frightened me. I jumped and reached for it. Marcus grabbed it first. He grinned and handed it to me. On the screen was a picture of Thomas in a rainbow beret and pop-up heart sunglasses.

      “Hey, T,” I said, my voice more breathless than I wanted.

      “Where are you? I have been texting. I saw your car at the QT,” Thomas said, his voice tinged with hysteria.

      “Oh, I just went for a run. I needed to feel the ocean breeze,” I lied.

      “You should have told me. I need to get rid of some extra pounds myself,” Thomas chimed in. “I was thinking –”

      “Thomas, can I call you back when I get home? I’m losing my adrenaline.”

      “You better call me. I have big, big, big news.” Thomas made sure to emphasize the urgency that I call.

      “I promise. Bye.”

      I set the phone down and found Marcus staring at me. “Another boyfriend?”

      “My gay best friend.” I smiled.

      “Good. I was jealous,” Marcus teased.

      “You aren’t really going to kill Christopher, are you?” I asked, afraid of the answer.

      “Only if he messes with you.” Marcus’ eyes burned fiery hot and I believed he would keep his promise.

      “Why do you care?”

      “I have a sister. You were smart not to take my water. There are sick bastards in the world. Some do really shitty things to girls.”

      He rested his hand on my knee and stared at me. I felt as if he was searching my mind for the answers. “Scum that manhandle and misuse girls are not right.”

      Marcus took my phone and looked through it. He jotted down a number I knew was Christopher’s. He slid me off of his lap and handed the phone back to me. “Let’s get you home.”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t think I am ready to go.” I set my cell on the desk and kissed him.

      It didn’t take long before our kisses became hot and urgent. I tugged my shirt off and began to tug at his belt buckle. Marcus groaned in admiration before he kissed my breasts. His attention didn’t remain their long. Returning to my mouth, our frantic kisses left me burning in a way I hadn’t felt in a very long time.

      When we reached his bed, he laid me down gently and removed his shirt.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asked, halting the moment.

      I stared at the man before me. He had to be in his late forties and his scarred, tattooed body told a story of a hard life. His appearance was rough and threatening, but I saw his true self – a kind protector.

      “Yes, I want you, Marcus,” I whispered.

      Without another word, he pulled off my jeans and stared down at me. It was his turn to decide if the view was worth the price. When he took off the rest of his clothes and covered himself with a condom, I knew his answer.

      Marcus was not the best lover or the most considerate. When he was done, he rolled off me. His snoring told me my opportunity to climax was over. I lied in shock. My sexual experience with the bookstore clerk had been better. Disappointed, I sat up to leave the bed when he clasped my arm.

      “I think we have some unfinished business,” his voice husky with desire.

      This time was different. He focused on my pleasure before his. When he finally entered me again, I was reeling from the sensations.

      After we were both exhausted, I laid on his chest while he softly slept. When he woke, we dressed and silently returned to the garage. We had said everything necessary and I let the silence wash over me.

      Once we reached the gas station where we had met, Marcus helped me off the bike. “Thanks for the day, babe,” he said before giving me one last kiss.

      “Will I see you again?” I asked.

      His eyes filled with sadness. “A pretty girl like you doesn’t need an old man like me. You need to find yourself someone who’ll treat you right and give you a life. I’m going to remind that guy to stay away from you.

      “Thank you.” I kissed Marcus. One last tender moment. One final goodbye.

      “Thanks is not necessary, babe. Promise me you won’t go riding off with any more loser bikers. The next time, you might not meet a gentleman like me.

      I smiled. “I won’t.”

      As he rode away, I wondered why he had been brought into my life. Several weeks after, I considered going back to his house, but something inside me told me to say goodbye, and I did.

      Perhaps he was supposed to save me from Christopher? Maybe stop me from the road to destruction I was on? Whatever he did, I had slept with my last stranger.

      

      
        
        The Keeper?

      

      

      By the time I met Peter, I wanted something real. A relationship, not just a fling.

      Peter worked at the local organic grocery store. He was tall, lanky, and I fell head over heels for him. His relaxed nature drew me in. I didn’t realize his college part-time job was his end game. I told myself that I could make him into a respectable businessman. He just didn’t realize his potential.

