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Dedication

This book is dedicated to anyone who has been a survivor of Domestic Violence and got away. You’ve bet the odds, and I’m proud of you. I hope every one of you. I hope all of you have found your happily ever after. 

If you are a victim of Domestic Violence, make a plan and escape; Become a survivor and build a better life. You deserve the world, so don’t let someone tell you otherwise. 

You Are Brave

You Are Strong

You Are Enough
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Prologue: Finding out
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I fixed Josh’s breakfast and packed his lunch before he even came downstairs. When he walked in, he kissed me hard, grabbed his lunch, and then ate the omelet I made him while sipping his coffee at the table.

I sat down next to him, and we ate in silence. Once we finished, he kissed me again before heading toward the door. Pausing, he glanced back over his shoulder and muttered, “Make sure the house is clean when I get home.”

I nodded at his command, and he walked out. Afterward, I cleared the dishes. We didn’t have a dishwasher because Josh once said, “Why waste money on a dishwasher when you can wash them yourself?” So, I hand-washed everything, wiped down the table and counter, and finally got ready for work.

Once I was dressed and ready, I grabbed my bag and walked out the door. Josh never helped me get a car, and he took most, if not all, of my paycheck, leaving me with the bare minimum for groceries.

As I walked through town, just a block from my office, I ducked into the corner drugstore. My period was late, and panic gripped me. If I were pregnant, I needed to know, for the baby’s sake. I grabbed a pregnancy test, a soda, and a candy bar before heading to the checkout. I paid quickly and stuffed the bag into my purse, heading for the café.

I waited in line and ordered a large coffee and a muffin. After they handed me my order, I added sugar and French Vanilla creamer before leaving. I tucked the muffin into my purse and sipped my coffee as I made my way to the office.

I showed my ID and employee badge at security and passed through without issue. In the elevator, I went up to the top floor and headed for Tessa’s desk. Tessa, the floor secretary, was the one who directed calls and made sure everything ran smoothly.

“Hey, Tess. What’s going on today?” I smiled gently, though my cheek ached.

Tessa looked me over, frowning. “Delilah Hart, make-up doesn’t cover the marks, you know?”

I winced as she grabbed my hand and led me to the bathroom. Once inside, I wiped away the tears that had started to well up. “I’m sorry, Tess.”

“Sorry? What the hell are you sorry for?” she demanded. “You need to leave him. I know you’re scared, but I just hope we can get you out of there before he kills you.”

I sobbed. “It’s worse than that, Tess. My period’s late... so he might’ve... knocked me up.”

She held me tightly. “What are you going to do if it’s true?”

I let out a shaky laugh, barely holding back the tears. “I’ll keep the baby. It would be the only good thing that’s come from these five years with him.” I paused, then pulled the pregnancy test from my purse. “Will you stay with me while I find out?”

Tessa nodded without hesitation. “Absolutely. Let me tell Mr. Bell it’s an emergency.”

“No,” I said quickly. “I’ll tell him I wasn’t feeling well. I splashed cold water on my face to try to help.”

Tessa gave a reluctant nod, and I walked into the stall, leaving the door open. I didn’t need to lock it since Tessa was already taking care of things. But when she saw my legs, she gasped.

“It looks worse than it feels,” I whispered.

She gripped my hand. “What did that bastard do?”

I looked at her, seeing the fury flash in her eyes. “He had a bad night. Took it out on me, like usual. I’m fine. Sore and bruised, but I don’t want you to have that image in your head.”

“Did you need that image in your head, Lila?” she shrieked, shaking her head. “You’re too good for this. You deserve better.”

I swallowed hard. “Please, keep your voice down before someone hears, but it really does look worse than it is.”

Tessa hummed thoughtfully while I went through the motions, taking the test. When we were waiting for the results, she stood by me, holding my hand. The three minutes felt like hours.

Finally, I picked up the test and whispered, “It’s positive.”

Tessa’s eyes searched mine. “So, what now?”

I nodded slowly. “The baby didn’t ask to be here, and it deserves a life. Even if I have to fight like hell to keep it away from him. But Josh can never know.”

Tessa wrapped me in a tight hug. “I won’t tell anyone.”

“Thank you,” I murmured, tossing the test in the trash. I washed my hands and walked out with her.

We nearly ran into someone in the hallway, and I bumped into a hard chest. Before, hands caught my arms to steady me, and I flinched. Looking up, I saw it was my boss.

“Is everything okay?” he asked, his voice soft but concerned.

“Yeah, sir,” I whispered. “I didn’t feel well, so I splashed cold water on my face to help.”

