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Prologue

My mother was a whore. 

Her name was Leah Isabelle Anderson—“Leah Belle” for short, and she was one of New Jersey’s most sought after escorts.

With deep green eyes that could take any man’s breath away, and skin so porcelain and smooth that it looked too perfect to touch, she was breathtakingly beautiful. Often compared to a supermodel, her raven black hair fell past her shoulders, and her naturally long eyelashes were always coifed to perfection.  

Growing up, I had no idea what she did with the men who picked her up in their shiny and expensive cars—the men who wore thousand dollar suits and patted me on the head while saying, “Your mom is really something special.” 

In a way, these strangers became the closest thing I had to a family since I never knew my father: Her regulars, Christian and William, sent me gifts every Christmas. Arnie bought me my first bike, Steve taught me how to change a tire, and her most ruthless suitor—Vincent, took me shopping for designer clothes once a month. 

Leah Belle—she never ever let me call her “mom,” wasn’t exactly a mother to me; she was more like an older friend. An older ‘I’ll-be-there-when-it’s-convenient’ friend. 

She missed every elementary school play, every middle school writing competition, and never gave a damn about my grades. At first, the involuntary loneliness bothered me, but after I created an army of invisible friends and easily accessible fantasies, I came to terms with her neglect and happily accepted any attention she was willing to give me. 

When I became a teenager, she started to hang around me more often—promising that she would do better, promising that she would make sure that “from here on out, [we’d] be best friends.” Since she’d run away from her parents after having me at sixteen, she made a point to never lecture or discipline me. She did however, teach me three very important lessons:

1.) “Always put tons of effort into the way you look. You need to be beautiful on the outside, no matter how fucked up you are on the inside. If you ever feel sad or depressed, suck that shit up and add more mascara.”

2.) “Don’t make friends. Make sponsors. If you can’t get anything out of someone or use them for a specific purpose, kick that person out of your life ASAP.”

3.) “Beauty wins over brains every time. Your body will always be your most important asset. Remember that.”

For my fourteenth birthday, she poured me my first shot and offered me a short line of coke, saying, “Welcome to life, Em!”

I shook my head at the coke—I’d read about the effects, but I happily took the red shot glass from her hand.  

“To the best fuckin’ daughter in the world!” She lifted her glass in the air, waiting for me to do the same, and then she ordered me to toss it back.

The initial burning sensation was painful—disgusting, but in the years to come, that bitterness tasted better and better, and I looked forward to the two of us drinking together. It was the only time that she gave me her undivided attention. 

In those moments, I would tell her about another writing competition I’d won or how I’d received more early college scholarships. When it was her turn, she would tell me about “turning tricks” like other parents told their kids about a day at the office.

“I can’t tell you how weak Ben’s dick was today,” she’d say. “I mean, I feel like I should be charging him double for the weak ass fucks he puts me through.”

“You don’t enjoy it with him? Ever?” I’d ask. 

“No. Never with him. But he’s a sponsor, I’m getting his money, and that’s all that matters. I just lie there, scratch his back, and say ‘Harder... Harder’ to make him think I’m into it until—”

“Until he cums?”

“Yep.” She’d pass me a cigarette before sighing. “With him and a few others, I usually have to take a few shots beforehand to numb my mind. With the really good ones, all I have to do is relax. Sex can be fucking incredible when it’s done right...”

One particular Friday, after she let one of her regulars take me shopping for a Chanel bag, I unlocked the door to our home and saw droplets of blood all over the floor. 

“Leah?” I set my shopping bag down. “Did you get another nose bleed?”

No answer. 

I headed into the kitchen, looking for her usual remedies—hot tea and Q tips, but she wasn’t there. 

“You here?” I walked around our living room and checked all the rooms upstairs. Confused, I pulled out my cell phone and called her. 

No answer again.

I shrugged and opened a bottle of vodka, tossing back a few shots. I figured she’d left with one of her sponsors for a quickie and would be back by the time our favorite show started.

I decided to take a shower before it came on and headed into the downstairs bathroom. 

The second I hit the lights, my heart fell out of my chest. 

I wanted to believe that what I was seeing was simply a sick joke by my imagination—a twisted fantasy I’d snap out of in seconds.

Pale and blue, Leah’s body lay lifeless in our tub. Her left arm was dangling over the edge, and the small velvet bag where she kept her cocaine was dangling from her fingertips. 

Scattered across the floor were hundreds of prescription pills and empty orange bottles that bore the names of strangers. On the vanity, there was an empty syringe and a folded note that read “For my Em...”

Trembling, I rushed to her side and pressed my finger against her neck, hoping for a pulse.

Nothing. 

I tilted her head back and tried to breathe life into her—pressing her chest with my hands every few seconds, but it was no use. 

She was gone.

I sank down to the floor in tears—cursing her, hating her, for doing this to me. To us. 

I had no friends to call, no family either, so in my numb and dazed state I somehow managed to call 9-1-1. While the operator attempted to calm me down by asking me to take deep breaths, I walked over to the vanity and unfolded Leah’s last note:

Em,

I know you’re confused right now, but I want you to know that I love you. I love you so fucking much... You were the only thing that made my life worth living, and I wish I was strong enough to keep that in mind...

I’m not.

I’m tired of living a lie and I haven’t been happy in a very long time... I just can’t take it anymore...

I’ve fucked up a lot of things in my life, but the biggest regret I have is the way I raised you...I’m so sorry... This is going to be hard for you to believe—especially since I’m gone, but I need you to forget all that shit I taught you. Right now.

Fuck using your looks to get what you want. Go to college and do some good shit with your life, like write or something. You’re a good writer, you’re very smart, and you need to use your brain to get ahead. Can you promise to do that for me, Em?

Then again...It’s probably too late and I’m willing to bet that you’ll end up just like me: A beautiful nothing...

It won’t be your fault though. It’ll be—

I stopped reading and flushed that note down the toilet. Her last words were clearly written out of sadness and they were only compounding my pain.  

As far as I was concerned, Leah had raised me the best she could and she was far from a “beautiful nothing” in my eyes. In fact, I cherished every single thing she’d taught me.

Even though I was beyond hurt that she’d selfishly left me all alone, I was determined to remember her at her best and for everything she was to me: 

My mother. 

My best friend. 

My role model. 

Chapter 1

Present Day

My life is a fucking mess. A. Fucking. Mess.

I’m currently parked outside of Gina & Laney’s Diner, smoking a cigarette with my windows up. I’m looking over the check they gave me minutes ago and wondering if this is really my life or a sad depressing dream.

This is the last check I’ll receive since they fired me last Friday. They said they were tired of me showing up late and telling customers to “make up [their] goddamn mind” whenever they asked for my opinion about items on the menu. 

My pay for two full weeks of work? Two hundred dollars and thirty one cents. No tips.

It’s the eighth job I’ve had in almost a year, and I’m beginning to wonder if I’m cut out for employment at all. I lost my bagger job at the grocery store after one week, my stint as a cashier ended in a shouting match with the manager, and I didn’t last longer than an hour at the manure plant. 

All I do whenever I work is incessantly dream about fictional characters, wishing I could find the time and space to write them all down. I’m always lost in some type of fantasy, some other life that’s more fulfilling than mine.  

Looking up, I notice that streaks of lightning are dancing across the sky and raindrops are attacking my windshield—reminding me that I have twenty minutes to get to my latest job interview. 

It’s at the Westin—the nicest hotel on this side of the South; the one place that puts Blythe, Alabama on the map. Even though I’ve been repeatedly warned about how strict their rules are and how they have a high turnover rate, I’m determined to land and keep this job. 

I have to. 

I’m tired of waking up every morning and seeing the same shit outside my window: Fields of grass. Cows. More fields of grass. More cows. 

There’s not too much I can draw inspiration from in this desolate pit of a place, and the sooner I save enough money to return to the northern part of the country, I’ll be packing my bags and getting the hell out of here. 

As I pull into the Westin’s parking lot, I roll my eyes at the gaudy eagle statues that are perched around the edges of the building. They serve no purpose whatsoever, and the fact that the building is coated in plated silver glass is enough to say “This place doesn’t belong here.” 

The eagles are just rubbing it in.  

I park in a small reserved spot, underneath a small metal awning that covers the hood of my car. I’m hoping that the rain will slow to a trickle within the next few minutes so I won’t have to sit through the interview wet.  

It’s been raining like this for weeks, and every day of grayness makes me miss Leah more and more.

If she were alive right now, we’d be outside dancing until the rain completely soaked us. Back when I was in Jersey, she and I “ruled the rain” whenever it stormed. We’d sit out on our balcony and split a pack of cigarettes, watching each other to see who could keep the buds lit the longest in the rainfall. 

The day she died, I refused to let them take her from the house. I fucking lost it—screaming at every person who tried to talk to me, hitting the medics who tried to keep me away from her dead body.

When I finally calmed down (The police restrained me), I tried my best to accept her death. I attempted to make funeral arrangements—insisting on all white roses and calla lilies, the type of flowers Leah loved. But the prices for a burial were outrageous, so outrageous that I sold all my designer bags and clothes and was still three thousand dollars short.

I called around to ask her regulars for help, to see if they could throw me a couple hundred dollars each, but they acted as if they had no idea who I was. I didn’t know who else to call, and before I could consider my options, my grandparents showed up and brought me to Blythe, Alabama—where we eventually buried Leah.

I was so numb, so alone.

Completing my final months of high school at a new school was hard, but living with two family members I’d never met before was far more challenging: They never let me stay home from school—no matter how many times I told them it was too easy. They bought all my clothes from the clearance section at department stores, and they made up my mind about going to college before I did.

“Ma’am? Ma’am?” A man taps on my window, knocking me out of my memory.  

I roll my window down. “Yes?”

“This isn’t a parking spot. Are you an employee here?”

“No, I’m here for an interview.” I notice the yellow “Blythe Police Department” logo on his poncho. “I’ll move.”

“Actually—” He’s staring at me—really staring at me, so I give him my best seductive smile. 

“Pull up under the valet awning,” he says. “I’ll make sure no one touches your car. The rain’s not letting up any time soon and I would hate for you to get wet before your interview.” He glances at my tight fitting shirt and motions for me to pull off. 

“Always use your seductive smile to get your way, Em...No man in his right mind will ever turn you down if you use it right...”

I smile and drive towards the valet port as Leah’s words play in my head. Stepping out, I toss the red-suited teenager the keys. I have three minutes before I’m officially late and I need to read a little more about this place before it’s my turn to get interviewed. 

I pull my resume from the inside of my pocket and look over it one last time. Making my way past the signs that read “interviews being held here,” I notice that there are at least a hundred people here—all hoping to be “hired on the spot” like the radio advertisement promised. 

The second I find an empty chair near the back, a female voice calls from the other side of the room. “Emerald Anderson?”

I stand up and put on my best smile. I walk over to where I heard the voice, and I’m ushered into a small office. 

“Emerald Anderson.” The woman shuts the door behind me and leaves me alone—facing a bald and overweight man who’s easily in his thirties. 

His nameplate reads “Ethan Kyle” and I can tell by the way he’s dressed—impeccable black suit, sparkling cufflinks, and designer tie—that he thinks he’s too good to formally introduce himself to me. 

“Good afternoon, Miss Anderson,” he says and motions for me to sit down. 

“Good afternoon...” There’s silence as I take my seat, as I pull my grey skirt over my thighs. 

I can feel him undressing me with his eyes, looking me up and down, and I immediately feel sick. 

“Miss Anderson...” He reaches for my resume, letting his fingers grace my fingertips for a little too long. “Why do you want to work for the Westin?”

I spout off the company memo that I read on Wikipedia minutes ago, lying about how I want a job that will challenge me. 

“Are you interested in working for the hospitality industry long term?”

Hell no. “Yes. I would love to.”

He grins at me, nodding. “We have openings in our front desk, housekeeping, and kitchen departments. Which department do you think would be a better match for you?” He’s staring at my chest.

“Housekeeping.”

“You don’t want to work in housekeeping. It’s manual labor.” He shakes his head. “You don’t seem like the type...”

My stomach churns at the dirty look in his eyes. I want to stand up and leave, but I hold my ground. “I’m perfect for housekeeping. I’m an OCD cleaner.” I lie.

He leans forward on his elbows and sighs. “The starting salary for a housekeeper is seven dollars and fifty cents. Kitchen aide is eight dollars, and front desk is nine dollars. I know you lack a college education,” he says as he pushes my resume towards me, “but clearly you can see the better choice...In fact, we’re hiring for our manager mentoring program. It’s a fast track to learning all about the industry.”

“How much does that pay?” 

“Sixteen dollars an hour, but you’d have to work alongside your mentor, i.e. me for most of those hours...In very close quarters and very late hours.”

I try not to roll my eyes at this lame and blatant “come on.” I know I should say no, that this asshole is only interested in one thing, but instead I say, “That’s the job I want...”

He smiles and stands up, walking around the desk. He cups my face in his hands and I try not to flinch. 

“There are a lot of people who would love this position, Emerald—people who have degrees...experience...” He runs his tongue across his bottom lip and drops his hands to his fly, unzipping his pants. “How will you prove that you’ll do a good job despite having neither of those things?”

He slips a hand into his briefs and pulls out his dick, raising an eyebrow at me. 

I look at him in utter disbelief—disgust, but he grins and uses his other hand to run his fingers through my hair. 

“Can you show me that you’ll do a good job, Emerald?” The way he emphasizes every syllable of my name makes my skin crawl. 

I’m repulsed, but I need this job. Badly. 

No stranger to sex, I try to tell myself that this is just a blowjob, which is the lowest type of sex on my scale, but my mouth won’t move any closer. 

“I can’t...” I move my head back and look away. “I would like to be considered for the other positions, please.”

“There are no other open positions.” He zips his fly and walks to the door. “We’ll keep your application on file, Miss Anderson.”

“What?”

“We’re done here. You can leave, Miss Anderson.” His voice is cold.

I shake my head and stand up, slowly walking past him. As I move by, I hear him hissing, “Stupid cunt” before he slams the door. 

I look at the other women who are sitting in the ballroom’s chairs, wondering how many of them will be offered that same job. I’m not sure what comes over me, but I walk to the front desk in hopes of speaking to another manager; that pig can’t be the sole decision maker when it comes to hiring. 

A blonde with bright brown eyes smiles as I approach. “Hello, Miss. How may I help you?”

“May I speak to the general manager please?”

“I’m the general manager.” She smiles wider. “What do you need?”

“Can you...Can you give me some more information about the manager mentoring program? Are there other managers that have available positions under them?”

“I’m sorry.” She takes off her glasses. “Manager what program?”

“The manager mentoring program...It pays sixteen dollars an hour and I would get to work directly under a manager. Right?”

She raises her eyebrow. “We haven’t had a manager mentoring program in years, and no one here gets paid sixteen dollars an hour. Are you supposed to be at the Marriott, hun? It’s right down the street.”

Son of a bitch...

