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Emersyn ‘Sky’ Wilkes

The one word I associate with life is hard. One second took both my parents. One to death and one to grief. I also lost my two best friends shortly before then. To a girl raised in a sheltered life, that made my life hard as hell; having no one to turn to.

The next word is abuse. I no longer know love or peace. At least until a friend steps in to help. Will I finally find my home again? A family to love me like they used to.

Colt Johns

The one word I associate with life is loss. I have my family by blood. I’ve lost more than one uncle to violence. The one loss I can’t get past is my best friend, Emersyn. When she returns can I get past myself to claim my woman?

Will Sky’s past come back to tear everything apart?
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Emersyn ‘Sky’ Wilkes

MY STORY ISN’T your typical story. I grew up with two loving parents. Dad was an investment banker while my mom was a stay at home mom. She loved being there for me when I got home from school, helping me with my homework, and going to anything I did at the school. They were so in love and showed me how a man and woman love one another.

Dad and Mom would hug, hold hands, and often gave one another a kiss just because. Neither one of them left the house without a kiss goodbye and saying, ‘I love you’. From an early age, I envied my parents’ relationship. It’s what I want for myself when I grow up and don’t think boys are disgusting and filled with cooties.

Mom used to tell me I was their miracle baby because they never thought they could have children. It took them trying for almost five years to get pregnant with me. So, I grew up an only child and the center of my parents’ entire world. Especially my mom. Not to say they weren’t the center of each other’s lives at the same time. Some days they spent together without me and I know they used those days just to be with one another. I love that they did that and then also included me on some of their trips too. Our little family was all I ever needed.

I didn’t have grandparents when I was born because they had already passed away. Mom used to tell me stories about them and show me pictures, but I guess my thought was I can’t miss what I never had. Even hearing other kids talk about their grandparents didn’t leave me feeling empty and there’s one very important reason for that; the Johns.

The small family consisted of Axel and Tonya Johns and their two sons, Colt and Logan. Our families were very close and spent a lot of time with one another when there wasn’t work or school. Axel and Tonya stepped up and were like second parents to me. They didn’t have to and I love them for everything they did for my parents and me. All because they wanted to be a part of our family and wanted us to be a part of their family.

Colt, Logan, and I used to do everything together. We played together, went swimming, had sleepovers until we got too old for them, and were inseparable. I didn’t need brothers when I had them. The two boys looked out for me in school and made sure everyone left me alone when they found out I was being picked on. I’m short as hell and everyone used to pick on me about my size. Especially once I started developing.

The two boys taught me how to skateboard, ride a bike like them, and let me do the same things they did when we would play around at the beach or playground. When I broke my first bone, it was with them. They were teaching me how to do a trick at the skate park and I got ran over by another kid on his skateboard. The resulting crash ended up leaving me with a broken wrist. Colt and Logan were so scared for me and stayed by my side no matter what. None of the adults were mad or upset because of it; kids will be kids as far as they were concerned.

Logan, even though he was younger, started pulling away from our little trio first. He started seeing girls in a different way; one I didn’t understand. When we were about fourteen, our trio became a duo. Colt and I started spending more time together with Logan out with his other friends and spending time with girls. This is the time in my life I started falling in love with Colt.

Colt was my rock, my best friend, my teacher, my protector, and the one person I wanted in my life more than anything. Unfortunately, he only saw me as a little sister because I’m two years younger than he is. Especially when he began to follow Logan’s path and started seeing girls in a different light. Colt was the first person to ever break my heart because I went from being an everyday friend to someone he only saw every now and then.

The one thing that never changed was the two boys sticking up for me and making sure no one hurt or upset me. If I was being bullied at school, they would make sure it stopped. Yeah, they got into more than one fight protecting me. Axel and Tonya weren’t even mad at them when they had to come down to the school because of their fighting. I remember the first time it happened and what Axel told his sons and the school

“You boys, I’m so proud of you. You’re protectin’ Emersyn because no one else in this school will. If you get in a fight every single day, I’ll die a happy man because it shows we’re raisin’ you right,” he told them as we all sat in the office with the Principal.

“Mr. Johns, that’s not the kind of children we want in our school. It’s not okay to fight,” the Principal admonished him.

“Then you bring all those other kids in here and suspend them like you’re tryin’ to do to my sons because they were bullyin’ this poor girl and not a single adult stepped in to help her. What do you think everyone will think about that fact?” Axel countered, showing he wasn’t afraid of our Principal in the least.

That was when Colt was seventeen, Logan was sixteen, and I was fifteen. It was also one of the last times I saw the Johns family. Something happened and they ended up moving away. Axel had to step into the family business or something like that. Them leaving is the second time my heart broke and I experienced a loss like nothing before it.