      After six months, I realized, if I continued with him, I would end up a single mother, and my children would have a deadbeat dad. I knew he was not the right man for me, but our power play was intoxicating. Every day, I planned to end it. Each time, I told myself, ‘one more day.’ Every time, I found a reason to give him another chance.

      At the start of summer vacation, I decided to skip classes over the break and enjoy my time. I promised myself that, when school started again, I would tell Peter we were done.

      One evening, I was working as a server at a business event my mother had organized at a five-star hotel. Five hundred men, all eager to talk about their business connections and complain about their wives, attended. I had just passed a plate of appetizers, and returned to the kitchen for another, when I found Peter waiting.

      “When do you get out of here,” he asked.

      “The night just began. I have at least four more hours.” I handed him one of the finger sandwiches and watched him devour it. “I’ll come by your apartment after.”

      “Can you spot me some cash and I’ll pick up some beer?” He pushed himself against me.

      Spot you? I thought angrily. _You should be filled with polka dots for all the spotting I’ve done.

      “Please, Caitlyn,” he whispered in my ear. “You know I am good for it.”

      Relenting, I grabbed my purse and pulled out all the cash I had. “This will have to do.” I crushed the bills into his hand.

      Instead of leaving, he pulled me into the hallway towards the bathrooms and began kissing my neck.

      “Stop,” I said. I looked around to make sure no one saw us.

      “You got me fucking hot, girl.” He continued to kiss me.

      I knew he wouldn’t leave easily, not unless I submitted. “Not here.” I pushed him back.

      “Come on, just a quickie to tide me over.” He unzipped his jeans and shoved my hand inside the opening.

      “I have to go, Peter,” I said, trying to pull away.

      “Then do it quickly.” He clamped his hand over mine, guiding me.

      I could have resisted. I could have pushed him away, but I didn’t want the scene. I didn’t want him to break up with me. As pathetic as it sounded, I didn’t want to be alone.

      “In here.” I pushed him into the men’s bathroom.

      “You’re a dirty girl, Caitlyn. I like it.”

      Inside the handicap stall, he lifted my skirt and tugged on my panties. “No, something fast,” I hissed.

      While I straightened myself out, he linked his hands behind his head and jerked his lower body. “I’m ready. Show me how much you love me,” he purred.

      When I gripped his erect penis, he whispered, “Go on, have a little taste of your favorite _Peter_.”

      I clamped my hand over his mouth to silence his moans as I used my other hand to make him feel good. You have sunk to another low, Caitlyn. But, Kudos, for not ending on your knees, I thought wryly.

      It didn’t take much work before Peter released. He had length, but no endurance. In this instance, I was grateful for his lack of stamina.

      “Ok, I have to go back to work now. Go clean yourself up and I’ll leave when you’re gone,” I whispered

      Grinning, he kissed me on the cheek. “You’re the fucking hottest chick I’ve ever been with. Let’s continue tonight. I’ll make you scream for me.”

      I forced a smile and waited. When I knew he was gone, I rushed to the sink and washed the evidence of our disgusting act from my hands. I checked myself in the mirror. I felt pity for the girl in the reflection. She had become exactly what the boys in high school had claimed she was.

      But, I am in control, not them, I argued. I had just dried my hands when an older man stepped out of the stalls. I could have died from embarrassment.

      “Oh, I must be in the wrong room,” he said, washing his hands and smiling at me

      Had he heard Peter? Did he know what I did?

      “Actually, I think I was mistaken,” I said, nodding at the urinal. “My apologies, sir.”

      I quickly ducked out and returned to my duties. The night flew by as I catered to the needs of the men from all over the world. They were in San Diego for a trade’s convention. Talks about the best flooring for commercial endeavors, new equipment, and sales tactics filled the ballroom.

      

      
        
        The Reality Check

      

      

      I returned with a fresh tray of bacon wrapped shrimp when I bumped into the man from the bathroom. This time, I noticed how attractive he was. He looked to be in his forties with hints of grey in his deep brown hair. His jaw was strong, and his blue-grey eyes were piercing. He had the body of a retired quarterback.

      “We meet again,” he said, taking one of the appetizers from my tray. “I’m Nick Fisher, and you are?”

      “Caitlyn…Caitlyn Chase,” I stammered.

      “Would you have a drink with me, Caitlyn?” he asked.

      “Um, I can’t. I am still working,” I said.

      “I am staying in the hotel. When your shift is over, I would like to learn more about you.” He smiled.