––––––––

I park my car outside my grandparents’ house and pull out my last cigarette. I’m supposed to quit after today, but I’m not sure if I’ll be able to. Not after the day I’ve had. 

After the hotel “interview,” I drove to three more job fairs. I stopped at every table, filled out every application, and shook every hand, but the best responses I received were: “We’ll keep your application on file.” “We’ll be in touch.” “We’ll see you soon.”—i.e. “You’ll never hear from us again.”

To make matters worse, there was no willing valet to watch my car, so I’m drenched from head to toe.

Discouraged, I finish off my cigarette and spray myself with perfume to mask the smell before heading inside. 

Once I close the front door, I see my grandparents eating dinner at the table, setting a place for me as usual.

“Hey hun!” My grandmother beams. “How’d it go today?”

“Not good.”

“Ohhhh, Emerald!” She pulls out a chair for me. “You’ll find something one day, hun. Don’t look so depressed.”

“I look depressed?”

My grandfather nods. “Why don’t you just work part-time at the church for a little while?”

“Yes!” My grandmother holds her hand over her chest and gasps. “I don’t know why I didn’t already think of that! We could always use more people to spread the lord’s word! Working for Jesus would definitely make you feel better!”

I try not to groan. I’ve only known them for a couple of years, but I swear they think Jesus is the cure for everything. 

My grandparents are Henry Lee and Virginia Marsh, and they are the perfect example of what happens when you’ve lived too much of your life in the Bible Belt of America: They take their Bibles everywhere, are prone to say “Praise Jesus” at any given second, and spend more time in church than they do anywhere else. 

“Thanks for the offer,” I say as I pop open a can of Coke, “but no thanks.”

“That’s probably why you can’t find a job.” She points her fork at me. “You haven’t been to church with us in a long time.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Mary Fine’s son started coming to church two weeks ago and he got himself a job at McDonald’s...And he’s an ex-con.”

“Jesus...”

“Praise him!” They shout in unison. 

I sigh. “If I don’t find anything in two weeks, I might be forced to take you up on that offer.”

But I really hope not...

Virginia claps and smiles. “You would love it! We would have so much fun together bonding! Saving souls is exhilarating!”

I pull the mashed potato bowl closer and change the subject. 

For the next hour or so, I sit and listen as they give a full recap of their days: more sick children at Virginia’s hospital, another good recruit at the fire department for Henry. Another lost day of yard-work for their favorite neighbors due to the rain, another “exciting” cow birth at the farm down the street. 

The second they start to debate who should bake the brownies for the church’s upcoming bake sale, I excuse myself from the table and go upstairs to my room. 

Hitting the lights, I sigh when I see the same miserable sight I’ve seen for the past few months: My walls are covered in rejection letters from almost every big name publisher and literary magazine.

My window pane is framed with copies of my former college transcripts and I’m actually proud of myself for making all the D’s and F’s line up on one side. The highest grade I ever made, an “A+” in Art Design, is hanging high above my mirror.

It’s the one thing that always makes me smile, the one thing that makes me feel like no matter how many things I’ve fucked up in my life—school, jobs, relationships, friends, that I’m not a complete and utter failure...
Chapter 2

Fall 2011

“Harder...” I whisper. “Harder...” I reach up and thread my fingers through Parker Dalton’s dark brown hair, begging him to give it to me. 

He presses his lips against my neck—softly biting it, as he slides into me again and again. “You feel so fucking good, Emerald...So fucking good...” 

I shut my eyes and scrape my nails across his back, moaning as he speeds up his thrusts. As he trails his tongue between my breasts, I wrap my legs around him even tighter.

The sound of our skin slapping against each other echoes off the walls of his room, and before this can become pleasurable for me, he slows down.

“Fuckkkk....” He slides inside of me one last time and cums, leaving me without a release. Again.

Shaking, he collapses onto my chest and places a light kiss on my forehead. 

I hide my disappointment by smiling, thankful that I have Art Design in an hour so we won’t have to cuddle afterwards. 

Although Parker Dalton claims to “really like me” and insists on having me on his arm as much as possible, he isn’t my boyfriend—not even close. He’s a carefully chosen sponsor. 

He’s the senior president of Omega Chi—the most respected fraternity at New York University, and the current president of the Student Government Board. He’s already taken the LSATs and scored a nearly perfect score, making him a shoe-in for Harvard Law School. He also comes from an established family of wealth. 

By staying close to him, I’m sure I’ll get something out of it down the line. Hopefully the ticket to a happier life.

Tapping his back, I clear my throat. “You’re hurting me...”

“Sorry, babe.” He rolls off me and pulls me into his arms. “Was it good for you?”

I give him the sheepish grin I’ve perfected over the years and murmur, “Yes.” What I really want to say is that I’ve only had good sex a few times, and none of those times were with him.

“Your eyes are so damn pretty, Em,” he whispers, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.

“Don’t call me that. It’s Emerald.”  

“Sorry. I keep forgetting you’re sensitive about that.” He traces my lips with his fingers. “How’s it feel to be halfway done with your freshman year?”

“It’ll feel better when I’m a senior. I hate college.”

He laughs. “Trust me, when you’re a senior it gets even worse.”

“Looking forward to it.”

“Don’t you have all A’s so far? You’ve never mentioned getting anything less. You must like something about college.”

I shake my head. “It’s not challenging enough. I wrote my paper for Seminar in Comp two hours before it was due. A plus.” I want to add that I also wrote my most recent literature analysis on a classic book my teacher hadn’t even read, but Parker’s taste in literature is terrible so he wouldn’t understand. 

“Would you like to write my final thesis next semester?”

“I’ll pass.” I shift from underneath his hold and climb out of bed. 

“You sure you don’t have some other boyfriend waiting for you back at home? Some other guy on campus you’re dating behind my back?”

I narrow my eyes at him as I squeeze into my jeans. “What? What are you trying to say?”

He stands up and pulls me into his arms—kissing me softly, and I try not to flinch. 

I’m not supposed to kiss my sponsors for more than five seconds. Any longer than that and they’ll start to think that this has the potential to be something more than what it is. The rules I’ve memorized have always been simple: Fuck him. Get whatever I need. Leave him. 

I step away from him and force a smile. “Seriously, Parker. What are you trying to say?”

“I just need to know that you’re completely mine.”

I look at him in utter confusion.

“It’s nothing, Emerald...You’re just really beautiful, and you don’t seem like the type that would be content with one guy’s attention.”

“You’re two for two. Is that a compliment?”

He smiles and kisses my lips again. “It is.”

“Okay...” I force myself to return the kiss. “I’m all yours. I’ll call you later.” 

I sprint across campus and head to the observatory where the other students of my Art Design class are already grabbing their brushes and canvasses. 

I grab mine and follow them up to the roof, where for the next hour and a half, the professor lets us paint our pieces in silence. 

This is the only thing that makes college somewhat bearable—the ability to create something beautiful in my mess of a life. 

––––––––

Later, I hand the professor my work and head back to my dorm, hoping to sleep the rest of the day away. That’s how I deal with life when it bothers me—no crying, no whining, just sleep. 

“Hey.” I drop my bag at the door and nod at my roommate, Amy. “What’s up?”

“Nothing. Are you still coming with me to the party tonight? You promised!”

I sigh. I haven’t gone to one party since I’ve started college. They’re not the same without Leah dolling me up and making me look like the woman on my fake ID.

“Come on, Emerald! You owe me this!” She gives me her best sympathy look. “I’m your friend!”

Amy Houston is not my friend. She is my roommate and a potential sponsor. Her parents are chief advisors to the state governor and they give her anything she wants—including the brand new bedding set that’s currently draped across my bed. She had it designed just for me since she wanted our shared room to look “cohesive.”

I honestly don’t trust this girl—I don’t trust anyone, but she’s the closest person I have. 

She tells me about her life, laughs at my jokes, and always encourages me to go out and meet more students. There was even this one time that she held my hand after I found something in my suitcase that reminded me of Leah. She didn’t ask me what was wrong and she didn’t try to pry. She just consoled me until I calmed down.

I groan. “Okay, I’ll go. But only for one hour.”

“Yes!” She jumps up and hugs me. “Do you have a fake? I’ll need to make sure it’s good enough before we leave.”

Nodding, I pull out my wallet and hand over my fake driver’s license. It reads “Autumn Mills” and the woman on it has long black hair and big green eyes like mine. 

“Wow!” She hands it back to me. “You’ll totally get in with that! Where did you get that done? That’s professional grade! It has all the watermarks and embedded lines!”

I almost tell her how Leah had one of her regulars get it for me when I was sixteen, but I hold back. “One of my friends in Jersey did it for me.”

She nods and turns on her radio. “I can’t get dressed without music. Hurry up and get ready, makeup and all!” She pulls a bottle of vodka from under her desk and pours six shots—three each. “It’s party time, bitch!”

The next two hours blur by in a haze of shots, laughs, and skimpy dress comparisons. By the time I’m buzzed, I find myself inside of a smoke-filled club off campus.

Most of the attendees are upperclassmen and Greeks, so I don’t recognize most of them. 

I’m wearing a hot pink dress that leaves little to the imagination and my hair is pulled into a neat and sophisticated bun with a few tendrils falling over my eyes. As I make my way to the bar, I spot Parker talking to some of his fraternity brothers. 

I walk over and tap him on the shoulder. “Hey.”

“Hey babe.” He turns around and slips an arm around my waist. “I thought you said you didn’t do parties.”

“I don’t. Amy made me come.”

“Where is she?”

I shrug. She left me as soon as the bouncers let us inside and I haven’t seen her since.  

“Do you want to leave with me then?” He bends down and whispers into my ear, “I can think of something far more interesting for us to do tonight.”

“Tempting...I can’t leave her here alone though. That’d be messed up.” 

“Okay, stay here. I’ll find her.” He kisses me before disappearing into the crowd. 

I look at the packed dance floor in front of me and raise my eyebrow because none of the people are dancing. They’re laughing and pointing at something that I can’t see. 

I’m sure it’s another one of those flash-mob videos that have become popular lately, so I turn around and wave for the bartender’s attention. 

“What can I get for you?” he asks.

“Rum and Coke please.”

“You got ID?”

I flash him the “of age” wristband on my hand and he starts to make the drink. 

“Okay...” He sets the glass onto the counter. “That’ll cost you—” His eyes meet mine and he looks past me for a split second. “Holy shit. You know what? It’s on the house...”

“Thanks.” I smile, knowing that my slight bite of the lip is working. 

I toss back the sour drink and slide the empty cup to him when I’m finished. I look over my shoulder—noticing that everyone on the dance floor is still transfixed by whatever is happening on stage. 

Annoyed, I ask the bartender for another drink, and he once again offers it to me at no charge. As the crowd begins to collectively “Ohhhh,” and “Whoaaa,” I roll my eyes. 

I know that Parker is probably watching whatever it is instead of searching for Amy, so I head into the crowd and start looking for her myself—taking short sips of my drink every few feet. 

I hear numerous groans as I weave my way through all the sweaty and drunk bodies, promising myself that I’ll curse Amy out for leaving me alone.

“What a slut!” “Who is that?” “It’s that freshman girl...” “Her social life is over!”

I bump into a sweaty guy who’s had way too much to drink and he staggers backwards, pointing at me, shouting, “Can I be next, sweetheart? I promise I’ll be better than both of them! I’ll make you feel really good!” 

I raise my eyebrow, wondering what the hell he’s talking about, and then I look up at the screen that has everyone’s attention.

My glass slips out of my hand and shatters onto the floor. 

The images in front of me are so humiliating, so real and undisputable, that I pinch myself to make sure I’m not in the middle of a nightmare.

It’s me. 

Me having sex with Parker. 

Me having sex with one of his fraternity brothers weeks before I met him. 

The video is split into two frames: One sex scene on each side and it’s undeniably me. I’m in my dorm room and I’m making the same rehearsed faces I made when I lost my virginity two years ago—saying the exact same things. 

I stand frozen still. 

Confused. 

Mortified. 

I look around for Parker, hoping he’s stepped outside in his search for Amy, and make a run for the door. 

Pushing my way through the crowd, I stop once I hear my voice over the speakers. I look over my shoulder and stare at the screen again, watching a clip of me taking a shot with Amy. 

“Why are you sleeping with Parker Dalton if you don’t consider him to be your boyfriend?” she asks.

“Maybe I keep hoping that the sex will get better one day. He is the president of Omega Chi and a future politician. I’m just using him.”

“Is the sex that bad?”

“Yes.”

“And you don’t like him at all?”

“No.”

“Not even a little bit?”

“No. He’s just my meal ticket to a better life. Could you pour me another shot? More alcohol, less talking.”

I don’t remember that conversation, but I know I must have been drunk out of my mind if I ever talked about something personal with Amy. With anyone. 

I head for the door again and see Parker standing in the corner. He’s shaking his head and looking utterly devastated. Crushed.

I make my way over to him—planning to tell him that the sex with his frat brother happened way before we met, but his eyes suddenly meet mine. He gives me a death stare, and without moving his lips he says, “We’re fucking done.” 

I feel tears pricking at the corner of my eyes and head towards him anyway. I want to ask him to take me back to his room tonight so we can talk about this, so I can explain, but he disappears. 

The “ooohs” and “ahhs” from the crowd become louder and louder and I tell myself to keep going, to forget about whatever is playing behind me and go back to my room, but I can’t help it.  

I see myself emptying a small bottle of alcohol into the pink thermos I carry around every day. Then the video cuts to me rolling a small blunt of weed at my desk. 

My blood is running cold and I can’t stop my heart from pounding a mile a minute. I’m embarrassed, but I’m also infuriated. Beyond infuriated. 

I catch Amy standing near the back of the room, behind a tall stack of crates. 

She’s laughing along with everyone else, and mid-laugh I see her raising a remote and pressing a button, stopping tonight’s masterpiece from going any further. 

The crowd is clapping, yelling “Slutty freshman bitch!” “It’s okay, Parker!” and “Bros before Hos!” The noise is deafening and the girls in the crowd—the ones who recognize me as the star of the show, are smirking and pointing, snapping pictures on their cell phones. 

“Alright! Alright! Back to the fucking party!” The DJ’s voice comes over the speakers and the music blasts again, but I can’t hear anything but the taunts.

I narrow my eyes at Amy and take several deep breaths before I react. I keep my eyes locked on her as I think about what Leah would do in this situation. Settling on an answer, I walk across the dance floor, watching Amy’s eyes widen as I approach. 

One of the girls standing nearby crosses her arms and steps in front of her. I roll my eyes and push her out of the way. 

“This is why you invited me out tonight?” I’m in Amy’s face, ten seconds away from punching her. “What exactly was the point you were trying to make?”

“I told you I wanted Parker on move in day. That was one of the first things I said.”

“And I told you he wasn’t attracted to you. He said that. He was very clear.”

“You just hadddd to bat your big green eyes at him didn’t you? I told you that he and I grew up together, that he and I were best friends, and you just—”

“Are you fucking kidding me, bitch?”