Instead of going to the playground and beach, I would sit outside and stare at the empty house once the Johns family left. There was no reason for me to go out and do things when I didn’t have them. As sad as it is to say, Colt and Logan were my only friends. Now, I also had to be careful in school too. I didn’t have my protectors. So, I kept my head down and spent all my unoccupied time studying and getting straight A’s so I could go to college the second I graduated.

A month after the Johns left, I felt another loss. My mother had gone to the store one night for a few extra groceries and on her way home, a drunk driver hit her. She was killed instantly, and her loss was deeply felt not only by me, but by my father as well. In a matter of seconds, he lost his best friend, soulmate, and the love of his life. I was all he had left in the world and it was like I was a ghost because he stopped seeing me.

The day we buried my mom is the day my father checked out for good. It was a ceremony with just the two of us. I’m not sure why because my mother was loved by everyone who crossed paths with her. I can only think my father wanted it to be this way so no one would see the grief and loss filling him.

We stayed at the gravesite of my mom for hours after they lowered her casket into the hole. My dad cried and sobbed hysterically and sounded like a wounded animal. I shed tears and cried for our loss, but even at fifteen I knew we still had to move on with our lives. Unfortunately, my dad didn’t feel the same.

I had to drag him from the cemetery and put him in the car. Even though I didn’t have a license, I managed to get us home. Thankfully it was only a few miles. Once we walked through the door, we were assaulted by my mom’s perfume, the scent of her favorite candle, and an entire flood of memories of her in this house. My dad broke down and continued to cry as he grabbed a bottle of alcohol and shut me out as he locked himself away in his room.

Our home had gone from being filled with love and memories to a shell of a building filled with pain, sadness, and grief. A house I took charge of as my dad could only manage to get out of bed long enough to go to work on a daily basis and then come home to drink his life away. I paid the bills, got groceries, cleaned, cooked, and made sure my dad had what he needed. Just not the alcohol.

After months of being the ‘adult’ in the house, I started rebelling. I would go to school, pay bills, and cook for my father but that’s it. When I wasn’t doing one of those things, I was out partying and hanging with a bad crowd. I started smoking weed, drinking, and staying out all hours of the night. It’s not like my dad even realized I was gone.

That’s where I met Jeremy. He was usually the one holding a party. Jeremy started paying attention to me and eventually I became his. Things were great at first. I’d still live my life by going to school and taking care of things around the house for my dad. Then I’d spend time with Jeremy and help him throw the parties he was quickly becoming famous for throwing. It’s not like he went to school or anything because he didn’t. Jeremy dropped out his senior year and almost convinced me to do the same thing.

Things slowly started to go downhill from there. Jeremy became possessive, wouldn’t let me spend much time at my house, and slowly alienated me from all the people who came to his parties. Now, I was relegated to making food and then staying in the bedroom until Jeremy needed something. If I wanted to party, I had to hide it from him and pray I was asleep before he came to bed so he didn’t know.

The first time he caught me drinking in the room alone, he smacked the hell out of me. I had a bruise on my cheek for days I had to cover with make-up; making me look cheaper than I already felt. Jeremy completely beat the shit out of me when I stopped going over there. He didn’t like that I wanted to break up with him and had started staying home so I could get back on track to go to college.

From then on, he knew he had me. Things didn’t change, but I started to realize the more I stayed away from him and let him do what he wanted, including cheating on me daily, he left me alone. Every now and then, he would have sex with me and I hated every single second of it.

I left him again when I found out I was pregnant. There was no way in hell he was going to influence my child with his abusive ways and drugs. The only thing I did was leave him a note before packing as many of my things as I could from my dad’s house and get as much money as I could find before leaving for good.

My cell phone was left behind along with my car. Anything I could think of where Jeremy could track me. I didn’t want much of my things either. The only things I took were my clothes, some pictures of my mom and dad, and a few pictures I had from when Colt, Logan, and their family were still around. I also grabbed my license, birth certificate, and any other important papers I thought I’d need. Anything else, I’d get on the road.

I also didn’t have the slightest clue where I was going. All I knew was I was getting the hell out of town to start a new life where no one knew me. It wasn’t going to be easy either considering I was not quite eighteen yet. Maybe I could find someone to help me with a fake ID.

Leaving in the middle of the night, I hiked to the outskirts of town to the bus station and bought a ticket with some money I’ve been stashing away for the last two years. It wasn’t a lot, but it was enough to get me started. The only important thing right now is protecting my baby and myself. I don’t care about anything else.
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Emersyn ‘Sky’ Wilkes

Two years later

MY EYES SLOWLY open and I realize I’m once again in the hospital. Several smells assault my senses as I wake up. These include death, the sterile smell usually associated with hospitals, and strong cleaning products. I hear the annoying beeping noise letting me know I’m hooked up to machines monitoring me. I’m not sure what the hell happened this time. I only know it’s because of Jeremy; again.