His jaw tightened, but he nodded and gestured toward Tessa. “Tessa, get back to work, please.”

Once she was out of earshot, Mr. Bell turned to me. “Delilah, my office. I’ll meet you there after I grab a coffee.”

I nodded quickly and made my way to his office. I sat down at his desk, and he walked in, setting a cup of coffee and my bag in front of me.

He looked at me, his face hardening. “Tessa said you left this on her desk.” He frowned, clearly annoyed. “That’s your breakfast? A muffin?”

I nodded, unsure how to respond.

He immediately picked up the phone and ordered a full breakfast for me, not giving me a chance to protest. “It’s on me,” he said, “and I know how much you make. Don’t tell me you can’t afford to eat a decent meal.”

I stiffened. “I should get back to work. Tessa is doing both our jobs.”

Mr. Bell smiled gently. “Tessa volunteered, and I paid her extra for the trouble. But you need real food, Delilah. I’m tired of seeing you pick at muffins or cheap salads. Sit, relax, and eat.”

I wanted to argue, but something about his tone stopped me. He was insistent, and I knew better than to challenge him. “Why are you being so nice? You’re always kind, but this feels different.”

He chuckled. “I’m nice to Tessa because she’s your friend. And I’m nice to you because you deserve better than the bruise on your cheek.”

I blushed, trying to hide my face, but Mr. Bell gently moved my hand away. I flinched, but he whispered, “What happened?”

Before I could answer, there was a knock at the door. Mr. Bell opened it, grabbed the food, and set it on the table by the couch. He motioned for me to sit down and eat.

“Eat,” he said, his voice firm but kind. He stood there, watching me for a few minutes as I ate. It felt strange, but I didn’t argue.

After I finished, he asked again, “What happened?”

I sighed. “Nothing.”

He growled in frustration, his jaw clenched. “It’s not nothing. Was it your boyfriend?”

I shook my head quickly, but he caught the movement. “The way you reacted tells me it is. Let me help you.”

Tears welled in my eyes. “How?”

Mr. Bell knelt in front of me, his eyes soft but serious. “I can help you get out of that situation.”

I shook my head, barely able to speak. “He’ll never let me go. He’ll kill me if he finds out I told anyone.”

Mr. Bell’s voice softened, but it was steady. “How about I buy you breakfast and lunch every day? You can rest here. We’ll come up with a plan.”

I nodded, feeling too tired to argue. “Thank you.”

He smiled and sat back down at his desk. I lay down on the couch, exhausted, and for the first time in what felt like forever, I fell into a peaceful sleep.
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Chapter 1: Pained

[image: ]




Every day for the last couple of weeks, Mr. Bell had kept his promise, ensuring I ate breakfast and lunch before letting me take an hour-long nap on his office couch. If he had a meeting, he'd move to another office so I wouldn’t be disturbed.

It was the end of the week, and I’d just finished the work Mr. Bell had asked me to stay late to complete. I walked toward his office, knocking lightly on the door.

“Is there anything else I can do for you, Mr. Bell?” I asked, standing at the door.

“No, thank you, Delilah,” he replied, looking up from his desk. “Go home, enjoy your weekend. I’ll see you Monday.”

I couldn’t help but shudder at the thought of my weekend with Josh. Mr. Bell noticed immediately, and his expression darkened. Trying to change the subject, I asked, “Do you have any plans for the weekend?”

He looked at me thoughtfully for a moment before answering, “I’m going hunting with a friend.”

“That sounds like fun,” I said, offering a genuine smile.

He nodded. “What about you?”

I thought for a second. Probably going to be used as a punching bag. But I forced a smile and said, “Probably just shopping and cleaning the house.”

He stared at me for a beat, as if trying to decide whether I was telling the truth. He didn’t challenge me, though. Instead, he grabbed his briefcase and stood up. “I’ll walk you to the parking garage.”

I nodded, grateful for his company. And, if I were being honest, I had a huge crush on my boss. Mr. Bell was about six foot three, with light brown hair flecked with gray and striking teal-blue eyes. His neatly trimmed goatee only added to his rugged appeal. He was fit and muscular, with biceps that strained against his suit. He was sexy as hell, even with clothes on—especially with clothes on.

My thoughts were interrupted when I felt his hand rest gently on the small of my back as we walked toward the elevator.

Once we stepped into the parking garage, he asked, “Where’s your car?”

I hesitated, barely able to whisper, “I don’t have one. I walk to work every day.”

His body stiffened at my words, and his expression darkened. “Where do you live?” he muttered, his voice tight with concern.

I kept my gaze on the ground as I replied, “I live in the house next to Wandering Oak Forest.”