She opens her mouth to say something else, but I turn away and walk off.

If I was in New Jersey, I would be beating her into the ground right now, but this is college. And since her friends outnumber mine (six plus to zero), I have to be more strategic... 

––––––––

I run the full five miles back to campus, letting an unfamiliar wetness fall down my cheeks. My chest is burning and my body is begging me to stop, to slow down because it hurts to drive on the empty fumes of alcohol. 

But I don’t stop. 

I run faster and faster, until I make it to my room. 

I strip out of my clothes, cover myself in a robe, and rush into the communal shower down the hall. 

There’s no one else in any of the other stalls—I double check, so I step inside the one at the end and turn the water on the hottest bearable setting.  

I hold my face underneath the scalding streams and tell myself to suck everything up, that crying never solves a goddamn thing, but I can’t help it. The tears are falling as fast as the water, and my chest is heaving uncontrollably—shaking my body so violently that it’s hard to stand up straight.

I’m confused as to how Amy could betray me like that, how she could lure me out to a party just to humiliate me—days after she’d invited me to go with her and her family to their country club in the suburbs. 

It doesn’t make any sense...

Besides the fact that what she’s done is beyond cruel, the fact that I had sex with Parker’s friend was nothing more than a mistake. A thoughtless, drunken mistake.

He’d followed me to my dorm after freshman orientation and I could’ve sworn I told Amy not to leave us in the room alone, but she’d been drunk too (I thought) and she’d left anyway.

I was horny and desperately lonely, so I allowed myself to kiss him back—wondering if sex with him would actually be pleasurable, but it wasn’t. Only his kisses were good. 

It wasn’t until the morning after that I realized what I’d done, but I didn’t allow myself to feel bad about it. I chalked it up to being a simple mistake and put it behind me. 

A few weeks later, I met Parker—the frat boy with a soft side, and made him believe that I really liked him.

Although the sex with him never made me feel anything and I’d never been a fan of his desire to cuddle, he always treated me nicely. He even seemed genuinely interested in getting to know me, but I never let him get close.

Maybe I should’ve...

Confused, I look down and notice that my skin is starting to redden underneath the steamy water. Taking several deep breaths, I manage to slow my sobs until they eventually fade into nothing more than staggered breaths. 

When they’re finally gone and the only noise is the splattering of water against the tile, I start to think.

I need to come up with a way to deal with this, a way that’s more than sleep and alcohol. I know I can’t show my face on campus for a few days, but I can’t act like that video hurts me. I can’t let people think that I’m weak or easily intimidated, and I need to get rid of Amy. First.

I turn off the shower and look up and down the hallway before slipping back into our room.

I look around our shared space—shaking my head at all the high priced furniture and art her filthy-rich parents have shipped. There’s a Picasso—a fucking Picasso!—framed high above our full length mirror.

I walk over to it and lift it from its hook. Then I toss it onto the ground, shattering it to pieces. 

I open my drawer and pull out my half-drunken bottle of tequila—the stuff I drink on my worst days, and prepare myself for what’s to come.

I know exactly how I’m going to get rid of this bitch...

––––––––

At four in the morning, the door to our room opens, and Amy stumbles in—laughing with one of her friends. 

She hits the lights and her eyes immediately meet mine. “Well, if it isn’t NYU’s number one whore! Emerald ‘I Fucked Two Fraternity Brothers’ Anderson!” She slurs. “That’s what happens when you cross me. I’m Amy Houston...Amy fuckin’ Houston, and you should remember that for the rest of the year while you’re busy whoring it up.”

Her friend helps her to stand, and when she takes a few steps forward, she looks over at her side of the room and sucks in breath after breath. 

I wait for the reality of what I’ve done to all of her things to settle in, wait for her to realize who the real queen bitch is.

All of her designer bed-sheets and clothes are in a pile on the floor, doused in my un-washable black acrylic paint. Her mattress is cut wide open—an automatic seven hundred and fifty dollar fee, and on her fifty inch flat-screen that hangs on our wall I have a video playing. It’s showing her giving our Ethics T.A. a blow job in our room last week.

She’s on her knees and he’s caressing the back of her neck, begging her to take him deeper and deeper into her mouth.

“I accidentally recorded that while I was gone,” I say flatly. “I left my webcam on and was planning to show it to you tomorrow so we could laugh about it over vodka. I was going to delete it right after.”

“That is not me...” She swallows.

“Ohhhh...Amy...Fuck...” The T.A. moans on the screen. “Fuckkkk...”

“Right.” I roll my eyes and turn the volume down. “Let me tell you how the next twenty four hours are going to go, Amy fuckin’ Houston. You’re going to have all of your shit moved out of my room by the morning. I don’t care what you tell our R.A., but you won’t mention my name at all. If you do, I’ll be the bitch you were to me and put this lovely video on Facebook, after I send a few copies to your parents’ colleagues. I’m sure the daughter of the governor’s top advisors would make front page news if this tape ever went viral.”

“Who the hell do you think you are?”

“I’m not done.” I cut her off and notice that her friend’s eyes are as wide as saucers. “You’re not sleeping here tonight. I don’t want you to ever make eye contact with me on campus, and I swear to God if I catch wind of you even whispering my name, I’ll personally make sure it’s the last word you ever say.”

She blinks and then she bursts into uncontrollable laughter. “Trace...” She looks at her friend. “Can you believe this slut? Is she seriously threatening me? Me?” She laughs harder and purses her lips. “First you’re a whore and now you’re what? Some type of mob person? Are you going to make me disappear if I don’t move out?” 

“Try me.” 

She stops laughing and raises her eyebrow. 

I’m not flinching. I’m not bluffing. And if she does anything but walk out of our room, I’ll give her the black and bloody eye she rightfully deserves.

“I’ll um...” She’s wavering. “I’ll um...I’ll be back at seven.”

I cross my arms and wait for her to leave the room, and as soon as the door shuts I hit “post” on my Facebook wall. By this afternoon, the first fifteen seconds of that video—the part that shows her pulling some man’s pants down, will be seen by everyone. 

I have to make sure she knows I’m not playing games. I’ll release the whole thing if she even breathes in my direction.

Although it feels good to put her in her place, I know my bliss is only temporary. The second that this alcohol stops coursing through my veins, I’ll have to let myself feel the gravity of this situation all over again.

I don’t even try to fall asleep. There’s no point.

I leave the room and head for the only place that brings me peace: the library. After finding a deserted couch in the back. I bring my knees up to my chest and shut my eyes—wishing that this semester would magically come to an end so I won’t have to deal with the aftermath.

I have no idea how I’m going to put that tape behind me, how I’m going to recover.

And I don’t.

I never do. 

For the rest of the semester, I don’t do anything but go to art class. I keep my mini fridge stocked with things I buy from the campus grocery store afterhours—Ramen noodles, yogurt, and canned ravioli, so I won’t have to eat in any of the dining halls. 

I stay confined to my room and write for hours at a time. And whenever it becomes too hurtful to read what I’ve written, I paint abstracts.

On the rare occasion that I do show my face on campus—to go to my one and only class, the stares, whispers, and smirks follow close behind. Sometimes people aren’t even polite enough to whisper. They just call out loudly. 

“You want to fuck somebody who knows what he’s doing, Emerald?” “You interested in making a sex tape with me?” “Parker was way too good for you anyway!”

Sometimes I see Amy hanging with her group of minions, but she never makes eye contact and she always walks away before I can get close. 

I slowly slip into a state of nothingness—where all my days blur together, where no matter how hard I try to look past that sex tape, it’s always there. Still, I try to heal myself with the things that have worked in the past—vodka, cigarettes, hot showers, and weed. 

With each new semester that passes by, I ignore the numerous “academic probation” and “academic counseling suggestion” letters that are stuffed into my mailbox. I enroll in new classes that I never attend—except for the art ones. I always go to the art ones. 

Each time my advisor emails me about setting up an “emergency meeting” I tell him I’m unavailable, if I bother to respond at all.

It’s not until the last day of finals week—during the fall semester of my sophomore year,  that I receive a letter telling me that I’ve been expelled from the university, that I need to have all of my things moved out of the dormitory before the spring semester begins. 

With a heavy heart, I call the only people I know and quickly find myself packing all of my belongings into my grandmother’s pickup truck. 

As she drives me from the bustling city of New York and towards the dirt roads that await us in Blythe, she cries. 

She says it’s her fault that she pushed me into going to college so soon, that she should’ve let me take a year off to simply live in the South and get over Leah’s passing. Then she blames herself for not checking on me more often.

I don’t intervene and tell her about the sex tape because it’s pointless. She wouldn’t understand.  

“You’re going to be okay...” She squeezes my knee as she steers the truck onto a ramp. “Things will only get better from this point on. Just hold onto that belief. You’re beautiful and talented, and no matter what anyone else says you’re going to do something great with your life one day...”

I tune her out because I’ve heard this speech a million times before, but not from her. I’ve heard Leah say those exact same words to herself in the mirror over the years, and I know that right now my grandmother isn’t really talking to me. 

She’s talking to Leah. 

Chapter 3

Sometimes I try to make myself believe that the life I’m living isn’t really my life at all. I like to think that I’m merely an actress playing the part of a miserable girl who has very few options left. 

That could possibly explain why I’m currently sitting in a brightly lit room with paper smiley faces hanging from the ceiling, staring at people who have been testing my last nerve for the past two hours. 

“Miss Anderson?” A soft voice snaps me out of my thoughts.

“Yeah?”

“Care to introduce yourself to the group?”

I sigh and stand up. “My name is Emerald Anderson... And I’m an alcoholic.”

“Hi, Emerald.” The addict group says dryly.

I take my seat again and cross my arms, impatiently counting the remaining minutes of today’s session.

Everyone in this room is an alcoholic—except me, and if it wasn’t for this past Saturday I wouldn’t even be here. As a matter of fact, I’m still trying to figure out what exactly landed me in this room full of crybabies. 

It was a typical Saturday and I was getting the mail: Another stack of rejections from the big publishers in New York—“Your writing is too descriptive for the market.” “Now is not the time for a story like this.” “We don’t believe you’d be a good fit for our agency, but we wish you the best in your ongoing search.”

Right after I taped them onto my “ceiling of failure,” I decided to check my email. Ten new messages that all said the same thing: “Thank you for applying, but...” 

I needed to get away to breathe so I drove to a bar on the other side of town. 

Four shots of vodka. Three shots of tequila. Three drinks from strangers I’d just met, and a seven shot jumbo margarita just for fun. 

Child’s play. 

It wasn’t enough.

I ordered two stiff brandy and gin concoctions—resulting in a raised eyebrow from the bartender, but I could handle it. 

I could always handle it. 

Hours later, when I was buzzed out of my mind, I convinced myself that I had a story idea that I needed to immediately write down. I stood up from the bar and stumbled outside, rummaging through my purse for my car keys.  

Once I found them, I realized I wasn’t standing in front of my own car. Confused, I searched the lot in a daze—telling myself that I was definitely going to sleep in my backseat for a while before driving home. 

There was vomit at some point—as usual, and then I realized I was standing in the middle of a street, holding a stop sign I didn’t remember picking up. 

There were bright headlights. Then a sudden blackness. 

That’s all I remember before seeing my grandparents bail me out of the county jail the next morning. 

I honestly thought I’d served my time, but one hour apparently wasn’t enough.

The judge berated me for being “foolish, reckless, and utterly out of control” and blamed me for causing a driver to swerve off the road and hit a streetlamp. And that stop sign I’d picked up was supposedly “so new” that the city had yet to permanently cement it into the sidewalk. 

I stared straight ahead and counted the paint cracks on the wall as she continued to tell me how awful of a person I was. 

I was halfway listening until I heard her say, “Miss Anderson, you have two options. Since you are a first time offender and a community citizen—Virginia Marsh, has so adamantly vouched for your character...You can serve ninety days in the county jail and upon release be remanded to six months’ probation with an $8,000 fine for the city’s damaged property, or...”

She hesitated and I bit my tongue, hoping that the second option would be better. 

“You can serve ninety days of community service with the $8,000 fine, and attend mandatory rehab for the next three months.”

My lawyer tapped me on the shoulder and whispered, “She’s being very lenient with you. Take it.”

Now that I’m listening to a woman cry about how her daddy never loved her, I’m starting to think I should’ve picked the first option. 

“That’s why I turned to alcohol,” the woman says. “Whiskey loved me back.” She’s sobbing ten times louder now, shaking her head and being absolutely pathetic. 

The twenty other people in the room are chanting words of encouragement—“It’s okay, hun.” “Let it all out.” “Way not to hold back.”—and she wipes her eyes and smiles.

“Well done...” The session leader, a man named Tim with thick glasses, pulls a number out of the ‘share bowl.’ “Number eighteen?”

Everyone is quiet. 

“Number eighteen?” he says a little louder. “Who pulled number eighteen when you walked through the door today?”

I sigh and raise my hand. 

“Oh! Okay then!” He’s a little too excited. “Can you tell us why you’re here today?”

“I don’t fucking know.”

“I’m sorry. What did you say?” He furrows his brow. “Why do you think you belong here?”

“I don’t belong here,” I say dryly. “I was in an accident and I happened to be drunk when it happened. I wasn’t even driving.”

“So...You’re not an alcoholic?”

“I’m here because the court says I have to be, not because I’m a drunken idiot. So, if you could leave me out of these little heartwarming activities until my sentence is over, I would really appreciate it.”

The room is dead silent now and all the alcoholics are staring at me in shock. 

Tim frowns, but he quickly collects himself. “Whenever you’re ready to share we’ll be here,” he says as he pulls another paper from the bowl. “Number seven?”

I try not to laugh for the rest of the meeting as every person tells some type of hour-long sob story. If it wasn’t for the fact that I only have twenty dollars to my name—or the fact that I’m now subject to random urine tests, I would drive to the liquor store right after this meeting so I could forget all about it. 

As a three hundred pound man begins to whimper about no one loving him, I turn my attention to the only window in the room, where the leaves of a pecan tree are in full bloom. There’s a couple holding hands and walking around it, looking as carefree as can be, and I can’t help but feel that that’s where I really belong. 

Out there. 

When the meeting finally comes to a close, I stand with everyone and murmur the shared mantra: “I am not alone anymore and I will beat my addiction.”

The second that last word is out of my mouth, I rush to the parking lot and start my car. 

Technically, the judge could’ve suspended my license until my rehab was complete, but since I never actually slid behind the wheel of my car when I was drunk that night, there was nothing that legally warranted that. 

However, she did say that if I get so much as a traffic ticket during the next three months that she would happily take it away. 

Shit! Shit! Shit!

I knock my head against the steering wheel with each angry thought. I’m not going to last much longer in Alcoholics Anonymous. I can already feel it. 

Just as I’m about to pull off, Tim steps in front of my car and motions for me to stop. 

I raise my hands up, saying, “What?” and he walks over to my window.