I’m alone in the room and I know it’s a matter of time before Jeremy makes an appearance. This is the same thing that happens every single time.

The pain radiating throughout my entire body is horrible. I feel as if I’ve been run over by a Mack truck but it’s nothing new after one of Jeremy’s ‘lessons’. This isn’t the first time he’s put his hands on me to the point I’ve ended up in the hospital. If I could make it the last one, I would. I just don’t see a way out.

Needless to say, I didn’t end up leaving town. Jeremy found me as I was about to board the bus to get the hell out of there. He dragged me back to his house and beat the shit out of me. The only area he didn’t touch was my stomach. So, I learned to live with him because I wasn’t allowed to leave the house unless I had a doctor’s appointment for the pregnancy.

Well, that lasted until he thought I was flirting with one of his friends at a party one night. Jeremy beat the shit out of me because it was all my fault and left me bleeding on the floor in the kitchen while he partied some more. If it weren’t for one of his many whores, I would have laid there all night long. That was the night I lost my first baby. I was alone when it happened, and Jeremy then got mad again because I lost ‘his’ baby.

He ended up fucking me until I got pregnant again and laid off the whores. For someone who acts like they want a baby, he doesn’t give a shit he’s the reason I lost the first one. This time around, there was hardly any hitting or using me as a punching bag.

Jeremy laid off hitting me too much because I had regular appointments. Not that he went with me to them. I thought things were getting better. Especially when he showed up to the hospital when I had our daughter, Zoey. Instead, he got pissed because she wasn’t a boy and as soon as I got home, the beatings started. Lately, he’s been threatening me with killing Zoey so I ‘stay in line’. His words, not mine.

Zoey is my little girl. She’s almost four months old now because I had her almost two weeks early thanks to Jeremy. Thankfully there’s been no long-term effects of having her premature. Zoey is quiet, she has large hazel eyes with the same ring of yellow I have, and a dusting of brown hair on her little head. The only time she fusses is if she’s sick or hungry and even that was too much for Jeremy lately. Not for me though because my entire world revolves around my daughter and she’s the only person I care about.

I’m scared to death to leave him because I know it’s not going to happen. As far as Jeremy is concerned, I’m his and that’s where I’ll stay until he kills me. He sees me as his property to clean, cook, and make sure his whores are comfortable when they’re in my house. Yeah, I pay all the bills from the inheritance I got from my mom passing away. I didn’t even know about it until I snuck home one day and found the letter in the mail.

My dad isn’t doing very good. He’s about to lose the house, he’s not working, and he ignored me when I told him I needed help. He hasn’t even seen his granddaughter and I don’t believe he ever will because he’s so lost and in his own head. At this point, I think the county is about to condemn the house because he’s not doing anything to take care of it. Especially the yard as it’s overgrown.

As I pull myself from my head, I realize I have no clue where Zoey is. I don’t remember anything after blacking out on the bedroom floor with her asleep in her crib next to me. Fear fills me with the thought Jeremy has our daughter and is hurting her or worse. The beeping gets faster and louder in my ears as I continuously look around the room for my daughter.

“It’s good to see you awake,” a nurse says, walking in my room. “How are you feeling?”

“Where’s my daughter?” I ask her, panic filling my voice and body.

“She’s with Kari, your emergency contact,” the nurse answers as she takes my vitals and I sink back into the bed behind me. “Try to stay calm and I’ll get her here as soon as I can now that you’re awake.”

“T-thank you,” I tell her, offering a small smile. “Can you tell me what’s wrong with me?”

“Well, you have a badly sprained wrist, there’s a large bump on your head which is why you were knocked out for the last few days, and there’s bruising and cuts all over your body. Do you need anything else?” she asks.

“No. Just my daughter,” I respond.

“Alright. My name is Allie and I’ll be in later to check on you,” she informs me, leaving the room after marking down some notes in my chart.

I close my eyes and try to relax. It’s not easy with the pain coursing through me, but I don’t want anything to end it. When I take pain medicine, I have bad reactions, so I usually don’t bother with them. And I’ve definitely been in the hospital enough times for it to be noted in my chart so the doctors tend not to give it to me. The hardest thing I take is ibuprofen or maybe Tylenol.

I’m not sure how much time has passed, but I suddenly hear a commotion in the hallway. My first thought is Jeremy is here and he’s pissed. Fear fills me and then dread at the thought of seeing him. I don’t want to have anything to do with him anymore. I’m over the beatings and him threatening my daughter. This isn’t the way to live life; it’s not a life at all.

When the door opens, I see Kari with my precious angel in her arms. A man is following her with three very large bags in his hands. My eyes widen as I take in the scene unfolding before me. What the fuck is going on?