Mr. Bell’s jaw dropped in disbelief. “That’s over five miles. Do you walk that every day? And you thought a muffin was a good breakfast? I’m glad I started feeding you more at work.”

I nodded, feeling the weight of his concern. “I appreciate it, but it’s not necessary.”

He hummed as he led me toward his car, but I stopped short. “Mr. B-Bell, I’m going to walk home. I can’t be seen with you taking me.”

He sighed in frustration. “Why not?”

I whispered, “Please, trust me. It’s safer for me to walk.”

He didn’t argue. Instead, he handed me his business card. “That’s my cell number, home number, and email. Call me if you need anything, Delilah. I’ll help you however I can.”

I nodded, taking the card, and walked away quickly.

I hurried home, but as soon as I walked in, Josh was there, furious. “Where the hell have you been?” he screamed, making me flinch.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, “I ran to the grocery store on my way home.”

His hand struck my cheek, and I cried out in pain. “What was so important at the store?” he growled.

I whimpered, “I needed a few things for dinner, and we were out of floor cleaner. I couldn’t mop.”

“You were supposed to clean yesterday, and now this house looks like a disaster!” His voice was like thunder.

In a flash, Josh punched me in the stomach. I collapsed to the floor, instinctively curling into a ball to protect my stomach, but he didn’t care. He kicked me repeatedly, punching me until I blacked out.

When I finally regained consciousness, every inch of my body ached. The weight of what had happened settled in my chest. I’ve lost the only thing good that came from my relationship with Josh.
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Chapter 2: The Escape
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I awoke with a start, rubbing my stomach absently. It was still early, so I quickly dressed in my running gear and slipped outside. Josh was still asleep, so I set off at a steady pace, careful not to overdo it. I ran until I was breathless, then jogged back home.

When I walked in, Josh was awake and in the dining room, looking furious. As I headed toward the kitchen, he blocked my path, grabbing my arm and twisting it painfully. I cried out as I felt my bones snap under his grip. He finally released me, and I cradled my arm to my chest.

"I expect food on the table when I walk in here," he fumed. "I expect a spotless house at all times, and for you to be here whenever I need you."

"I'm sorry," I sobbed. "I went for a jog since you were still sleeping. I didn't think you'd be up so early."

"Where is my fucking breakfast?" he yelled.

"I'm going to fix it now," I whimpered.

"It should have been made and on the table already," he grumbled. "You're lazy and don't do anything. That's why my dinner was late last night, too."

"You could have fixed yourself something simple since I wasn't here," I mumbled. That was the wrong thing to say. Josh flew into a rage, kicking my leg and punching me. I curled into a fetal position to protect my stomach, but he wouldn't stop. In a moment of desperation, I kicked him in the groin.

He dropped to the floor, and I ran out the door, knowing he would kill me if he got up. I fled into the forest, hearing his footsteps pounding the ground as he chased after me.

"Where are you, bitch?" he growled.

I ran faster until I couldn't run anymore, then hid between a thick tree and a bush. After several minutes, the pain became unbearable, and I covered my mouth to stifle my whimpers.

Josh screamed in frustration, and an oddly familiar voice asked, "What's wrong, man?"

"I'm looking for my stupid girlfriend," Josh grumbled. "Have you seen her?"

The familiar voice said, "Why would you call your girlfriend that?"

"It's none of your business," Josh snapped. "But if you must know, it's because she's a stupid bitch who can't do as she's told and has to be punished for her indiscretions."

The familiar voice said, "I understand punishing someone who needs it, but if she ran away, maybe she's scared you'll leave permanent marks instead of marks that will fade."

"She deserves it," Josh seethed. "I bet her arm and ribs hurt like hell right now."

The familiar voice growled, "Why? What did you do to her, Josh?"

Josh stammered, "How do you know my name?"

The familiar voice laughed. "We met about three or four years ago, but we see each other once a year, too. So, once again, what did you do to her?"

Josh said, "I gave her the ass-beating she deserves. I'm surprised she can walk with her leg. I made sure she'll be in pain for a while if she can continue to move after what I did to her."

The familiar voice didn't say anything until a gunshot rang out, and someone hit the ground. The familiar voice said, "Never abuse the trust of a woman, and definitely never abuse a woman physically."

I stayed hidden as the familiar voice called out, "Delilah, it's okay, sweetheart. He won't hurt you anymore."

I ignored him until he moved the bush slightly, revealing himself. When I looked up, I stuttered, "M-Mr. Bell?"

He said, "Come on, sweetheart. Let me take you to the hospital."