“Emerald, correct?” he asks.

“What do you want?”

He pulls a sheet of paper out of his back pocket and unfolds it. “I think you’re forgetting about the fine details of this arrangement.”

I give him a blank stare.

“Okay...” He looks down and reads the paper. “Emerald Anderson will hereby attend state mandated rehab sessions and assist in the preparation and dismissal practices for each aforementioned meeting.”

I bite my lip and give him one of my seductive glances, hoping it’ll make him forget whatever he has to say for another day. 

It doesn’t.

“You have to clean up after every session and you need to come three hours early next time to set up and help with the yard duties. This is included as a part of your community service, but it’s also your job. If you fail to do the basics, I’ll have to report you to the court. Are we clear?”

I grit my teeth. “Crystal.”

“Good.” He taps the top of my car. “I’ll let it go this time since it’s your first day, but I’ll call the judge if you’re a second late next time.”

He walks away and I speed off, immediately slowing down to the speed limit once I remember that I’m on thin ice with the law.  

Heading home, I see numerous “Now Hiring” signs in the windows of Blythe’s oldest shopping center. I consider stopping and collecting applications, but I know there’s no point. I’m sure most people in town are aware of what I did last weekend and would be more interested in hearing me explain that than talking to me about employment. 

Grateful that my grandparents aren’t there when I pull into the driveway, I rush up to my room and flop onto the bed. 

High above, on my ceiling, are where my latest wallpaper decorations are staring back at me. There’s only room for three more rejection slips, but I have a feeling I’ll be receiving them by the end of the week...

––––––––

Days later, I find myself behind the coffee counter of Starbucks at five in the morning. 

Usually, the smell of coffee excites me, but the sickly sweet smell of espresso shots and mocha is making me nauseous for some reason. What’s more is that this is a Starbucks bistro, so it’s a lot smaller (concentrated) than a normal coffee shop because the main seating area is outside. 

The manager—an overly exuberant man with wisps of gray hair and freckles, has been walking me through the basic steps of coffee preparation since I walked through the door. 

Virginia has coaxed him into hiring me, and even though I need to quickly earn that $8,000 I owe, I’m suddenly wishing that she hadn’t. 

“Always smile.” “The customer is always right.” “Coffee makes everyone happy so you need to look happy.” The manager says in succession; I still haven’t caught his name. 

“Any questions, Em?” He smiles. 

“Emerald,” I politely correct him. “I think I have everything.”

“Great!” He adjusts my green beret and then he motions to a blonde who’s been watching us the entire morning. “Sarah, make sure you train Emerald to the best of your ability this week.”

“Will do,” she says and she waits until he goes into the back room. “You’re Virginia Marsh’s granddaughter, right?”

I nod. I’m not in the mood for conversation. 

“Well, I never see you at church...” She hands me a pair of plastic gloves.

“I’m taking a break.”

She laughs and clutches her chest. “A break? You live in a house with Virginia Marsh and she lets you take a break from church? No fucking way...”

I raise my eyebrow at her cursing. 

“Don’t worry, Emerald.” She smiles. “All of us Blythers aren’t as simple as we seem. You want to get dinner together after we’re done today?”

I know common protocol is to lie about social outings when you’re not interested, to say something nice like “Oh, I wish I could but I have plans tonight,” but I honestly don’t give a fuck. 

“No. Could you show me how to make the lattes?”

She looks slightly offended, but she shows me how to make every latte on the menu. Then she walks me through the basic coffees and cold drinks. 

When the first customers arrive, she lets me take the orders and handle the money while she mixes everything.  

I try my best to smile at every customer, but since most of them are engaged in whatever’s happening on their smartphones, I don’t bother looking up by the time its midday. 

“Okay, things are probably going to be slow for the hour or so.” Sarah starts a new pot of specialty coffee. “Do you want to learn how to make the smoothies?”

“Sure.”

She takes a carton of bananas out of the fridge, and the bell over the door rings. 

“Get whoever that is will you?” she says. “I’ll set everything up.”

I turn around and without looking up, I enter my passcode into the register. “Starbucks Bistro. What’s your name and what do you want?”

“Is that the new greeting now?” A deep voice says. “Did it change recently?”

“They don’t pay me enough to make conversation. What’s your name and what do you want—Please?”

“Carter.” He hesitates. “Carter Black. Grande coffee with a hazelnut shot and two sugars.”

I write “C.B.” on his cup before turning around and making it as quickly as I can. 

When I finish and decide to face him, I’m completely taken aback by how attractive he is. 

His black V-neck shirt is hugging his perfectly chiseled six pack, and his dark jeans are hanging off his hips, exposing a small glimpse of what I can already tell is a perfectly carved V-line. His dirty blond hair is beyond tousled—like he just rolled out of bed seconds ago. And his eyes—his sapphire blue eyes, are currently locked on mine.  

“Are you going to give me my coffee?” He smiles, revealing a set of deep dimples. “Or do they not pay you enough to do that either?”

“Three dollars and seven cents.”

He hands me his golden member card, never breaking gaze with me. 

Once I swipe his card, I hand him his coffee and he smiles again. 

“When did you start here?” he asks.

“Thank you for visiting Starbucks. Have a nice day.”

He smiles even wider and brings his cup to his lips.

I’m tempted to tell him to stop staring at me or put him out of the store, but he seems like the type that would think I was joking. Then again, the manager did say that some of the regulars like to sip their coffee before leaving, to make sure it’s up to par; If not, we’re supposed to remake it...with a smile. 

An entire minute passes and he’s still looking at me, still savoring that same small sip. 

I sigh. “Is there something wrong with your coffee sir?”

He moves the cup from his mouth. “It’s a bit bitter.”

“No, it’s not.” I scoff. “I just made it.”

“I’m pretty sure it is.” He hands the cup back to me. “Can you add some more sugar please?”

“There’s a condiment stand on the back wall. You can add it yourself.”

He raises his eyebrow, looking as if he can’t believe I just said that.

“Mr. Black, is there something wrong?” Sarah is suddenly at my side, looking back and forth between me and this idiot. 

“Not at all. I was just asking,” he says as he looks at my nametag, “Emerald if she would add some more sugar to my coffee.” 

“Oh! I got it!” Sarah takes the cup and begins to remake it while I glare at him in silent contempt. 

“There you are.” She hands the new cup to him with a smile. 

He takes a slow sip of it and smirks, winking at me. “Much better. Thank you ladies.” He looks at my nametag again before walking out of the store. 

“Is he someone important in town or something?” I ask. 

“I don’t think so.” She shakes her head. “I just know his name is Carter, he’s a regular here in the summer, and—”

“He has a stick up his ass.”

“What’s that?”

“Nothing.”

“Okay, then.” She shrugs and starts to show me how to make the smoothies. “Pay close attention to this, alright? Oh, and did you really not want to grab dinner after work? Are you out of your bitch mode yet?”

“No, and I’m not in bitch mode,” I say flatly and she laughs. 

I can’t help but notice that she’s wearing a Cartier watch—a four thousand dollar watch on her left wrist, and black Chanel flats. There’s no way she can afford either of those by working here—unless her parents are loaded, and I know they’re not because no one in Blythe is loaded.

I decide that both items are grade-A knock-offs and that I’ll ask her where I can get them from. But, when she goes on break I notice her Valentino bag and know for a fact that it’s real; I used to have the exact same one.

How the hell did she get that? And where?

For the rest of my shift, I try to be as polite as I possibly can to the customers, wondering if there’s some type of employee “designer discount” bonus that I don’t know about. 

By the time I clock out, my back and my feet ache from standing all day. To make matters worse, I’ve subconsciously counted my pay for the past eight hours: Sixty four dollars. Before taxes.

This shit is for the birds...

––––––––

The next day, I find myself face to face with an elderly man who’s been holding up the line for at least ten minutes.  

“Ah...” he says. “What about that soy latte?”

“There’s no added sugar in that one either.”

“Hmmm.” He nods, still seemingly transfixed by the menu above. “I just don’t know...Everything looks so good today. I mean, I come here every day, but there’s something about today...”

“Okay sir.” I try my hardest not to roll my eyes. “Could you step to the side please? I’ll help you whenever you make up your fuck—whenever you make up your mind.”

He smiles and kindly steps to the right, letting me assist the fifteen other customers that have been waiting behind him. When I’ve served everyone, he tells me that he’s settled on a plain black cup of coffee. 

“You ready to go on your break?” Sarah taps me on the shoulder and I notice she’s wearing a different Cartier watch on her wrist.

Maybe she’s a drug dealer...I wonder if she needs a new transporter... “I’m more than ready.”

“Okay. See you in an hour.”

I press a few buttons on the register and hear a familiar voice. 

“Can I have the same thing I had yesterday?” It’s Carter. “With the right amount of sugar?”

“You think I actually remember what you had yesterday?” I definitely do, but I refuse to admit it. “Sarah will have to make it for you. I’m on break.”

I walk away with a smile and feel his eyes watch my every move as I slip into the backroom.

I grab the warm concoction I made earlier—a French vanilla latte with cinnamon and chocolate shots, and head outside to the patio, taking a table near the back. 

Going on break is always my favorite part of having a job—especially the jobs where they give you a full hour; thirty minutes is never long enough to convince myself not to quit. 

“Is this seat taken?” Carter steps in front of me. 

“Did you not hear me say I was on break? That means I don’t want to be anywhere near customers.”

“All the other tables are full.”

I look behind him and see that he’s right. 

As if he thinks that fact makes it okay for him to be my company, he takes a seat across from me. “I’ve never seen you around here before.” He blows on his coffee. “How long have you been living in Blythe?”

I blink. 

“Do I need to repeat the question?”

“I don’t share personal information with strangers.”

“Strangers?”

“Yes, i.e. people I’ve only seen once or twice, or assholes who like to make my life difficult by not adding sugar to their own coffee.”

“Are you normally this wound up?”

“Are you normally this chatty?”

“Chatty?” He leans forward and brushes a stray hair away from my face. “I’m not chatty. I’m intrigued.” He trails a finger across my cheek before leaning back. “Very intrigued.”

Silence. 

“If you’re going to ruin my break by talking to me...” I try to think of something because I need to get him away from me for a few seconds. He’s a lot sexier than I remembered. “You could at least buy me a brownie.”

He smiles and heads inside, giving me a few minutes to breathe. Anyone I’m instantly attracted to is always trouble. Always.

“You have a very beautiful name, Emerald.” He sits down again and hands me two brownies.

“Thank you.”

“I take it that buying you brownies doesn’t make me any less of a stranger?”

“Excellent guess.”

“Hmmm.” He watches me take small bites. “Do you like your job here?”

“No.”

“That’s good. I don’t think customer service is for you.”

“Excuse me?”

“Someone like you should never be allowed to work directly with people—or any breathing organisms for that matter.” He’s grinning, and I want to laugh but I keep it inside. “How old are you?” His voice is serious all of a sudden.

“How old do you want me to be?”

“Legal.”

“Do I look like a minor?”

“No, but it’s always good to double check.”

“Young girls have been a problem for you in the past?”

He laughs. “You have a very smart mouth.”

“Pay me enough and I’ll show you what I can really do with it.”

He raises his eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

I don’t back down. That’s one of Leah’s old lines—it used to net her an easy four hundred bucks, and I’ve often wondered what would happen if I ever used it.

“Are you propositioning me to pay you for a blowjob?”

“Is that what it sounds like?”

“It does.” He smirks. “It also sounds like you’re full of shit.”

I blink, and then I burst into laughter. “It was a joke.”

“So you are a child?”

I roll my eyes and stand up. “Whatever. Enjoy your coffee.” I walk away without letting him get another word out. 

Sexy as hell or not, I don’t need an unnecessary distraction; I need to focus on getting out of this city. 

Over the next few weeks, he comes in every day—at the exact same time, ordering the exact same coffee. He always lets his fingers linger against mine for a few extra seconds after I hand him his cup, and he always asks me a random question after he does his customary test sip: “What’s your favorite color?” “Are you having a good day?” “Why haven’t you quit yet?”

I almost start looking forward to seeing him every day—until he stops coming altogether. 

Chapter 4

It’s raining again. 

The days of bright sunshine and cloudless skies that I’ve been enjoying at the bistro are no longer here. They’ve been replaced with ominous gray skies, wild winds, and a torrential downpour.

The bistro is closed until later tonight—when the storm is supposed to pass, but the manager wants me to show up anyway. He says he needs to talk to me one on one about some new employee procedures.

It takes me a few minutes to realize that I still don’t know his name, so I look it up online before I head out. 

Mr. Wes...Mr. Wes...Mr. Wes...

As I pull into the parking lot, I notice that there is only one car here: A gray pickup truck. 

I park my car right next to it and pull out my phone—ready to call and ask why no one else is around. Before I can hit the call button, there’s a tapping on my window and I roll it down. 

“Yes?” I see Mr. Wes holding a poncho over his head. “Why is no one else here?”

“Can I sit inside your car?”

“Go ahead.”

He reaches inside my car and pulls the button up to unlock it. Then he slips inside, getting water all over my seat. After he rolls the window up, he turns to face me and sighs. “I’m going to have to let you go, Emerald.”

“What?”

“I was running the numbers yesterday. You logged five hundred orders of coffee last week, but the amount of receipts don’t reflect that...I did some investigating and found that you were letting forty percent of the patrons get their coffee for free.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?”

He clears his throat, clearly taken aback by my language. “You also told ten different customers to ‘fix it your fucking self’ when they asked you to remake their coffee. That’s against company policy. Now,” he says as he shifts in the seat, “I’m really good friends with your grandmother so I won’t tell her about this if you won’t. I’ll put in a good word for you at the soup kitchen or something and tell her you decided to go the volunteer route, or—”

“Get the fuck out of my car. Now.”

“Emerald...” He sighs and places his fat hand over mine. “It’s not personal, but we do sell coffee and expect good customer service for a reason. I need someone who is going to—”

“Do you think this is the first job I’ve been fired from?” I yank my hand away from his grasp. “It’s not, so you can save me your shitty pep talk. It’s not personal,” I mock him, “but you could’ve told me this shit over the phone and I could’ve saved my goddamn gas. Out.”

He shakes his head, whispering something that sounds like “I’ll pray for you” and steps out of my car. 

I shut my eyes and grip the steering wheel once he slams the door shut. 

I should’ve known this would happen. I should’ve fucking known...

I slam my car in reverse and swerve around, speeding out of the parking lot. I’ve done well over the past couple weeks—dealing with the annoying AA meetings, the invasive urine tests, and that dreadful, confined bistro, but this shit calls for a relapse. 

I need alcohol. 

Now. 

Speeding, I drive to a small liquor store on the outskirts of town. I buy two pints of vodka, a six pack of beer, and a pack of cigarettes. I place everything in my purse and rush home, locking myself in my room. 

I force the huge bay windows open and toss one of my legs over the edge—straddling the sill. Ignoring the wind and the rain, I unscrew the top of the vodka and take a long, sweet swig. 