      I checked the time. What did I have to lose? A night of Peter attempting to convince me to try out the latest sexual position he saw on the internet? Or, perhaps, watching my mother fall asleep on the couch to an old black and white movie?

      “Ok, where should I meet you?”

      “I have a room at the hotel.

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “I assure you my intentions are not nefarious, Caitlyn. I am in the presidential suite on the 21st floor,” he said, takin my hand. “We’ll be able to have a nice chat and drink out on the balcony.”

      He really would’ve been a more appropriate fling for my mother, but there was something so comforting about him. I knew better than to go out with a nice man. Didn’t I find out how easy it was to be drugged and raped by one? Even with this knowledge, something led me to him.

      At the end of my work shift, I said goodbye to my mother, lying that I was going to spend the night with Peter. She frowned at this but didn’t comment. She would be even more disappointed if she knew I was meeting an older man alone in his hotel room
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        * * *

      

      Nick hadn’t lied. He was staying in the presidential suite and it had two balconies. The room was luxurious. I felt giddy, like a schoolgirl. Like one of the sappy RomComs I loved to watch came to life.

      “What would you like to drink, Ms. Chase?” He led me by my elbow to the bar.

      “Whatever you have in a sealed bottle.”

      He raised his eyebrows and opened the mini bar. “Help yourself.” He smiled.

      I took a can of sparkling fruit-flavored mineral water and a bottle of vodka. I poured them both into a glass and took a sip. “Would you like one?” I dropped several ice cubes into my glass.

      He poured the leftover sparkling water into a glass and dropped a few ice cubes. He left out the vodka. “Shall we adjourn to the balcony?”

      I nodded and cautiously followed. Instead of taking the available love seat, he chose the long couch. He motioned for me to sit. “I’ll not bite, Caitlyn.”

      Sighing, I sat down an arm’s length from him. “The view is beautiful,” I commented. The ocean waves were mesmerizing.

      What are you doing here? my inner voice cried. You promised Marcus no more strangers.

      I dug my fingernails into the palm of my hand.

      We sat in silence, staring into nothing, before Nick finally spoke. “You deserve better than the boy from the bathroom,” he stated in a serious tone.

      Now the truth comes out, I thought.

      “I do, huh?” I glared.

      “I don’t mean to offend, but a real man would never have interrupted your work shift for his bestial desires. He was clearly focused on his own sexual needs with no regard for your situation.”

      “He is young and dumb,” I explained.

      “You deserve to be treated like a queen, not a prostitute.”

      I set my drink down and stood. “I am not sure what you’re playing at, but I am not interested.”

      He stepped in front of me, blocking my escape. “I am not playing anything, Caitlyn. I want nothing from you but to show you your worth.”

      “What do you know about my worth?”

      “I can tell you have been deeply hurt, and you have never truly been loved by a man.” He rested his hand on my shoulder. “There is a scared little girl inside you. Let her grow up.”

      Emotions flooded me. I had tried to forget the evening with Christopher. I even convinced myself that I was in control. All the men that I had used to forget what happened were supposed to make me better. They didn’t. He was right. I was just a scared little girl.

      I collapsed on the loveseat and buried my face in my hands. It felt like I had been transported to five years earlier, and I was still trapped in the beach house. The degradation. The pain. The guilt. It all washed over me. The memories I buried were torn wide open.

      I cringed as I felt his arm around me. “You owe no man, Caitlyn. Free yourself from the burden. You’re not inferior. You’re a treasure waiting to bloom.”

      My instincts kicked in, and I kissed Nick.

      Gently, he pulled away. “Your body should not be payment for a kind gesture. The pleasure of the flesh will not heal what is broken.”

      I moved away feeling rejected.

      “Do not feel hurt. Talk to me. Show me the real Caitlyn.” He took my hand.

      We sat in silence as the night sky grew darker. Finally, as the twilight sky began to lighten in preparation for the sunrise, I told him the story of how this broken girl before him was formed. I confessed all my sins, my guilt, and my fears as if I was in a church confessional.

      He silently listened, only touching my hand to comfort me. When the sun began to rise, I had bared my soul. I was exposed and raw, but I felt released from the prison I had trapped myself in.

      “Caitlyn, I would like to sleep with you,” Nick said.

      I cringed at his words. I told him my darkest secret. The things I had done. Was he turned on by this?