“Kari?” I ask without saying any other words because I have no clue who the hell this man is.

“He’s a friend. Emersyn meet Cooper. Cooper, this is Emersyn. She’s the one who needs help,” Kari tells me and him.

“What’s going on?” I ask her, getting more confused by the second.

“Babe, I’m done seeing that asshole put his hands on you. This is the fourth time you’ve ended up in the hospital and it stops now. Especially with him threatening this little angel. The only reason I could get your things is because he was passed the fuck out when I broke in to get her,” Kari informs me. “Cooper is getting Zoey and you out of her tonight and Jeremy won’t be able to find you again.”

“How am I supposed to leave the hospital when I just woke up?” I ask her.

“I’ve explained the situation to the doctor on call. He’s going to release you and then if there’s any problems you have to get directly to the hospital. You’ll be with Cooper for several hours to get where you’re going so he’ll be able to keep an eye on you,” she says.

“I don’t know if this is a good idea,” I say hesitantly.

“It’s the only idea we have to get you and Zoey out of here alive,” Kari says with tears in her eyes. “And I’m the one losing my best friend because I won’t be able to contact you ever again. Jeremy will know I have no clue where you are and that I have no contact with you if he tracks my phone or anything.”

“Wait, I don’t ever get to talk to you again?” I ask, more confusion filling me.

“Not until Jeremy stops looking for you and leaves you alone,” Kari answers me.

“Cooper, have you ever done this before?” I ask the man who has yet to talk.

“Yes, I have,” he responds, his deep voice rippling over me.

“Oh.”

Before I can say another word, the doctor comes in the room. He goes over me and checks the vitals that have been recorded in my chart since my arrival. Once he’s satisfied he’s gone over everything, he turns a stern face to me.

“Miss, you’re very lucky to be alive. The only reason I’m letting you out of here is to get away from the person responsible for your injuries. Security has already escorted him from the property once since you were brought in two days ago,” the doctor warns me. “You get out of here and start your life somewhere new. If you have any symptoms or are in worse pain, get immediately to a hospital. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir,” I assure him. “Thank you for doing this for me.”

The doctor calls the nurse in to take out the IV in my arm and put some tape on it so I can get dressed. She takes the IV out, undoes the rest of the wires and things on me before taking her leave from the room.

He nods his head and walks out of the room. Cooper follows after him so I can get out of this gown and into a pair of sweats and large tee-shirt Kari already set on the bed for me. She helps me change and brushes out my long brown hair. Once it’s brushed out, she puts it in a messy bun, and I get out of the bed. 

I move slow as we head out of the hospital room. Kari is carrying the car seat with Zoey sleeping peacefully in it. By the time I’m at the door, the nurse who removed my IV is coming to the room with a wheelchair. Smiling at her, I sit in the chair and they rush me to the front of the building. Cooper wants to get on the road before anyone discovers I’m leaving. Can’t say that I blame him.

Once we’re outside, Cooper pulls a newer car up to the door. Kari and Cooper help me in the car before Kari buckles Zoey into the base already in the backseat of the car. As soon as she’s done, she hugs me and kisses my cheek to tell me goodbye.

Kari shuts the door before a word can be said between us. This is our final time seeing one another for an undetermined amount of time. We’ve never gone more than a little bit of time between talking. My heart is breaking right now, and I just want this situation to be over with.

Cooper looks at me with sympathy and pity in his eyes. It’s a look I’m all too familiar with considering everyone who’s ever seen me covered in bruises looks at me the same way. I’ll be happy as hell when I never have to see someone look at me the same way again.

“You may as well rest. We’ll be in the car for a while,” Cooper finally tells me.

I nod my head and lean back in the seat and close my eyes. It’s not long before sleep is claiming me.
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Emersyn ‘Sky’ Wilkes

“WAKE UP, SLEEPY head,” Cooper says, softly shaking me awake. “We’re here.”

“Where are we?” I ask, my voice filled with sleep.

“Brighton Hills,” he answers. “This is home for you. For now.”

“Oh, okay,” I respond, though it’s not needed.

Cooper pulls up to what looks like an apartment complex. Even in the dark it looks rundown with more dirt for a yard than actual grass. Chills run through me as I realize this is where Zoey and I will be living from now on. Well, at least on a temporary basis. But it’s better than being somewhere Jeremy can find me.

“What time is it?” I ask before we get out of the car.

“It’s a little after eight. Let’s get you and the baby inside,” Cooper responds.

He grabs the car seat out of the backseat as if he’s done it a million and one times. Cooper doesn’t fumble or not understand how to detach the base from the car seat. I’m honestly in awe and wonder if he’s got a woman and kids at home waiting for him to get back to them.