I’m never getting out of here...

I take swig after swig until my throat burns, until my thoughts become blurry, and a memory I’ve been trying to suppress all week forces its way across my mind...

“Em?” Leah steps into my room and hits the light. 

“Yeah?”

“Why didn’t you go to school today?”

“Like you really care...” I mutter and roll over on my bed, hiding my tears. 

“Of course I don’t care whether you go to school or not.” She caresses my shoulder. “I do care when you miss the writing competition you’ve been telling me about for MONTHS—when your teacher calls me and tells me you didn’t show up to present your paper....What the hell is wrong with you?”

I’m silent. That paper is the last thing on my mind, and if I could somehow vanish from the face of the earth at this moment, nothing would make me happier. 

“Em...Talk to me...” She presses. 

I shake my head and feel her pulling my arm—turning me over. When I’m facing her, I feel her wiping my tears away with her fingertips. 

She looks into my eyes and I know she knows what’s wrong. I can see the exact moment that it registers in her mind. 

“Give me one second, Em.” She stands up and walks out of my room. She returns seconds later with a bottle of alcohol, two glasses, and a half-used pack of Marlboros. 

She urges me to sit up and pours me a glass. “Tell me what happened...”

“You know how you said your first time was slow and passionate?”

She nods and motions for me to toss the drink back. 

“It wasn’t like that for me...”

“Did you tell him to stop?”

I shake my head. “I wanted to do it...Two dates was long enough to make him wait, right?”

“Right.”

“I feel like he was just...” Images of him, my first boyfriend Sean, laying me across the bleachers after the game force tears to fall down my eyes. “He was really rough and he um...He said his ex-girlfriend’s name when he came...He said her name twice.”

“Oh, Em...”

I feel her patting me on the back, hear her saying, “That sucks, but you shouldn’t be crying over it.” 

Shaking my head and pulling myself away from her, I let more tears fall. “You said it would feel good, Leah. It didn’t. It really didn’t.”

“The first time never actually feels good, Em. It’s more-so the emotions...Sex gets better as you go along...Your next time will probably be better. Didn’t you say he was just an okay kisser?”

I nod. 

“Well, that’s half of the problem.” She pulls me up and walks me out onto my room’s balcony. “There’s a high correlation—”

“Correlation? That’s a four syllable word for you. I’m impressed.”

She rolls her eyes. “Next time make sure the guy you choose is a kick-ass kisser. It’ll be better, Trust me. In the meantime...” She leans close and dabs my eyes until they’re dry. Then she pulls a tube of mascara from her pocket, applying a new coat to my lashes. “This should make you feel better. What do you say we finish off that bottle together?”

I take one last swig from the bottle and move myself off the ledge. My shirt is damp and clinging to my chest, but I couldn’t care less right now. 

I need to sleep away this frustration.  

Just in case my grandparents come upstairs to check on me, I hide the evidence of drinking and stuff the unopened cigarettes into my desk drawer. I crash onto my bed and pull a quilt over my body—slowly slipping into a familiar state of blackness. 

––––––––

Beep! Beep! Beep! 

My phone alarm yanks me out of my sleep. 

I shut it off and look at the time: Nine o’ clock. 

Dinner is probably long over, but I roll out of bed and make my way downstairs anyway. 

Shockingly, my grandparents aren’t lounging in front of the TV or sitting at the table talking. There’s no sign of them anywhere. 

On the refrigerator they’ve left a note:

“Emerald! Congratulations on keeping your Starbucks job for more than two weeks! We hope you keep it for several more! We’ll be on the church fishing trip until tomorrow, so call us if you need anything.

Two plate dinners are wrapped and ready in the fridge for you.

Pray over them first!

Love,

Henry & Virginia

I shake my head at the note and unwrap one of the chicken dinners, grabbing today’s newspaper off the counter. 

I need to start my job search all over again, so I might as well start now. 

Before I can take a bite of food, my phone vibrates. A text. 

“Hey. Heard you got fired, though I’m not really surprised LOL. Call me if you ever want to get out of bitch mode. I know somewhere else you can work...Oh and Carter asked about you tonight. You want me to tell him that you got canned?—Sarah.”

I roll my eyes and continue reading the employment ads. They’re a lot slimmer than usual, and I’ve applied to most of these places in months past. 

Annoyed, I crumple the paper and toss it onto the floor—thinking of a way I can get through tonight without beating my head against the wall. 

I have alcohol of course, but I don’t want to push my luck any further. My probation officer hasn’t shown up in a week, and I already have to do a cleanse to get rid of what I drank hours ago.

He’ll probably show up this weekend...

I have cigarettes, but I really am trying to quit; the late night infomercials have been working their charm on me in mysterious ways.

I have a few bottles of an intense system cleansing drink but—

Is there weed in Blythe? 

Scrolling down my phone, I click on Sarah’s text and save her number before I call.  

“Hello?” She answers after three rings.

“Hey. You got a minute?”

“For my former bitchy co-worker?” There’s a smile in her voice. “Always. What’s up?”

“Where can I get some weed around here?”

“What?!” She bursts into laughter and it sounds as if she’s near tears. “Oh god, Emerald...You just...You are a true piece of work!”

“Is there weed or not?”

“Are your grandparents at home?”

“No.”

“I’ll be over in fifteen.” She hangs up. 

I rush upstairs and pull my hidden pack of cigarettes out of the bottom drawer. I slowly cut them into pieces over the trash to prevent myself from sneaking a smoke later. I consider pouring the rest of my vodka down the drain, but I can’t completely cut off alcohol. 

I’m not even going to try.

Outside the window, I see bright headlights coming down the driveway and assume it’s Sarah. I stuff crumpled paper towels on top of my cigar clippings and grab my lighter before heading outside.

Sarah parks her car behind mine and doesn’t get out. Instead she honks and waves her hand out of the window, motioning for me to get in. 

I don’t. 

I walk over to her window. “Give me a minute. I have a twenty in my car, but I only need a nickel bag. You got change?”

“It’s on me. Get in.”

I stand frozen. Back when I smoked weed with Leah, she always stressed two things: 1) When contemplating life, always smoke alone. 2) When you want to smoke alone, smoke alone. 

“No...” I shake my head. “That’s okay. I’ll just—”

“Get in the goddamn car, Emerald.” She rolls her eyes. 

I sigh and get in, and before I can fasten my seatbelt she speeds off into the night.

Jay Z’s “99 Problems” is blaring through her speakers, and two new Tiffany & Co. bracelets are sparkling on her wrist.

After what feels like forever, she pulls into a deserted field where an abandoned billboard and a water tower stand side by side. She grabs a small box from the center console and tells me to join her on the hood. 

“Here,” she says as she hands me a triple pack of sweet apple cigars. “Shed those for me while I grind the seeds.”

We sit in silence—letting the mosquitos peck at our skin, concentrating on our separate tasks. When I’m finished, she evenly disburses the weed into each empty paper and I roll them, licking the ends to make sure they’re tight. 

She pulls a lighter out of her pocket and burns the end of one, taking a long drag before passing it to me. “Did Mr. Wes at least fire you in person?”

“Does it matter? Being fired is being fired. The personal touch doesn’t make it any better.”

“I’ve never been fired so I wouldn’t know.”

“Lucky you...” I inhale the smoke until it burns in my chest, and then I form an “O” with my lips, puffing white rings across the night. “I’ll find something else.”

“Hmmm.” She pulls a folded napkin from her pocket and hands it to me. “This is from your friend.”

“My friend?” I open the napkin and read the note:  

“I miss your terrible service and your bitter coffee.

—Carter.

I don’t want to be a stranger. 555-0965”

I suppress a smile and put his note into my pocket.

Sarah and I continue to pass the blunt back and forth until it’s so small it burns our fingers. Then she lights up another one. 

“There’s this other place I work at,” she whispers. “I think you would be a good fit there.”

“Is this other place how you afford your designer clothes?”

She smiles and leans back against the hood. “It is. You interested?”

“I already have one legal case over my head, so if it’s illegal no thanks.”

“Gentlemen’s clubs aren’t illegal.”

“You mean strip clubs?”

“Sort of...” She hands me a black business card. “I average at least four hundred dollars a night, but on some nights, much more.”

I stare at the card. There are only two words—“The Phoenix” and a number.

No address. No details. Nothing. 

“It’s only stripping, right?”

“If that’s all you’re in for, yeah.” Her voice is low. “That’s all I do, but it depends on the person. The money I make from keeping it simple is more than enough.”

I sigh and turn the card over in my hands. 

Four hundred dollars a night for at least five nights a week is an easy two thousand dollars. If I did that for the summer I’d have more than enough to pay the city back and skip town. 

“Expect the cold shoulder treatment when you first start.” Sarah interrupts my thoughts. “If you choose to work there, I mean.”

“Why?”

“Stripping isn’t like a normal hourly job, it’s extremely competitive. You and I are friends and all, but—”

“We’re friends?”

“I wouldn’t be sharing my weed with you if we weren’t.” She takes the blunt from me. “Anyway, every week there’s some new doe-eyed girl that tries out for the club, some girl who thinks that just because she’s beautiful we’ll all bow at her feet and she’ll make the most money. It never happens for her.”

“I don’t think like that.”

“Ha!” She laughs. “You’ve probably never had to beg for attention a day in your life.”

“That’s not true...”

“Sure, it isn’t. Beautiful people always have it easy. No need to lie.”

I roll over on the hood and look her over. She’s extremely attractive—blond hair, bright blue eyes, small button nose and high cheekbones, so I’m confused as to why she doesn’t think she’s beautiful. 

Leah would definitely consider her a nine and a half out of ten. 

Grabbing the dwindling blunt from her, I take a short drag and realize I haven’t asked about any of the details of this so-called club. “Where is this place?”

“Can’t tell you that.”

“What?”

“I can’t tell you that,” she repeats. “You’ll have to call and ask for yourself.”

“Okay...Can you tell me anything about it?”

“Nope.” 

I roll my eyes and look at my watch. I’ll just google the place later. 

“You were an asshole in high school,” she says, sighing. “Do you know that?”

“I was only there for a few months senior year. You were in my class?”

“Duh.” She scoffs. “Everyone felt bad for you because we heard about your mom, but...”

“But what?”

“We also thought—Well, I thought you were a queen bitch.”

I smile. I want to tell her that “queen bitch” was my real nickname at my old high school, but I don’t. 

She looks over at me and laughs. “Of course you think that’s funny. I remember asking you if you needed help with anything on your third day. Do you remember what you said to me?”

“No. What?”

“You said, ‘Get the fuck out of my face.’ It was priceless.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. If I had just lost my mother, I’m sure I wouldn’t want some geek with uneven bangs hanging around me.”

“Probably not.” I lie back against the hood and puff out more O’s. 

When the last blunt is gone and the two of us are tired of staring at the starless sky, she rolls over to face me. “Were you and your mom close, Emerald?”

“I thought we were.” Leah’s last letter flashes across my mind. “But lately I’m not so sure.”

“I feel you. My mom died yesterday and I still can’t figure out our relationship.”

“She died yesterday?” I sit up. “Why are you here with me then? Shouldn’t you be with your family?”

“I figured someone as fucked up as me would be much better company...”

“I’m not fucked up.”

She shrugs and looks back up at the sky. “Yeah, you’re the most put-together person I know.”

Chapter 5

A google search of “The Phoenix in Alabama” brings up a random array of images, bird sightings, and a restaurant that’s two hundred miles away. I add “gentlemen’s club” and “strip club” to the keywords, but nothing about the club ever appears. 

Even stranger, is when I run a simple search for all the strips clubs in the state, there’s no mention of The Phoenix. Anywhere. 

Something is beyond suspicious about this place, and I’m honestly not sure if I want to find out what it is. 

I never thought any less of Leah for what she did to support us, and I knew that if I ever needed to do it, I would, but from Sarah’s vagueness, I already know The Phoenix is more than a strip club.

She said all she does is strip though, so maybe I can do the same thing...Wait, am I really considering this?

“Care to join the conversation today, Emerald?” Tim’s annoying voice crashes into my thoughts, and I suddenly remember that I have over two months of rehab left.

“Not really.”

“Oh, come on.” He prods. “Tell us something personal about yourself. It can be something as simple as your favorite thing to do at home or a country you’d like to visit someday.”

I blink.

“Could you at least try?” He pleads with his eyes.

I say nothing.

I showed up early today and watered the hundreds of plants in the field. I mopped the building from top to bottom and I set up the room. That’s all I’m required to do. 

The court papers didn’t say shit about actually “participating” in these discussions and I’m not going to. Ever. 

“Okay...” He sighs and starts talking to the man on my left, leaving me alone to think about The Phoenix again. 

After the session is over and I’ve completed my tasks, I drive to an abandoned football field that’s three blocks down. I pull out the black business card and take a deep breath before dialing the number. 

“The Phoenix.” A deep voice answers after only one ring. 

“Yes, I was—” I hesitate. “I was wondering if you could give me some directions to the club.”

“Where are you coming from?”

“Blythe. Folsom Street.”

He’s silent for several seconds. “Are you a potential patron?”

“No.”

“Are you a member of a bachelor party for tonight?”

“No.”

“Then why do you need the address?” His tone is cold and I know he’s seconds away from hanging up in my face.

“I’m looking for a job.” I spit out and he goes silent again. 

“Age?”

“What?”

“Your age.”

“Twenty one.”

“Height?”

“Five six.”

“Hair color?”

“Black.”

“You’re available to come right now?”

I look at where the gas needle is sitting on my dashboard. Empty. “Yes.”

“Good. We’re sixty miles outside of Blythe. You’ve got an hour and a half.” He gives me the address and hangs up without saying anything further. 

I reach under my seat and pull out my emergency twenty dollar bill—the only money I have left, and make a mental note to pick up my last check from Starbucks later. 

Knowing that there are only three gas stations in Blythe, I head for the cheapest one and pull up to the pump. Just like in New Jersey, the gas pumps aren’t self-serve so I have to wait for an attendant to come out of the store and do it for me.

No one comes. 

Three minutes pass. 

Still no one. 

I honk my horn as hard as I can, and then I see a shirtless man walking towards my car in the rearview mirror. Instead of coming to my window first and taking my money, he pops open the tank and places the pump inside. 

Annoyed, I roll my window down and stick my head out. “I’m only paying for ten dollars’ worth so please don’t think you’re doing me any favors.”

He looks up and slowly pushes his shades off his face, revealing a pair of deep blue eyes.

Carter.

What the hell is he doing here?

If it wasn’t for the fact that I have somewhere to be, or the fact that I swore not to have sex with anyone in Blythe, I would be stepping out of my car and trying to seduce the shit out of him. 

In broad daylight.

He steps closer to my window with his eyebrow raised and smiles at me. “You need to get your brakes fixed.”

“You need to finish pumping my gas.” I hand him the money. “I never thought you’d be a gas station attendant.”