      “You misunderstand.” He touched my cheek. “Fully clothed, nothing more than a warm body holding you as you heal from your cleansing. When you wake, the broken girl you have been holding so tightly to will be gone. She will be free.”

      Exhausted, I wanted nothing more than for his words to be true. I followed him to the master suite and climbed under the covers after removing only my shoes. I watched as Nick removed his shoes, suit jacket, and tie, but nothing more. He slipped under the covers and opened his arms. Without hesitation, I snuggled against him.

      I trusted him. Naïve or not, I was in his arms, hoping it wasn’t a lie. When I heard the soft breath of sleep from him, I relaxed and allowed myself to drift to sleep.

      

      In the morning, I woke to an empty bed. My heart fell. Disappointed, I gathered my items and began to leave. I was met by Nick. He had showered and changed into a pair of khakis and a crisp white short-sleeved shirt.

      “Good morning, sleepyhead. Would you like breakfast? A shower?” He greeted me with a kiss on the cheek. A knock on the door sounded, and Nick beamed. “Perfect timing.”

      The door opened, and a silver tray of food was wheeled in. “Would you like this placed on the dining room table, Mr. Fisher?”

      “Yes, and has my order arrived yet?”

      The bellhop reached into the dumbwaiter and pulled out two bags with Macy’s written on them.

      “Good.” Nick smiled. He signed the check and sent the man on his way. Turning to me, he said, “This is for you.”

      “Me?” I asked, not hiding my surprise.

      “Caitlyn, I want you to stay with me for the week I am here. I want you to heal. I want to meet the woman you will one day be.”

      “If you want to have sex with me, you don’t need to put on the show. You know my secrets. You know I wouldn’t have turned you down.” My voice was void of emotion.

      “I am not looking for a cheap thrill. The broken teenager you’re hiding behind is not who I am interested in. I want you to stay with me. There are two sleeping rooms. During the day, we can share this amazing suite.” Nick set the bag down. “I want to meet the real Caitlyn Chase. Tell me she is here and ready to find out what it means to be loved. Is she here, Caitlyn?”

      For the first time in my life, I felt in control of what I wanted. I wasn’t doing what was expected to please someone else or to hide my pain. I turned myself over to Nick, knowing this would be one week in our life.

      It wasn’t a fairytale. It was real. I had to find out who I was. I had to find the real Caitlyn.
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        * * *

      

      Nick was true to his word. Other than holding my hand or kissing my cheek, our intimacy was only emotional. I would have called it fatherly if not for the fact that I was psychically attracted to him. During our time together, he showed me the city I had forgotten. We went sailing, ate at local restaurants, and toured the local museums. He reminded me of my passion for the written word. Nick even inspired me to chase the dreams I once had of being an author or professor.

      We read Shakespeare, watched old black and white movies, and strolled along the pier. One afternoon, I taught him how to play my favorite card game, Crazy Eights.

      When I handed him the deck of cards to shuffle, he set them down and said, “You have a final year of school, Caitlyn. Promise me you will live in the moment from now on and forget the past.”

      My breath caught. How could I tell him that I wanted nothing more than to live in this moment, with him, forever? I couldn’t. He would think I was a silly schoolgirl. Instead, I chose the complacent smile and nod. There was time left; I could only hope I would build up enough courage to tell him how I was feeling.

      On the last night, I asked if we could dine in the hotel room instead of eating out. I wanted nothing to distract him from us. I was overjoyed when he easily agreed, and we ordered room service. Afterward, we adjourned to the patio to watch the sunset.

      Nervously, I took his hand as we stood by the balcony. “Nick, this week was dreamlike. The wounds I had been hiding behind are healed. You taught me I needed to be who I wanted and never let anyone treat me like their property. Are my strong feelings of gratitude and desire wrong?” I rested my hand on his thigh, hoping to convey my intentions.

      “Do you want to be with me to pay me back for our week?” he asked seriously.

      “No,” I cried, “I want to know what it feels like to be touched and explored by someone who loves me.”

      He led me to the couch. “Caitlyn, you’re a beautiful woman, and I am flattered by your generous offer.”

      “But,” I whispered.

      “I need to be honest. I was not with the convention. I know your mother.”

      “What? I don’t understand.” I recoiled, moving farther away from him.