As soon as I’m out of the car, Cooper leads me into the complex which has four separate doors. He stops at the door marked number two and pulls a set of keys out of his pocket. After unlocking the door, he lets me go inside before him and flips on the switch so I can see where we’ll be living for the foreseeable future.

The room in the front is a combined kitchen and living room. There’s a small table on the cracked linoleum that looks as if it hasn’t seen a decent cleaning in an extremely long time. As in ever. When I look at the carpet, I wonder if it’s ever been replaced since the apartment was built. Beggars can’t be choosers though and I’m not in any situation at all to bitch about this place. A little elbow grease and cleaning and it will all be good.

A couch sits in the middle of the living room with a coffee table in front of it. There’s an old TV on a second table just before that. Nothing else is in the room. The cupboards of the kitchen are open and there’s not a single thing in them. So, I guess there’s no food here either. Oh well. I can get that in the morning because I’m not hungry in the least right now.

I spot a hallway off the back of the living room and walk down that way. There’re three doors; two on the right side of the hallway and one on the left. The first door I come to is on the right and it’s a small closet with a hanging bar and shelves behind it.

Walking to the next door on the left, I open it to see a bedroom. It’s not huge, but it’s big enough for the twin bed and I can place a playpen or something next to the bed for Zoey to sleep in. There’s a stained mattress on the bed and I hope I have some sheets in the bag Kari packed up for me.

Finally, I leave the room and make my way to the last door in the short hallway. It opens up to a bathroom that’s hardly bigger than the closet at the other end of the hall. There’s a toilet right next to the tub and a standing sink with no cupboard or anything underneath it. At least there’s a shower curtain hanging so I can take a shower.

“It’s not much, but it’s the best we could do on short notice. The club has a few safe houses around the country, but this is the last one we have open. Let’s see what you have packed, and we’ll go from there,” Cooper says to me as I turn to head back to the living room where Zoey is still sleeping in her car seat.

“Sounds like a plan,” I tell him even though Cooper is already heading back in that direction.

I sit on the couch and pull a bag over to me. Opening the zipper, I see it’s stuff for Zoey. There’re pajamas, diapers, wipes, bottles, formula, clothes, and several other things she’ll need until I can get her more.

Cooper is pulling out towels, sheets, a folder he hands over to me, and several other things I’ll need for the house. Looking in the folder, I see it’s all our important papers, including my ID, our birth certificates, and a few other things. The pictures of my parents before my mom died and the ones of Colt and Logan’s family are in there too. They’ll be going in my room by my bed. Well, they would if I had a nightstand. Maybe I can find a cheap one once I find a job. That’s going to be the next thing on my to do list.

The third bag contains clothes for me. There’s also make-up, a brush, my toothbrush and toothpaste, my purse, and feminine products are in there too. My face heats as a blush covers it as Cooper pulls them out to show me. Not something I necessarily want a stranger to see.

“Okay. I’m going to run to the store and grab some food. Is there anything in particular you eat? Or don’t eat?” Cooper asks me.

“Oh, I’m not picky,” I respond. “Um, can I give you money for the food and maybe a playpen for the baby? And cleaning supplies?”

“Don’t worry about money. I’ll get it all taken care of,” Cooper responds.

“Oh, okay. Thank you,” I tell him, not used to anyone taking care of me when for the last few years, I’ve taken care of everyone in my life.

Cooper leaves the apartment and I go to close the door behind him. As I do, there’s an older woman standing outside the door across from mine. She turns and offers me a smile.

“You’re new here,” she says, walking over to me. “I’m Gloria.”

“Hello,” I respond, holding out my hand. “I’m Emersyn. It’s nice to meet you.”

“You’re just getting in?” she asks, as I open the door wider hearing Zoey begin to stir.

“Yeah. Um, would you like to come in?” I ask, not sure what to do right now.

Gloria follows me in and closes the door behind her. She looks down at Zoey still in the car seat as I slowly grab a bottle to wash with the small bottle of dish soap Kari packed because she knows how I am.

As I quickly wash the bottle, Gloria sits on the couch and looks down at my daughter.

“She’s so beautiful.”

“Thank you,” I tell her after filling the bottle with water from the bottle of it that was in the bag and then adding the formula.

Before giving my daughter her bottle, I remove her from the car seat and change her clothes. She’s soaked with sweat and I know it’s making her miserable. I put her clothes in a pile and then change her diaper on one of the towels because I don’t trust the carpet and what may be on it from whoever was here last.

As soon as she’s changed, and into a fresh pair of pajamas, I sit on the couch next to Gloria to feed her. This is what I’ve been missing; my daughter’s weight in my arms and her body against me. I may be in a ton of pain right now, but that will never stop me from being there for my daughter. It hasn’t yet in the short time since she’s been born.

“Honey, can I ask what happened to you?” Gloria asks, noticing my splinted wrist and the bruises and cuts littering my body.