“I’m not,” he says. “I’m helping a hometown friend. And you don’t have to pay for the gas, it’s on the house.”

I glance at his sweaty chest for a second and look into his eyes again. “You may want to reconsider that. I need ten back.”

He gives me another swoon-worthy smile and softly pushes my hand away. 

“I missed seeing you at Starbucks yesterday.” He leans down, bringing his face at level with mine, showing off his full and defined lips. He presses his hand against my face and softly brushes his thumb against my cheek. “I went three separate times...Did you quit or did they get smart and fire you?”

“They fired me.”

“Shocking. Did your friend give you my note?”

“She did.”

“Do you know how to read?”

“Your handwriting was too terrible.”

He grins and moves his face even closer—so close that we’re nearly lip to lip. “Am I going to have to chase you, Emerald?” He stresses every syllable of my name. “I will.”

I can’t think of anything sarcastic to fire at him because for whatever reason, my heart is racing and I’m pretty sure he just made me wet. 

“I’m looking forward to it,” he says as he steps away. 

He taps the gas nozzle against the edge of my tank as he pulls it out, and then he pats the back of my trunk—signaling for me to drive off. 

I don’t hesitate to speed away, but I glance in my rearview mirror to get one last look at him—watching him smile as he slides his shades over his face again.

Damn...

I speed off towards the backstreets of Blythe and follow the directions I’ve scribbled on the back of a receipt. 

Turning the radio up, I groan as the sound of country music blasts through my speakers. I have yet to get used to that twangy-yodeling and I doubt I ever will. 

As I cruise down the open lanes, I notice that there’s not much to see on my left or my right—just barren fields and a small wooden house here or there. Up ahead I see what appears to be a herd of cows grazing in the grass; one of them lifts his head and moos when I get closer.

I honk at him and throw up my middle finger. 

Satisfied that I’ve shown him who’s boss, I turn off the radio and decide to listen to the sound of my tires against the street for the rest of the drive. Even that sounds better than country music.

An hour and twenty minutes later, I find myself outside of a colossal black building. It’s hidden behind a clove of trees and a random brick wall with climbing ivy. 

There’s no sign on the outside that says anything about it being The Phoenix, but this has to be it.

Just as I’m about to park my car—right out front and not in a parking lot because I don’t see one, a buff man in a gray suit walks out of the building. 

He looks at my car in confusion, then he walks over to my window. “May I help you, Miss?”

“I’m here for an interview.”

“An interview?” He raises his eyebrow. “We’re not hiring.”

“Excuse me?”

“If you’re looking for a job, there’s a diner down the street and to your left. Try them.”

I suck in a breath and try to stay calm. “I’m here for a goddamn interview and I’m not leaving without one. I spoke to someone on the phone a little over an hour ago, so I suggest you either A) Get on the same page as him, or B) Bring out someone who knows what the fuck he’s talking about because I’ll sit out here all day if I have to.”

He blinks. 

“Are you the valet or do I just leave my car right here?” I cut my engine off. “You’re not getting a tip.”

A slow smile spreads across his face and he pulls a phone out of his pocket. “Mr. Watts? Yes...Do you have an interview scheduled for today? You do? Well, she’s out front.” He pauses and steps back a bit. “Green. Her eyes are dark green...Yes...No...She does...Will do.” He ends the call and opens my door. “Leave your keys in the car. I’ll escort you inside.”

Following him, I notice that the inside looks more like an expensive hotel lobby than a strip club. As a matter of fact, it reminds me of one of the hotels where Leah met her suitors.

The walls are a smooth taupe, the floors are a sparkling hardwood, and the artwork that hangs high is framed in crystal. 

There are a few plush chaises and sofas scattered about the room, but it looks as if they’ve never been used. 

“Miss?” The man clears his throat, and gestures for me to keep following him. 

He leads me down a long corridor—where I can hear the faint thumping of music coming from what seems to be a lower level, and then he knocks on a door. 

“Send her in.” The voice on the other side of the door answers. 

The man opens the door and motions for me to step in, then he slams it behind me. 

I step forward and look around the opulent office—ignoring the man that’s sitting behind the desk.

“You’re the girl on the phone?” The man is suddenly standing in front of me, looking into my eyes. He’s about thirty years old—beautiful brown eyes, perfectly trimmed blond hair, and slight smile lines, but I’m not attracted to him. 

“Yeah, that’s me.”

He looks me up and down. Then he circles me, smiling. “I’m Mr. Watts, but you can call me Michael. Have a seat at the desk.”

I walk towards the chair and sit down, watching as he adjusts a wall painting before sitting across from me. 

He stares at me a while—tapping his chin, not saying anything. 

Reaching into a small wooden box and pulling out two thick cigars, he sighs. “Do you smoke?”

“I’m trying to quit.”

“Fair enough.” He nods and drops one back into the box. “I’m sure you know what type of business this is, so I’ll spare you the introductory bullshit and get straight to the point: If I choose to hire you after your audition, I expect you to give a hundred and ten percent every day. I don’t care why you’re here and I don’t give a damn about whatever sob story you may tell years down the line. This is a business, and my clients want to see women who actually enjoy what they’re doing. If you’re the type that’s going to cry every night because you’re ashamed to dance, get the fuck out of my office right now.”

I don’t move. I sit still and watch him light his cigar.

“There are several rules you’ll need to learn, but we’ll get to those in a minute. Do you have any questions for me?” 

“Why is the club hidden?” 

“Hidden?” He furrows his brow. “I believe secluded is the word you’re looking for, because people do know that the club exists. We moved last year and simply changed the name.”

“Why?”

“How inquisitive. We needed more space, and we wanted to step things up a notch.” He puffs a wisp of smoke across the air. He’s being incredibly vague and for once in my life I actually want the details. 

As if he can pick up on my hesitance, he leans forward. “You can walk out of this room at any time. The last thing I need is a woman who is unsure of herself. Insecurities aren’t welcome at The Phoenix. Ever.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

“I see that. Do you have any more questions before we start the official part of the interview?”

I shake my head. 

“Okay.” He leans back and sets his cigar down, letting the smoke unfurl in slow spirals. “Show me your tits.”

“What?”

“Show. Me. Your .Tits.”

I’m blushing right red. I can feel it. “Now?”

“Yes. Now.” He looks at my chest. “You think I’m going to let you hit the stage or dance for my clients without knowing if you have something worth seeing? Take your shirt off.”

I swallow and move my hands to unbutton my blouse. Once I reach the last button, I slip my hand around my back and unsnap my bra, letting my C-cup breasts fall free. I shift in my seat and stare into his eyes, realizing that he’s looking at me as if he’s incapable of turning away.

“Get up and stand by the bookshelf,” he commands.

I do as he says and keep my eyes locked on his. 

“Your pants...” His voice is hoarse. “Take those off.”

I unbutton my jeans, aware that he’s watching every single movement I make. I take my time unzipping my fly, and push the pants to the floor. I’m now wearing nothing but a heart necklace and a lacy black thong. 

He stands up and walks over to me, circling me slowly. He sighs and gently touches me, trailing his fingers against the tattoo that’s etched onto my left shoulder. 

“You’ll have to cover that up,” he whispers, and then he rubs the other tattoo that’s on the back of my neck. “This one too...”

I nod and he runs his fingers through my hair from behind. 

“I don’t hire nervous girls, Emerald...” 

I stiffen. I never told him my name. I’m about to turn around and ask him how he knows it, but he wraps an arm around my waist and holds me still. 

“We ran your plates the second you pulled into the parking lot.” One of his hands is still in my hair. “Nothing that happens here is mentioned outside of these walls. Understand?”

I nod, but he spins me around. 

“I need you to say it.”

“I understand.” 

“Good. Put your clothes back on.” He clears his throat and watches me again.

When I’ve re-buttoned my shirt, he tilts my chin up and looks into my eyes. “Do you know how to dance?”

“Yes.” I lie.

“In six inch stilettos?”

“Yes.”

“Good. You get two weeks to shadow your future coworkers and train and then you’ll audition. After that you’re on your own. The first three rules are simple. Rule number one: Don’t fuck the customers. Rule number two: Don’t fuck the customers. Rule number three—”

“Don’t fuck the customers?”

“No. If you choose to break rules one and two, I’m not responsible. Understood?”

“Understood.” 

“What would you like me to call you?”

“What do you mean call me?”

He smiles. “No one here goes by a real name. While the majority of my clients are businessmen and high level executives who fly in from bigger cities, we do get a few strangers here or there and we don’t need anyone knowing who you really are. If I offer you this job, and you choose to take it, the day you bring your license and social security card will be the only time your real name is welcome here.”

“Does that mean I’m temporarily hired?”

“No,” he says flatly. “It means it’s time for me to take you on a tour.”

He slips an arm around my waist and leads me down another hallway and through a small metal door. Behind that door are two short flights of steps, and the sound of thumping music which is becoming louder and louder. 

As we approach a velvet curtain, I can smell the faint scent of cigarette smoke. And sweat.  

“Stay close,” he orders as he pulls it open and pushes me into a dark room. “I want you to leave the very second any of this feels uncomfortable.”

My eyes take several seconds to adjust to the darkness and the haze, but when they do, I have to literally pinch myself to make sure I’m not hallucinating.  

There are five huge poles in the room—each one surrounded by its own circular platform stage. The one in the middle stands a little higher than the rest and is clearly the main draw, but all of them feature the same pretty prize: a half-naked woman clad in only lace panties, swirling around in confidence.

“We’ll come back to the standard things...” Michael shows me into a dimly lit hallway. There are doors on each side, and their windows are all tinted. 

Despite the privacy, I’m pretty sure there are moans coming from the other side of those doors. And not the fake kind. 

“We fulfill fantasies here,” he says calmly. “A man divorces his wife and wants to relive his glory days? Fine. Someone gets off by being beaten and tied up? Done. And if some of my girls choose to break rules one and two to earn triple of what they would make on stage?”

He doesn’t say anything further.

He simply leads me back out into the main room where a new group of girls have taken their places on the poles. 

I’d thought that coming to a strip club in the daytime would mean the place would be empty, but it’s not. Far from it.  

There are several men—all dressed in designer suits, sitting at the base of the stages. They’re lounging in the luxury booths that line the far wall, and I see a couple of them walking out of what appears to be a private lounge. 

“Hello, Michael.” A woman steps in front of us and extends a tray of shot glasses. “Is your new friend enjoying the show? Does she need a drink?” She smirks, and I realize she’s wearing nothing but a white thong and matching pasties. 

I don’t answer her. I let my eyes continue to roam the room, watching as the women gracefully contort their bodies around the poles—as they make the men squirm and lose control over what they’re able to do. 

One man who’s sitting in front of the center pole suddenly stands up and approaches it. He reaches into his breast-pocket and pulls out his wallet. 

The dancer wraps her legs around the pole and tilts her upper body backward so he’s standing right above her face. 

My vision isn’t the best, but I’m pretty sure he inserts two hundred dollar bills into her mouth. 

While still hanging from the pole, she extends her arms and touches him, running her hands against the large tent that’s formed in his pants. 

“You can touch them, but they can’t touch you.” The shot glass woman follows my gaze, and then she whispers into my ear, “Unless you want them to that is...It’s more money if you do.”

I swallow and look away—letting my eyes settle on a pair of doors to my right. A half-naked woman and a suit are stumbling through them, and he’s definitely touching her—kissing her. I know she’s going to do more than dance for him behind those walls.

I want to ask Michael a number of questions, the main one being “How the fuck is all of this legal?” but I don’t want him to think I want to back out. 

After we watch a woman descend from the pole in an effortless flip, he shows me to the bar that extends against the entire back wall.  

Behind it, women are dressed in shiny gold bras and black cut off shorts that could reveal everything with one slight tug. Standing tall behind them is a massive wall of lit glass shelves that hold every brand and flavor of alcohol.

My mouth waters just looking at them. It’s been a long time and I figure one shot won’t hurt anything. I can easily drive home after just one.

“We pulled your record from your license plate too.” Michael hands me a bottle of water. “You’re banned from the bar. I’ve got legal issues of my own.”

I sigh.

“If any of the cameras,” he says while pointing at the black orbs that hang down from the ceiling, “or any of my security guards catch you even looking at a drink, I’ll turn you in to the state personally. Clear?” 

“Clear.” I unscrew the bottle and slurp as much of it as I can. 

He looks at his watch and quickly shows me the DJ booth, the private dance-rooms, and the private “bachelor pads” that feature their own poles. He says a lot more about The Phoenix as he leads me back upstairs, but I only catch bits and pieces. 

I’ve been to strip clubs before—a couple ones with Leah and one with Parker in college, but The Phoenix is not a strip club. I don’t know what the fuck it is.

My car is where I left it outside, and when a black Jaguar suddenly pulls behind it I feel embarrassed and out of place. 

“For future reference,” he says as he opens my car door, “the employee parking lot is straight ahead and through that black gate.”

I nod and slip inside, twisting my key into the ignition. “How much time do I get to think about it?”

“Friday. Five o’ clock.” He steps away. 

I drive off, completely dazed by everything I’ve just seen. I don’t think about the boring country fields or the stupid cows that block the road on my way home. All I can think about is The Phoenix and whether or not I should consider it.  

Chapter 6

Three days. Three days to think about The Phoenix and I’m sitting in a bookstore dreaming about things that will never come true. 

Every morning for the past six months, I’ve been coming here as soon as the doors open. 

I take my seat near the windows in the back, open my laptop, and let the words for my latest story flow freely. Every time I come here, I tell myself that this story is the story, the one that will have the New York publishers calling my phone and begging me to sign with them, even though I know it’ll never happen. 

“Still working on your book?” A coffee barista sets my drink on the table. 

“Yeah.”

“Are you on a lunch break from work? I never see you here this late in the afternoon.”

“I don’t have a job right now. I’m unemployed.”

“Oh...” He runs a hand through his hair. “You know, we’re hiring. Management is pretty lenient and they’d probably let you work on your book during the slow days, especially if you worked in the book section.”

I smile, thinking that maybe this is where I should be working—not in some sweat and smoke filled strip club. 

“There are good benefits too,” he says, taking a seat. “You get two free books a month, free coffee during your shift, and you get to read a lot of the books before they hit the shelves. 

“Is it full time?”

He nods. “If that’s what you want.” 

“How much does it pay? If you don’t mind me asking that is.”

“Of course not.” He smiles and crosses his arms. “It’s a pretty good hourly rate. It’s eight fifty.”

Did he just say eight fifty? As in eight dollars and fifty cents an hour?!

“What do you think?” He smiles. “Sounds good, right?”

Welp...There goes my need to “think” about working at The Phoenix.

“Yeah, sounds amazing. I’ll get an application on my way out.”

He looks overjoyed as he stands up, as he looks over his shoulder and smiles while walking away. 