I shook my head. "I don't like hospitals. They never believe me when I go there."

Mr. Bell gave me a sad smile before saying, "Let me take you home, and I'll have my private physician come over to tend to you."

I nodded but didn't move, so he asked, "Can you walk?"

I shrugged. "My stomach hurts really bad, and so does my arm and leg."

Mr. Bell handed his shotgun to the guy next to him before saying, "I'm going to pick you up and carry you." I shook my head, and he asked, "Why not, sweetheart?"

I whispered, "I'm too fat, and I might hurt you."

He scowled. "I like women who have a little meat on their bones. It gives me more to cuddle with at night, and you are absolutely gorgeous. So, I will carry you. End of discussion."

I bit my lip but didn't feel scared, so I nodded. However, he wasn't happy with that and asked, "Is that understood, sweetheart?"

I nodded again, whispering, "Yes, sir."

He smiled. "Good girl."

Mr. Bell gently picked me up and carried me through the forest until we made it to a parked SUV. His friend had been silent but opened the back door, and Mr. Bell slid into the luxury vehicle with me still cradled in his arms.

Once the other man got in the front seat, he said, "It'll be taken care of in a few minutes."

Mr. Bell nodded before looking down at me and gently touching my swollen cheek. He murmured, "What did that bastard do to you, baby girl?"

Tears pooled in my eyes, but he gently wiped them away as he played with my hair. I tried to move over to get off his lap, but he held me a little tighter, signaling for me to stay where I was. I relaxed as the other man drove us away from my miserable life.

I started to fall asleep, but heard him whisper, "I want to know what that bastard did to her soon."

The other man murmured, "Let's get her checked out, and maybe she will tell you or Dr. White."
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Chapter 3: Coming Clean
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I slept through the entire ride to Mr. Bell’s house. When I woke up, I found myself lying in a huge bed that smelled like him. I smiled softly, but the movement hurt my swollen face. At least, I was safe for now.

My arm and stomach were throbbing, and my leg ached. I tried shifting, but a sharp scream tore from me when my ribs protested the movement. I instinctively rubbed my stomach, hoping my baby was okay.

Before I could settle again, the bedroom door burst open, and Mr. Bell filled the doorway.

“Is everything okay?” His voice was thick with concern.

I wiped the tears from my eyes, trying to sound calm. “I’m sorry, Mr. Bell. I was just trying to get more comfortable, but my ribs... they didn’t like the movement.”

He was beside me in an instant, helping me shift into a more comfortable position. “Sweetheart, you’re in my bed, wearing one of my shirts. Your clothes were filthy. Just call me Anthony or Tony.”

I blinked, surprised. “Y-you undressed me? I didn’t even notice I wasn’t in my clothes anymore.”

He smiled gently. “I did. And you’re absolutely beautiful. My housekeeper was here when I changed your clothes. I thought it might be uncomfortable for us to be alone while I did it.”

I smiled weakly. “Thank you. I wish I agreed with you about being beautiful. But I appreciate your kindness.”

His smile faded, and his voice turned serious. “What did he do to you?”

I sighed, the weight of it pressing down on me. “A lot. Can I tell you after the doctor checks me out? I don’t want to relive it more than once.”

He nodded just as there was a knock on the door. Tony opened it, stepping aside as the doctor entered.

“Delilah, this is Dr. White. Dr. White, this is Delilah.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said softly, offering my good hand.

Dr. White shook it gently. “Nice to meet you, too. I understand you’re not fond of hospitals, so I’ll take care of you from here on out. Can you tell me what happened?”

I closed my eyes for a moment, gathering my thoughts. “I had a nightmare, woke up early, and went for a jog like I always do on my days off. But when I got home, Josh was already up, and the house wasn’t spotless. He grabbed my arm and... hurt me.”

Tony’s voice was tight with anger. “A lot more than your arm is hurt, sweetheart.”

I nodded. “I told him he could have made something simple for breakfast, since I wasn’t there. He lost it and flew into a rage.”

Dr. White asked, “How did you get away?”

I managed a small smile, despite the pain. “I was on the floor, and he put all his weight on my leg, but he left the other one alone. So, I kicked him in the balls. He dropped to his knees, and that’s when I ran. I knew if he caught me, he’d kill me. I had to save us.”

Tony’s eyes softened with admiration. “Smart thinking, honey.” But then he paused, his brow furrowing. “Wait, what did you mean by ‘us’? Who’s us?”

I shook my head, refusing to answer. “Nobody.”

Tony’s voice was low, but firm. “Dr. White, can we have a minute before you examine her?”