“Oh, um, I have an ex that liked to use me as a punching bag,” I respond. “A friend helped me get away so I’m in hiding now.”

“Oh, honey. I’m so sorry to hear that. As far as I’m concerned, a man who beats a woman isn’t no man at all,” Gloria says, sympathizing with me.

“Well, I can take that. I’ve been dealing with him for almost three years now. It’s threatening my daughter that I can’t stand,” I tell her.

“He did what?” Gloria asks, completely shocked. “Threatening an innocent baby. You were right to leave, honey. I’m glad you have a friend who helped you get out.”

“Yeah. My only regret is that I can’t see her right now. In case she leads him to me,” I reply with sadness in my voice.

“You’ll have her in your life again. I guarantee it,” Gloria says. “I’m gonna head home. If you need anything at all, I’m there. I typically don’t go anywhere at all.”

“Okay. It was really nice to meet you, Gloria,” I tell her, trying to stand with Zoey in my arms.

“You sit right there. I’ll shut the door behind me. Don’t forget, I’m here if you need me,” she says before standing and leaving my apartment.

[image: A close up of a logo

Description automatically generated]

By the time Cooper got back last night, I was asleep on the couch with Zoey on the inside of it. He woke me up once he got everything put away and the bed made. Cooper even set the playpen up and made sure there was a new, soft blanket in it for my daughter.

Cooper made me something to eat because I need to even if I’m not hungry before he let me go back to bed. Instead of leaving, Cooper slept on the couch last night and left first thing this morning. When he left, he gave me a burner phone and his number is programmed into it in case I need something.

After getting Zoey taken care of, I took a shower, made breakfast, and put everything away. The rest of the day I spent lounging around because I’m in a ton of pain. Well, my body is slowly going down to aching and not in pain like I was when I woke up in the hospital. I’m not dumb enough to think it’s going to go away any time soon. I’ve been through this way too many times to count to know how long it’s going to take me to heal completely.

The last thing I do before bed is a few loads of laundry. I need to have clothes that are fresh and not full of wrinkles from being in bags for several hours. It’s the only way I’m going to look presentable enough to get some type of job. I’ll have to check with Gloria in the morning to see if she has a paper I can look at.

Finally, when it’s almost midnight, I climb into bed after making sure all the windows and doors are locked. I check on Zoey in the playpen and then let myself relax enough to go to sleep. My dreams aren’t dreams at all, but nightmares filled with visions of Jeremy coming after us. He’s not going to stop until he has me in his grasp to beat, torture, and kill me.
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Chapter Three
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Emersyn ‘Sky’ Wilkes

WAKING UP, I hear knocking at my door. After making sure Zoey is still asleep in the playpen, I head to the door. I can’t even look through the peephole to see who’s there because there isn’t one. Without knowing who’s on the other side of the door, I don’t even want to call out to ask who’s there.

My nerves are through the roof because my only thought is it’s Jeremy. That somehow, he’s found me and he’s here to either take me back to his house or he’s here to kill me. Or he’s come to get Zoey to make good on his threat of killing her. I’m shaking uncontrollably as I unlock and open the door.

Taking a deep breath, I slowly release it when I see Gloria standing on the other side of the door. I take several more deep breaths before I can say anything to her.

“Are you okay, honey?” she asks, concern filling her voice.

“Yeah. I was just scared for a minute that you were him,” I tell her honestly.

“I’m so sorry,” she says.

“Don’t be. Please,” I tell her. “Is there something you wanted?”

“Oh, yes. I wanted to know if you needed anything,” Gloria tells me.

“Um, well, I was wondering if you have a paper or anything I can use to look for a job?” I ask her, my cheeks flushing.

“Sure, honey. Give me just a minute and I’ll grab it for you,” she responds, heading back to her place to grab it.

While Gloria heads to her apartment to grab the newspaper or whatever she’s letting me use, I go into the bedroom to grab Zoey. She’s awake now and in need of a diaper and a bottle; in that order. By the time I’m done changing her, Gloria is knocking on the door, letting me know it’s her this time.

I pick Zoey up and head over to the door with her in my arms. After opening it, Gloria comes in and hands over the paper. She holds her arms out, silently asking if she can hold my daughter. Nodding my head, I hand her over to the sweet woman who seems to worry about what’s going on with me.

Gloria sits on the couch with Zoey in her arms and feeds her the bottle while I scan the paper. I’m immediately frustrated because it looks as if you need a diploma or college degree for all the jobs listed here. What the hell am I supposed to do?

Turning the page, I see a larger ad for dancers at some place called Legacies. There’re no qualifications other than needing to know how to dance. From the sounds of it, I believe it’s a strip club. Maybe Gloria knows what it is.

“Gloria, what’s Legacies?” I ask her, staring at the ad.