I shut my laptop and pull out my notebook, scribbling a few things I need to address: How the hell will I hide The Phoenix from Virginia and Henry for the long term? Will this shit be worth it? Do they really expect me to be able to learn how to strip in two weeks? Why did I lie about knowing how to dance? I only took three semesters of ballet in high school and I was average...

When my list of questions reaches the number twenty, I drop my pen. 

Half of them don’t have any answers because I won’t know unless I take the job...

Chapter 7

It’s Friday. Four thirty in the afternoon.

I’m pulling into the parking lot of The Phoenix—telling the security guard, once again, that I have a reason to be here.

He waits for me to park my car, and then he personally escorts me inside. As if he’s annoyed with my presence, he tells me to wait for someone named Robyn before he disappears.

I stand in the empty hallway for a while—checking and rechecking my watch, hoping Michael won’t think I declined the position because this Robyn person hasn’t come for me yet. Just as I’m about to venture off on my own and find my way to his office, a woman wearing a skintight white dress steps out of the room across from me. 

Drop dead gorgeous, her skin is the color of caramel and her eyes are a soft mix of light hazel and green. 

“You’re the new girl, right?” she asks, but she doesn’t give me a chance to respond. “Follow me and pay close attention because I never repeat myself.” She walks me down the hall and onto a small elevator. 

It rises one level and then she steps off. “We’re a little shorthanded this week, so your audition will be next Friday.”

“What? I thought I got two weeks...”

“Well, tough shit. You don’t have to do the pole since you’d probably fall off anyway; we can teach you that later. You just have to serve drinks, but no sipping. I’ve heard about you.” She rolls her eyes. “You’ll also need to give lap-dances. We had a last minute bachelor party that was booked this morning, so you can either agree to audition within a week or leave. What’s it going to be?”

“I’ll stay.”

“Good.” She shows me into a lavish room that features velvet chaises and plush couches. There’s a small stage and a pole a few feet off the ground near the back and a wet bar. 

She hits a few switches on the wall and the lights dim. A mid-tempo song begins to play, and she plops down on the chaise directly in front of me.

“Okay.” She sighs. “Show me what you got.”

“Excuse me?”

“Dance.”

“Now?”

“No. Tomorrow.” She rolls her eyes. 

I stand still, completely unsure of what to do. I’ve never danced for anyone before.

“Pretend I’m a stockbroker who just told his wife he’s in Alabama for a business trip. I’m desperate to have a beautiful woman in my lap, I’ve got hundreds of dollars in my breast-pocket, and you want me to give you every single one. Dance.” 

She spreads her legs as if she’s a man, and then she leans back with her lips pursed, looking as if she’s ten seconds away from telling me to leave. 

“I thought I was going to be taught first.” I swallow.  

“I am teaching you. Dance.”

I’m still not sure what to do. 

I take a deep breath and start moving my hips, looking into her eyes. I give her my best ‘I know you want to fuck me’ look—something I’ve perfected over the years, but I can’t do much of anything else.

I step forward and awkwardly rotate my shoulders, trying to move them in rhythm with the song. I suddenly remember that I’m supposed to be “stripping” so I pull my shirt over my head and toss it across the room. 

I start thinking about some of the ballet moves I learned in high school, so I place my feet in fifth position and gracefully stretch my arms. I’m about to grab the zipper on my skirt, but Robyn raises her hand and tells me to stop.

She lifts the remote and hits a button, stopping the music and brightening the lights. “Are you fucking serious? Do you think someone is going to pay you for that?”

I sigh. “I don’t know how to dance.”

“Clearly!” Shaking her head, she stands up. “Have a seat. Let me show you how this is done.”

I sink down into the chair and she backs away. 

“Okay.” She turns on the music again. “This isn’t ballet or a Broadway show. None of the men are watching to see how well you can actually dance. They just want you to seduce them.” 

She locks her eyes on mine, giving me a look that says, “I know you want me,” and then she gracefully slips out of her dress—pulling it over her head and letting it fall to the floor.

She’s wearing a see through red bra and lace panties, and I’m just now noticing her shoes; they’re sparkling silver pumps that are at least seven inches high. 

Stepping closer to me, she positions herself in my lap and gently runs her fingers through my hair. She tosses her head back, slowly rolling it around to show off her long tresses, and then she begins to grind her hips into me. 

She presses her hand against my breasts and brings her mouth close to my ear.

“Tell me how badly you want to fuck me,” she whispers.

“What?” I’m aroused, but I’m not that aroused.

“You have to get straight to the point.” She lifts my hand and moves it behind her back, placing it where her bra clasp is. “Unsnap it.”

I use my thumb to unhook it and then she brings her lips close to mine.

“Are you going to let me be your slut?” she asks. “Are you going to fuck me right here, right now?” She caresses my shoulders and rolls her hips forward, as if we’re actually having sex. She keeps her eyes set on mine as she rocks into me again and again. “Answer me...”

I am utterly speechless.

The song begins to fade and she kisses my neck once it ends. Then, as if what she just did was the most natural thing in the world, she slips out of my lap and stands up. 

“See?” She shrugs.  “How easy is that? I always close with a kiss on the neck to make it more sensual, but you don’t have to do that. Over time, you’ll have to find a way to make the dance last for a lot longer if someone ever books you for a private show.” 

“How long should the dance be?”

“We’ll worry about that after you learn how to dance.” She pulls me out of the chair and takes my spot, tossing me her shoes. “I’m going to talk you through an extremely basic routine and then you’re going to perform it again and again. Let’s make this simple, shall we? Step back and take off your bra...”

––––––––

Hours later, I’ve realized two things: 1) I am not a dancer 2) Dirty talk is an unappreciated art. 

“You did pretty well for your first day, considering that you can’t dance for shit.” Robyn shows me around the dressing room in the basement. “Never leave the club without a body guard escorting you to your car, and if you think someone’s following you, just make a U-turn and come back. Michael never wants us to feel intimidated, and he will call the cops.”

I nod. 

“I know it’s early in your training, but you need two names. Now. One is your ‘stripper name’ and one is your name when they ask for your real name. Any ideas?”

“Carmen?”

“Carmen?” She clucks her teeth. “Hell no. I’ll think of it in a minute. Anyway, always come straight to the dressing room when you get here, no matter what. The schedule for parties will be posted by the mirrors, and if there are any last minute changes someone will text you. Any questions?”

“How many hours am I allowed to work in a week?”

“Legally?” She smiles and changes the subject. “Your hair is really pretty. It’s a rare deep black. Is this your natural color?”

“Yes.”

She runs her fingers through it and snaps. “Your stripper name is Raven and your real name...” Her words linger across the air.

“I’ll use Autumn. I have an ID with that name.”

“I like that! Do you live alone, Autumn?”

“No. With my grandparents.”

“I’m sure they’re very proud of where you’ll be working.” She smiles. “Are they going to be suspicious as to why you come home so late at night?”

“I’m twenty one, not fifteen.” I say, knowing that Virginia and Henry hardly ever ask me any in depth questions about any of my jobs; they’re usually just happy that I have one.

“Well, seeing as you need all the extra help you can get...” She laughs. “You should come back and try to learn as much as you can every day until Friday.”

“Will I get paid for that?”

“You won’t get paid until you start doing a better job.” She tugs me towards the side exit of the dressing room. “Go sit in the audience and watch me work. I’m officially your new role model.”

I sigh and walk around the showroom, looking for a seat. I’m the only female who isn’t holding a tray of drinks or dancing, and the men in the audience are eyeing me suspiciously—probably wondering why I’m fully dressed. 

I take a seat on an empty couch, and watch as the lights in the room change from a dim yellow to a sinful red. 

“Gentlemen,” a voice says over the speakers, “Introducing your premier lady of the evening...Robyn.”

There’s a loud applause and Robyn slowly struts onto the stage—looking as if she owns the place. She makes eye contact with a man in the front row, and with every third beat of the bass, she undoes a button of her brown trench coat. 

Little by little, she undresses herself—teasingly sliding off her garter, her long stranded pearls, and finally her bra. Eye-fucking her target, she wraps one leg around the pole and hoists herself up—guiding her way through a routine so sexy and erotic that the stage is covered in bills before she’s halfway done.

Jealous, I watch her and several other girls dance effortlessly for the rest of the night. I watch them earn hundreds of dollars. 

In between sets, I slip into one of the party rooms and watch how the lap-dances are given—noticing how confident and “into it” the girls seem. 

I make the long drive to the club every day this week—letting Robyn critique my every move, allowing her to seduce me multiple times so I can see exactly what I’m doing wrong... 

***

On Friday my nerves are all over the place. 

Unfortunately, no one will be able to stop the music and help me with my techniques if I mess up today. I’ll be dancing for real clients who expect me to know what the hell I’m doing and I’m honestly not sure that I do.

When I arrive at the club, I quickly head into the dressing room and change into a slutty red dress. It clings to my curves and stops right in the middle of my thigh. It’s one shouldered, and it matches the black and cream colored bra I’m wearing underneath. 

“Is this good enough?” I walk over to Robyn. 

“It’s perfect. It’ll be you, me, and Avril serving drinks and lap-dances. Maya will be onstage, and Snow and Bella will run point whenever things get too hectic. Got that?”

I have no idea what “run point” means and the other girls haven’t said a single word to me all week, but I nod anyway. 

“Michael will be in the room watching to see if you’re a good fit, so make sure you remember what I taught you. You have the eye contact down and you could already move well in heels. Just cut the dance part short and act like you’re having sex whenever you’re in someone’s lap. You’re good at that.”  

“Party’s here girls.” A male voice calls down from the steps. “They’re paying by the hour so hurry the hell up.” 

The other girls rush past me and I follow them upstairs. 

The private lounge looks different today than it has all week. The lights are so dim that I can barely make out how many men are in the room, and cigarette smoke is wafting through the air. 

All of a sudden, a muted yellow light shines on the small stage and a dancer steps behind the pole. She slowly drags a band away from her ponytail, letting her dark red hair fall free.

Exuding an incredible amount of confidence, she bends backwards, until her hands touch the floor, and then she somehow flips her body onto the pole. 

Completely mesmerizing, she begins to spin around it with ease, and I’m convinced I’ll never be that good. 

I hear a man asking for a cigar and decide to make myself useful. I walk over to the smoke case to get a box—resisting the urge to light one of them for myself. Before I can pick it up, I feel someone tapping me on the shoulder.

“Yes?” I turn around.

“Beginner’s luck.” Robyn smiles and lifts the box out of my hands. “You have a request. He’s sitting in the left corner. Blue chaise.”

“Already?”

“Get over there.” She pushes me forward and I nearly lose my balance. 

The smoke in the room is noticeably thicker, and the lights are now a dull red. Other girls are grinding against clients, and the man of the hour—the groom to be, is now onstage receiving a lap dance for all to see. 

As I make my way to the corner, a few of the men slip dollar bills into my garter—drunkenly telling me how “hot” I look.

When I finally make it to the corner, I don’t see anyone sitting there. I walk over to the adjacent corner chaise—thinking that maybe Robyn meant “right,” but there’s no one there either. 

I smile and consider myself lucky because I want to put my routine off for as long as possible, but I suddenly feel someone grab my hand. It’s strong and warm—definitely male, and it’s pulling me towards the first corner, towards the empty chaise.

The stranger lets my hand go and slowly turns around, rendering me fucking speechless with that heart-stopping smile. 

Carter?

Images of his sweaty chest at the gas station cross my mind, but he looks sexier in this moment than he did on that day. He’s wearing a simple white V-neck shirt and jeans, and his hair still looks as if he simply slips out of bed without combing it. 

He leans back in the chair and raises his eyebrow, but I simply stand there. 

“Are you going to dance for me, Raven?” he asks, letting a smirk form on his lips. 

“Are you going to pay me?”

“Of course.” He clearly thinks this is funny. “Double.”

I briefly shut my eyes and pretend like I’m in practice again. Tuning out the rest of the room, I look directly into his eyes and move my hips to the slow song that’s playing over the speakers, running my tongue over my bottom lip.

I step in between his legs and slowly pull my dress over my head—wondering why his eyes aren’t roaming over my body. I run my hands down my sides and up to my breasts, squeezing them as I bite my lip, but his heated gaze remains locked on my eyes. 

Confused, I lower myself into his lap and straddle him. I’m expecting him to say “Oh yeah...” or “That’s it...” like the other men I’ve watched this week, but he says nothing. 

“Do you like this?” I whisper. 

No answer.

I feel his dick hardening beneath me and hold back a gasp. I don’t have to look down to know that he’s huge; I slide my right hand between us, running it against his thickness—wishing his pants weren’t in the way.

His eyes still haven’t lost contact with mine, so I stop my half-hand job and start grinding my body against his, feeling his dick swell even more.

Jesus...

I lean forward and whisper against his lips since I can’t bring myself to look away from his face. “How badly do you want to fuck me?”

His lips curve into a smile, but he doesn’t answer. Instead, he slips his arms around my waist and runs his hands against my bare sides.  

My breath catches in my throat as he presses his fingers into my skin, as they find their way to the back of my bra. He whispers something I can’t comprehend and slides his thumb across the clasp, using his other hand to grip my hip and hold me still. 

As good as his touch feels, I don’t want anyone else in the room to get the wrong idea, so I grab his hands and move them away. 

I reach behind my back, ready to unsnap the bra myself, but he lifts me out of his lap and stands. 

He pulls a few fifty dollar bills out of his pocket and tucks them underneath my right bra strap. 

“Thank you very much, Raven.” He looks me up and down before walking away. 

What the fuck?!

I stand still for a few seconds, trying to process what the hell just happened. Confused, I turn around to see where he’s headed. Before I can go after him, Robyn steps in front of me. 

“That was pretty good.” She laughs. “You just got another request. Polka dot chaise across the room.”

“I wasn’t finished with the guy I just danced for. I need to ask him why he got up before I was done.”

“Excuse me?”

“I wasn’t finished with the last guy. I need to ask him a question.”

“Did he look like he enjoyed it?” She crosses her arms. 

“I think so.”

“Did he pay you?”

“Yeah.”

“Then you’re finished. Polka dot chaise. Across the room. Now.”

I don’t argue. I leave my dress on the floor and walk over to my new client, trying not to let any disappointment show on my face. 

The guy is the father of the groom to be—he’s wearing a tie that says so, and he’s not wearing a wedding ring. Dressed in Karl Lagerfeld, he clearly comes from money, and he looks as if he’s too good to be here, like he’s above everyone in the room. 

I step in front of him and smile. “Are you ready?”

“Very much so.” He sets his drink down. 

I bring my arms behind my head and run my fingers through my hair as I seductively roll my hips. Once I know I’ve got him, once I know he’s entranced, I step towards him and run my hands all over my body—watching his hungry eyes take it all in. Then I carefully straddle him. 

I wrap my arms around his neck and rock into him slowly, whispering, “How badly do you want to fuck me?”

He grunts. 

“How badly?” I repeat in a sultrier voice. 

He grunts again and his dick slowly stiffens in his pants. “Real bad...I want to fuck you in the ass.”