      “My intention was never to bed you. By chance, your mother reached out to me and begged me to help her sweet girl who had changed overnight.”

      “My mother? What? Does she know I am with you?” I wasn’t sure if I was trembling from anger or fear.

      “This is highly unorthodox, but I am a psychologist. Your mother wanted me to talk with you, to help you work through whatever pain you were going through. I planned on meeting you the old-fashioned way – by introduction – until the bathroom incident. Caitlyn, I knew I had to reach you. I took a risk, and, sweet girl, it worked.”

      “You knew I would be the whore, who quickly followed the rich older man off to his hotel room?” I choked out the words.

      “No, Caitlyn, I knew you would be the scared little girl seeking a way out of the life you found yourself in. Do not let your anger ruin the week we shared. I know you found yourself again.”

      We talked for hours about what I had learned about myself. I understood why he chose such a dramatic way to reach me. The desire I felt for him washed away to gratitude. When the sun rose, I gathered my things and we said our goodbyes.

      “Here’s my number if you ever need to talk, Caitlyn.” Nick handed me a slip of paper.

      I took it, but we both knew I would never use it. He had been right. I was broken, but I found myself again.

      With that newfound strength, I promised to forget the pain from my past and to build the life I was meant to have.
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        * * *

      

      When I finally turned my phone back on, it blew up with messages from Peter. Not one of them indicated concern for my safety. Each was a reminder of what I really meant to him.

      
        
        Peter: Where r u? Bring dinner.

        Peter:???

        Peter: Seriously!

        Peter: There are hotter bitches waiting to get on this train.

        Peter: So this is how it is?

        Peter: Come on!

        Caitlyn: I’m done with you. Have a nice life, Peter. Find someone else to support you. I deserve better. Don’t contact me anymore.

      

      

      Before he could respond and derail my progress, I deleted the messages and blocked his number. For the first time in a long time, I knew I was in control of my life. I was too good for Peter. I deserved better.

      Scrolling through my messages, I was surprised there was not one picture or text from Thomas. Fear filled me. Did I chase away my only true friend?

      
        
        Caitlyn: Hey, I’m home. Come over?

        Thomas: On my way!

      

      

      As if he had been waiting for me to reach out to him, Thomas showed up twenty minutes later, bearing an iced caramel mocha. Setting the drink down, he hugged me tightly. After our greeting, we settled on the patio, and I explained where I had been all week.

      Thomas listened quietly. Too quiet for my chatty friend. Realization slowly sunk in.

      “You knew about Nick?” I accused.

      Thomas sucked in a deep breath and nodded. “Your mom came to me a month ago to find out what was going on with you.”

      I felt the blood drain from my body. “You didn’t –”

      “Never,” he rushed to answer. “I just said you were going through some things, and I was worried about you, too.”

      “Why didn’t you talk to me?”

      “I tried, but you didn’t want to hear it.”

      “I’d of –”

      “You’d what? Tell me to mind my own damn business and worry about who I was fucking?” Thomas used the words I had thrown at him when I first met Peter.

      “Oh, Thomas, I’ve been such a bitch.” Throwing my arms around him, I hugged him tight. “I don’t deserve you.”

      “You’re wrong. You deserve the world, Cat, but enough about you.” Thomas pulled back and clapped his hands together. “I have FAN…TAS…TIC news.”

      I couldn’t help but get sucked into his excitement. “Well, don’t keep me in suspense.” I took a long draw off the yummy mocha he brought, coaxing the caffeine to start working immediately.

      “Well, you know how I have been working as an intern at Nitro,” he crowed.

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, the front page of the New York Times alerted everyone,” I answered sharply.

      “Shush, you.” Taking a deep, dramatic breath, he blurted out. “They have offered me a paying job.”

      “But, you have to finish school,” I cried.

      “That is the best part. They are paying me to finish, and if I decide to go for my master’s, that will be paid for!”

      “What will you be doing?”

      “A little of everything. My attention to detail makes me a brilliant copy editor, but Julian promised I could get a crack at book editing. He liked my input on J.M. Northup’s next bestseller.” Thomas puffed up with pride.

      “Everything is coming together, T. I am so proud of you,” I gushed.

      Thomas’ hard work had paid off, and he had the job he dreamed of already. Now, I had to prove it to myself. I was out of the rabbit hole and ready to begin my new life.
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