“It’s the local strip club. Why?” she asks.

“There’s an ad for an audition here in the paper,” I tell her. “Is it a bad place to work?”

“Oh no, honey. The club that owns it helps out in the town. I’m not one to listen to gossip about the illegal things they get up to. But, from what I hear, it’s not a bad place to work at. My niece happens to work there. Her name is Heaven,” she tells me. “I see her all the time and she’s not strung out or anything like that. She’s in good health and hasn’t quit working there since she started.”

“Oh. Well, could I bother you to watch Zoey for me so I can go try out?” I ask her, not expecting her to take on my child while I go in search of a job.

“Oh heavens no. This sweet angel is precious, and I’ll be happy to watch her for you. Anytime you need me to,” she answers.

“Okay, thank you. I think I’m going to hop in the shower and then head over to the tryouts. Is it far to walk to?” I ask her, putting the paper down on the small table.

“You can borrow my car,” she tells me. “Once you’re ready I’ll grab the keys and you can head out.”

“Oh, um . . .” I begin to say.

“I’m not taking no for an answer. You’re not moving the way you need to and walking there before trying to dance is going to spell nothing but trouble. Take the car and I’ll be here with Zoey,” Gloria tells me, using her ‘mom’ voice on me.

“Okay. Thank you,” I say with a small laugh at the end.

As soon as I get in the bathroom, the tears silently fall from my eyes. Gloria reminds me of my mom, and it makes me wonder if she’d be proud of me or not. If having a baby and becoming a single mom because of Jeremy’s abusive ways would make her proud to call me her daughter still. I have my doubts about it, and I want to make her proud of me more than anything. Even if she’s not here to tell me she is. Somehow, I don’t think stripping is the way to accomplish that. At this point, I don’t see any other way to save up enough money to get my GED and then go to college so I can make something of myself.

[image: A close up of a logo

Description automatically generated]

I’m ready to head to Legacies after taking a long, hot shower. I’ve got workout clothes on which consist of a sports bra and a pair of shorts that mold to my body. It’s the only thing I can think of to wear for something like what I’m about to do. Before walking out to the living room, I put on a pair of sweatpants and a large tee shirt. I’m not sure where it came from, but I’m happy for it now.

While I’m in my room, I grab the diapers and wipes for Zoey along with a pair of clothes in case she has an accident. The formula is already in the kitchen on the counter and the bottle of water Cooper got me is sitting on the counter next to it. Once I have everything Zoey could need ready and by Gloria, I set it on the small tabl in front of the couch and look down at my beautiful baby girl falling back to sleep in Gloria’s arms.

“Please, before I go, don’t let anyone in the house. My ex has threatened to kill my baby girl and I don’t want you hurt either,” I plead with her.

“We’ll be fine, Emersyn. I’ll lock the doors and make sure nothing happens to this precious little girl,” she tells me.

“Thank you. I’ll see you as soon as I get done with the auditions,” I promise her.

Gloria runs next door to grab her car keys while I sit with my daughter. As soon as she gets back in my apartment, I decide to pull the playpen out of my room so Zoey can sleep in the living room while I’m gone. The sweet neighbor I have places her in the playpen and makes sure she’s covered up with the light blanket Cooper got her.

“Get going. They won’t hold the auditions up for anyone,” Gloria reminds me as I look down at my daughter sleeping.

I nod my head and walk out the door. Gloria locks it behind me as I listen before walking to the small parking lot of the dilapidated complex. There’s only one car parked out here and I make my way over to it. After unlocking the doors, I slide in behind the wheel as carefully as I can and get ready to head to Legacies.

Glancing down at the directions in the paper for Legacies, I leave the parking lot and head that way. It’s been a long time since I’ve driven anywhere so I take my time and use caution as I make the mile and a half trip to the club. Cars pass me by and the only thing I see is the green on the sides of the road I’m travelling down. There’s no houses or businesses out this way.

It doesn’t take me long to get there. As I pull in the lot, there’s a huge truck, several motorcycles, and four other cars. Gingerly, I get out of the car once it’s in park and I’ve shut it off. After shutting and locking the doors, I head into the club.

As I walk to the door, I realize you can’t see inside. Not that the owners would want anyone to see the performances from the outside. I’m sure it’s enough for the huge sign showcasing a woman on a pole and the loud music that’s sure to be heard from within the walls of the building. Honestly, from the outside, it looks more like an upscale warehouse than a strip club.

“Can I help you?” an extremely large man with a vest on asks me.

“I’m here for an audition,” I respond, shuffling from one foot to the other.

Instead of saying anything else, he opens the door and lets me inside. I let my eyes adjust to the dim interior and then take in the appearance of the place. It’s definitely a lot nicer inside than it looks from the outside.