Dr. White nodded, and after a few moments, Tony leaned in closer. “I would never hurt you, sweetheart. I want to protect you from anyone who might. Please, tell me what you meant by ‘us.’”

I took a deep breath. “Okay, but first, call Tessa. I want her here with me. I’ll tell you before she gets here.”

Tony handed me his phone, and I quickly dialed Tessa’s number. After a brief conversation, Tony spoke with her, keeping the details vague. He hung up and turned to me. “She’s on her way.”

I nodded in relief. “Thank you.” I took another deep breath before continuing. “I meant my baby and myself. I’m pregnant, and the only one who knows is Tessa. She was with me when I found out.”

Tony’s expression darkened. “Did you tell him before he hit you?”

I shook my head, the weight of the truth sinking in. “No. He would’ve made me get rid of it. He didn’t want to share me with anyone. That’s why Tessa’s the only friend I have. He couldn’t stop me from talking to her, and he wouldn’t make me quit my job either because he needed my paycheck.”

Tony’s jaw clenched, his anger barely contained. He took a moment to calm himself before leaning forward and kissing my forehead. “I’ll make sure you get prenatal care, regular checkups. You’ll have my room while you heal, and I’ll sleep in the spare. I’ll be with you when you deliver, if that’s what you want.”

I gasped, shaking my head. “I can’t ask you to do all of that.”

He smiled softly. “You didn’t ask, but I want to. And once you’re better, I’d love to show you just how special you are.”

I smiled, touched, as he called Dr. White back into the room. After examining my arm, leg, and ribs, Dr. White said, “I’m pretty sure her arm is fractured, but her leg and ribs are just badly bruised. However, there might be a small fracture in her leg as well. I recommend getting her to a hospital or my private practice for more detailed tests.”

Tony frowned. “She’s pregnant. Can you still do X-rays?”

Dr. White hesitated but nodded. “It’s not ideal, but we can do it.”

I winced. “Will it hurt my baby?”

Dr. White’s smile was reassuring. “Nothing is without risk, but in this case, the risk is minimal. As long as you’re okay, your baby should be fine.”

Just then, there was a knock at the door. Tony opened it to find Tessa standing there. “Thank you, Kathleen,” he said, before stepping aside to let her in.

Tessa walked in with Grace, who was anxious to check on me. “Sorry, Lila,” Tessa said. “Grace was worried since she couldn’t get near you because of him. She wanted to tag along when I came.”

I smiled, feeling grateful. “Hi, Grace. I missed you. I’m sorry I disappeared.”

Grace smiled back, her voice soft. “I knew why, but I was still worried. I knew I could check on you without getting you hurt.”

Tessa asked, “Where’s the dickhead?”

Tony’s expression darkened, and he closed the bedroom door, turning to us with a stern gaze. “This stays between us. No one else needs to know.”

Everyone nodded, and Tony began to explain. “I knew something was wrong with Delilah, but she wouldn’t tell me everything. After we worked late on Friday, I offered her a ride. She refused, saying it was safer to walk. She told me she lived near the Wandering Oak Forest, and I was supposed to go hunting with a friend. We changed our plans and went there to hunt instead. We heard someone yelling insults, so we stopped to talk to him. I recognized him immediately. He had no idea who I was.”

Tony took a deep breath. “He bragged about what he did to her that morning, like it was something to be proud of. I saw red. I raised my shotgun, fired... and he went down. For good. Now, she’s free, and I offered her a place to stay as long as she needs it.”

Grace and Tessa were shocked but quickly embraced Tony, making him uncomfortable. My laughter turned into a sob from the pain, and Tony pulled away from the girls, rushing to my side.

Dr. White said, “Let’s get her to the clinic.” Just then, Tony’s phone rang. He glanced at the caller ID. “Excuse me,” he said, and stepped out of the room.

A few minutes later, he returned. “Okay, let’s get you to the clinic.”

Everyone filed out, and Tony helped me into sweatpants before carefully picking me up and following Dr. White out of the house. Grace and Tessa walked behind us. Dr. White said, “I’ll meet you there,” before heading to his car.

The same man from earlier opened the door to the SUV, and we piled inside. Tessa and Grace climbed into the third row, while Tony settled in the backseat, still cradling me in his arms.

“Thank you, Eli,” Tony said. “We need to go to Dr. White’s clinic before we get Delilah something to eat.”

Eli, the driver, smiled. “Glad to see you’re awake, Delilah. You gave us all quite the scare.”

I whispered, “I’m sorry.”

“No need to apologize,” Tony said softly. “I just wish I could’ve helped you escape sooner.”

I smiled faintly. “You didn’t know what was going on.”
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