Looking straight ahead, I see the other women auditioning waiting to audition. There’re three other men sitting at a bar and one younger man serving them drinks. He doesn’t even look up as I walk closer to the group of women. They look at me and I can see the competitiveness in their eyes along with the accompanying glare. What the hell did I do to them? Other than showing up for an audition.

Just before I stop walking, I look over at the younger man behind the bar. He looks a lot like I imagine Colt would look because of his dirty blonde hair. I can’t tell for sure because I can’t see his eyes. Not to mention, this man has tattoos completely up the length of his right arm and has muscle packed on top of muscles from hard work and not working out.

A woman and man walk toward the front of the club from the back and I immediately stop in my tracks. Walking toward me are Axel and Tonya. They haven’t really changed all that much in the last few years. My eyes bug out of my head and I internally debate what to do. My feet are telling me to turn and run out the damn door. However, my heart stops in my chest that I would end up in the same town as Axel and Tonya after all these years.

“Emersyn? Is that really you?” Tonya calls out as she comes to a stop while Axel keeps walking.

I nod my head as everyone in the club goes quiet. Everyone is staring at me and I can feel the blush on my face as I face scrutiny and even worse glares than before. 

“Emmy?” Axel asks, his deep, comforting voice washing over me and breaking me free from the thoughts in my head.

“It’s really me,” I answer quietly.

“What the hell are you doin’ here?” he asks.

“I’m here for an audition,” I reply, standing as tall as I can with the pain I’m still feeling.

“The fuck?” I hear from behind me and turn my head slightly to see the guy I thought was Colt staring at me.

“Everyone out!” Tonya yells. “Auditions are done for the day.”

The other women grumble as they brush past me. When the last one gets to me, she shoulder checks me and I can’t help the gasp leaving my mouth and small scream that erupts. Tonya immediately rushes to my side and helps me walk over to a table.

“Take the shirt off,” Axle demands from me.

I don’t even hesitate to follow his order. This man is like a father to me and I know he’s only trying to figure out what’s wrong with me. As soon as the shirt is off, I know I’ve made a grave mistake based on the swear words flying out of the mens’ mouths and the tears sliding down Tonya’s face.

“Honey, what happened to you?” Tonya asks as Axel and now Colt sit on either side of me while Tonya takes a seat across from me.

I take a deep breath and realize I’m going to have to tell them everything. My mouth becomes dry and I feel as if I’m going to be sick, realizing they’re about to hear the worst of me. It’s not a pretty tale after they left, and we lost my mom. I’d rather not tell them about my partying and shit, but I don’t have a choice if I’m going to tell them what’s been happening with me. I just never thought I’d ever see the Johns family again in my life.
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Chapter Four
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Colt Johns

GOING TO LEGACIES today, I had a weird feeling in my gut. It was like something big was about to happen and I had no clue if it was going to be a good or bad thing. In the end, I tried to block it out and just worry about getting there to set up before the women came in for auditions.

My favorite part of the job is when Mom and Dad hold auditions. The women aren’t all covered in glitter and whatever else they put all over their bodies. Their hair isn’t covered by a wig that’s teased beyond repair, and eyes that aren’t their true color. Essentially, they’re fake as hell once they get hired on. I mean, most of them are fake as hell anyway with their fake ass tits and shit.

When a small woman comes in last, I keep looking at her as if I know her. She’s familiar to me and I know I should know her; but I can’t seem to place her. This woman has brown hair with caramel highlights in it. She has cuts and bruising on the parts of her arms that are exposed and it looks as if she has a black eye. There’s also a splint on one of her wrists. I know she’s not a drug addict because the bruising is from her being fucking beat on. Who the fuck would put their hands on a woman as small like this?

“Emersyn? Is that really you?” my mom calls out after coming to a complete stop, while my dad keeps walking to the table they normally sit at.

She nods her head as everyone in the club goes quiet. We’re all staring at her and I can see the blush creeping up her face. This is a problem Emersyn had when we were growing up and she hasn’t seemed to lose it as she’s gotten older. The other women here for auditions are glaring at her and I want them to get the fuck outta here before I tell them to get the hell out.

“Emmy?” Dad asks, as he makes his voice a little deeper because it’s the one that will comfort her the most.

“It’s really me,” she answers quietly.

“What the hell are you doin’ here?” he asks, his voice going slightly rougher.

“I’m here for an audition,” she replies, standing as tall as she can even though I can see she’s in pain.

“The fuck?” I say when I realize my Emmy has had the shit beat out of her and she’s here to become a stripper.

“Everyone out!” Mom yells. “Auditions are done for the day.”

The other women grumble as they brush past her. When the last one gets to her, she shoulder checks Emersyn and I hear a gasp before a small scream erupts. My mom immediately rushes to her side and helps her walk over to a table.
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