I freeze my eyeballs to their sockets and continue to grind on him. As I thread my fingers through his hair and ask him if he likes this, he grips my hips. Hard. 

“How much do I have to pay you to let me fuck you in the ass?” He’s sweating. “I bet it’s tight...”

I smile and focus on finishing the dance, ignoring his question.

“How much?” he repeats, and by the look in his eyes I can tell he’s seconds away from cumming in his pants. 

“I’m not for sale, baby.” I whisper, remembering that Robyn suggests calling clients “baby” whenever they ask for something outrageous. It’s supposed to soften the blow. 

“I can give you whatever you want, sweetheart.” He begs. “Whatever you fucking want...”

“Hmmm.” I ride him a few more seconds, pressing my lips against his neck as the song comes to an end. Then I let him squeeze my sides as he loses control.

“Fuck...” He pants. “If you let me, if you let me do what I want to you, it’ll be more than worth it...I can take you away from here and you’ll never have to dance for money again.”

I slip out of his lap and readjust my bra, trying not to laugh. Robyn also claims that some men will try to play “Captain Save a Ho” by promising to take us away from the strip club, by acting as if stripping is some sinful world that we need to be rescued from. 

“I’m fine, baby.” I kiss him on the cheek. “Do you want another dance or are you done with me?” I push one of my bra cups open, silently showing him where to place the money. 

He looks into my eyes and sighs, taking out his wallet. Instead of placing it where I want it to be, he slides a hand up my thigh and tucks the bills in the band of my panties. 

“My business card is in there too, beautiful,” he says as he stands up. “Just in case you change your mind... And since I know you are because I can see it in your eyes—” He smiles. “Tell me what your name is.”

“Raven.”

“Cute. What’s your real name?” He leans close, whispering. “I won’t tell anyone.”

I hesitate, fake a frown, and sigh. “Autumn.” 

“I thought so. I look forward to hearing from you, Autumn.” He looks me over one last time before joining his son onstage. 

“I’m impressed.” Michael—who doesn’t look like a club owner tonight, grins as he pulls me into a corner. He’s dressed in a polo shirt and jeans and he looks years younger. 

“The weak girls always quit after their first dance,” he says. “I usually have to follow them to the parking lot.”

“I’m not weak.”

“Clearly.” He smiles again. “You need to work on your dancing, but I think you’ll be a good fit for us. Come back tomorrow for a schedule and we’ll get you started on your pole lessons. Those are what’s most important. If you’re good, that’s how you’ll earn the most money. I have a feeling you’ll be a highly requested performer.” He trails his fingers against my bra strap. “You can go home now.”

“What? That’s it?”

“For now. Yes.” He signals to someone, and one of the club’s body guards appears at his side. “Walk Raven out to her car will you? She’ll be back tomorrow.”

“Yes sir.” The guard nods and motions for me to walk ahead of him.

Disappointed, I walk out of the room—looking over my shoulder at the other girls who are still giving out dances, the girls who are still making money. 

As I’m escorted to the dressing room to put on my “real clothes,” I realize tonight wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. And even though I’m beyond happy to be hired, a part of me is upset. 

For one, I feel like there’s someone else who wants to request me, someone else I can take the much needed money from upstairs. And two, I want to know why Carter stopped me in the middle of my dance. 

I’m honestly a bit bothered that he left the way he did. I’ve never had a man turn away from me, let alone one that was seeing me damn near naked. 

And the way he was staring at me...He was definitely turned on...It doesn’t make any sense...

“Raven...” The bodyguard clears his throat, knocking me out of my thoughts.

“Yes?”

“Are you going to get in your car?”

“Huh?” I realize we’re standing in the parking lot and he’s holding the driver’s side door open. “Sorry about that...” I slip inside and wait for him to close it.

He walks behind my car and crosses his arms—waiting for me to pull off, watching to make sure no one is following me. 

I crank my engine, but before I pull off, I reach into my bra and pull out the money I’ve earned tonight and count: Four hundred dollars. Four. Hundred. Dollars. 

Fuck looking for another job this summer. 

I’ve officially found my new career. 
Chapter 8

Two weeks later...

“Hey! Shakespeare!” Robyn shouts at me, making me drop my pen. 

“What?”

“Are you going to go on stage and show the men how well you can write or are you going to dance? I’m trying to help you.”

I sigh and shut my notebook, walking over to where she and Sarah (“Sparkle”) are watching my practice footage from earlier. 

“On that last swirl, you need to hold your leg out for a little while longer.” Robyn hops on stage and leans against the pole. “Try and do it like this...” She twirls around and gracefully stretches her right leg—holding it out for ten seconds.”

“And make sure you find a target in the audience so you can keep your eyes locked on his,” Sarah says. “Just pretend like you’re having the best sex of your life with him. That’s what I always do.”

Robyn taps her lips, agreeing. “It makes it look like you’re nervous if you don’t make eye contact with someone. It’s a total turnoff.”

I nod and prepare to redo my routine on the practice pole one last time, but Robyn leads me to the dressing room and starts to do my makeup.  

For the past few weeks, I’ve been coming to the club to practice early in the morning—telling my grandparents that the “diner” down the street is training me in intense early morning and late night shifts. I’ve even brought slices of pie home for them, hoping that’ll confirm where they think I work.  

At first, they didn’t understand why I would choose to work at a diner that was two hours away, but after I explained that the pay was double and that I’m allowed to work as much overtime as I want, they agreed that it was a brilliant idea. 

Then they prayed that I would last for longer than two weeks. 

They’re so proud of me that they’ve offered to get me a room at a motel on my workdays to save me the driving time, but I’ve declined. I don’t want to get too comfortable in this town, and with the clients I’ve been encountering lately, I’d much rather sleep at home at the end of the night.  

“Hey, hold still.” Robyn snaps her fingers. “This is stage mascara so it smudges easily.”

I stiffen and hold my eyes wide, nervous and utterly terrified about my first live stage performance. I’ve fallen off the pole twice in rehearsals, and I’ve been trying to psych myself up about this all day. 

Since it’s a Friday night, the club will be packed to capacity and the men will be a lot more generous with their money. 

When Robyn is done with my makeup, Sarah hands me a white button up shirt to wear over my shiny black bra and panty set. Once I have it buttoned, they take turns perfecting my hair—tossing my curls over my shoulder and draping a long strand of pearls around my neck. 

“Absolute perfection,” Robyn says, laughing. “A classy stripper!”

She and Sarah look me over one last time and tell me to head directly behind the stage, to wait until the premier performances are over—which will take hours. 

Since I’m new, I’ll only get one song instead of the three to five song set that the regulars get. That’s how the newbies have always been treated and I guess it’s a rite of passage, along with the silent treatment that still hasn’t been lifted for me.

With the end of every premier performance, my heart rate speeds up by the second. By the time it’s my turn, I’m wishing that the interlude song will last a bit longer so I can gather my thoughts a little more. 

“And now...” A deep voice says over the speakers. “The Phoenix welcomes our newest entertainer...” There’s a light applause, and then my song begins to play as he says, “The beautiful and talented...Raven...”

I wait for a few more notes to sound and then I wait for the curtain to rise, walking down the short runway—straight for the pole. 

Quickly scanning the crowd, I don’t see anyone I’d want to have sex with. Ever. Most of the men—though attractive, are at least ten to fifteen years older than me. 

My eyes settle on the table that’s directly below me, where a dark haired man with beautiful green eyes is sitting. 

I stare at him and commit to making him my target, until Carter pulls out a chair right next to him.  

He looks at me and tilts his head to the side, and for a split second he looks confused, but then he smiles that familiar and cocky smile and I immediately make him my focus. 

He’s so fucking sexy...

Turning my back to the audience, I unbutton the front of my shirt—tossing my hair back until I reach the last one. The second I finish, I spin around—exposing my lingerie to the crowd. 

As I slowly slide down to the floor, I keep my eyes locked on Carter’s—picturing how hot it would be if he joined me onstage right now. Honestly wishing that he would, I lift the pearls from around my neck and toss them into the audience, earning an outburst of cheers. 

The song approaches the chorus—my signal to move towards the pole. 

Biting my lip, I picture Carter fucking me against the wall of a private room and gracefully hoist myself up with my arms. As his lips cover mine in my fantasy, I twirl around the pole in utter bliss, letting my legs support my body’s weight. 

I slow my spin and arch my back so I’m hanging upside down, watching Carter’s eyes lustfully stare back into mine. 

I notice that several dollars have been tossed onstage during my twirls, so I let myself slink down to the stage. When my head touches the floor, I flip over and stand upright.

Swaying my hips to the slowing beat, I reach behind my back and unclasp my bra, letting my breasts fall free. 

More dollars hit the stage. 

I back my body against the pole—hooking a leg around it, and raise an arm high above my head to grip it. Spreading my legs, I let my other hand slowly travel from my neck, down to my stomach, to the top of my nearly see-through panties. 

I splay my hands across the front of them—tilting my head back as if I’m pleasuring myself, as if Carter is fucking me out of my mind. I move my hand to the bow that hangs off the side and pull at it—smiling at the desperate “Take it off!” “Keep going!” “Don’t stop!” pleas that are coming from all over the room. 

Pulling harder on the bow, I realize that I’m loving everything about this moment—the attention, the power, the lust. 

Moving my hand back up to my exposed breasts, I smile when I notice that Carter is smiling back at me.  

I continue eye-fucking him for the final seconds of my song, climbing onto the pole for one final series of spins. 

As the song begins its decrescendo, I slow my momentum and hold my position—one leg wrapped around the pole, the other artfully held straight up with my head facing the crowd. 

The second the song ends, there’s a roar of applause and I can see more bills being tossed onto the stage. I shut my eyes for a split second, silently praising myself for killing that routine, and then I carefully move myself off the pole. 

I avoid eye contact with the audience as the crowd continues to cheer. I grab all of my hard earned money and my bra, and use my shirt to wipe off the metal before leaving the stage. 

“Well damn...” Robyn shakes her head as I enter the dressing room. “I feel like I might’ve gotten pregnant after watching that.”

“What?” I laugh. “What are you talking about?”

“Who the hell was your target?” Sarah rushes over, smiling. “You danced ten times better than you ever did in rehearsal! And the bow thing? Nice! I’m not going to lie, I got wet watching you...I’m going to go change now.” She pats me on the back and laughs as she backs away, throwing me the thumbs up.

“Anyway...” Robyn helps me back into my bra. “That was fucking amazing for a debut. I am seriously impressed—beyond impressed.”

“Does that mean I’ll get to dance another set tonight?”

“Hell no.” She scoffs. “You’re a newbie. Go take some drink orders in the private boxes and make yourself useful.”

“I’m banned from the bar, remember?”

“You’re banned from sitting at the bar and staring at the drinks for too long. You can take orders from the private booths. Just write them down, give them to a non-alcoholic waitress, and walk away.” 

I roll my eyes and head to my locker—changing into a set of dry panties; my fantasies of Carter have completely drenched my dancing ones. I put on a white shimmering midriff shirt and return to the club—making my way towards the first private box. 

I’m steps away from it when I feel a familiar hand clasping mine and spinning me around. 

Carter pulls me close so we’re practically chest to chest. “It’s nice seeing you again.”

“I wish I could say the same. Did you enjoy the show tonight, Mr. Black?”

“Very much so,” he says genuinely. “Can we talk in private?”

“I’ll have to charge you for that.”

He rolls his eyes and pulls me towards the closest private dance room. He opens the door and pushes me inside, quickly locking it. 

“You know I wasn’t joking about charging you for this, right?” My voice is deadpan. “If you’re not seriously interested in a dance right now, I suggest that you—”

“I’m seriously interested in you.” He steps forward—backing me against the door, pinning me still with his hips. “You work here full time?”

“Does it matter?”

“Answer the question.”

“Never give your work schedule to a stranger. I’m pretty sure that’s stripper handbook rule number one.”

“Emerald...”

“It’s Raven.” I suddenly feel annoyed and understand why no one wants their real names said inside these walls. It’s too personal. “Look, you have sixty seconds to say whatever the hell you have to say before I start charging you.”

“Go ahead.” He backs away from me and takes a seat. “But I want my money’s worth, Raven.”

Fuck... He was supposed to say “Okay” and let me out, not insist on a dance.

I’m not prepared to be alone in a room with him and by the way he’s eyeing me right now, I have every reason to feel that way. 

“One dance,” I say.

“And if I want more?”

“I’ll go get someone else since you seem to like being here so much. Might as well experience everyone, don’t you think?”

“Am I being charged extra for listening to your smartass mouth? Is it possible for you to leave that part out of the package?” 

I cross my arms. “Excuse me?”

“You’re the one who doesn’t want to talk.” His voice is stern. “I’m waiting...” He leans back in his chair, narrowing his eyes at me.

I walk over to the door and make sure it’s locked. I scroll through the digital keypad that hangs from the wall and press play on the shortest song—a four minute instrumental that I use in practice. 

Approaching him, I avoid making eye contact and instead focus on the top button on his shirt. I pull my top over my head and begin my routine as always—tossing my hair and biting my lip, but before I can continue, he leans forward and pulls me into his lap. 

I start to slowly grind my hips against him—still avoiding his eyes, concentrating on finishing this routine. 

He suddenly grips my hips and holds me still. “Look at me.”

I don’t. 

He gently presses his fingers against my cheek and turns my head to face him. Staring into my eyes, he runs his hands against my sides, sending shivers up and down my spine. 

“Do you let any of your other customers touch you like this?”

I allow a murmur to escape from my mouth as he presses a kiss on my shoulder. 

“I’ll take that as a no...” He smiles. 

“You can take it however you want.” I feel him pulling me even closer. “I’ll say whatever it takes for you to pay me.”

“Are you going to ask me the question today?” 

“What?”

“The question...” He lowers his voice and brings his mouth close to mine. “Are you going to ask me how badly I want to fuck you?”

I suck in a breath and move my head back. “Give me a few seconds to get in full pretend mode. I need to act like you’re attractive and pretend like I care about your fantasies...” I let out an exasperated sigh. “Okay. What’s the question you want me to ask you again?”

“Hmmm...” He lifts me out of his lap and stands up. Slipping his arms around my waist, he spins me around so my back is against his front, so I can feel his dick straining against his pants. Then he whispers into my ear, “You’re just pretending to want me right now?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?” He tightens his hold of me. 

“Very sure.”

“Well,” he whispers again as his hands move between my thighs, as he brushes a finger against my soaked panties, “you’re a very good actress.”

I break out of his grasp and spin around with my hand outstretched. “Thirty dollars.” 

Grinning, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out a hundred dollar bill, gently placing it into my hand. He bends down and plants a light kiss on my forehead before exiting the room, leaving me more confused than ever. 

––––––––

I count my take for the night—eight hundred and twenty dollars, and place a hundred in the hat for the bartenders on my way out. 

For some reason, I expect Carter to be around—waiting for me, but he isn’t. 

Sighing, I yawn and steer my car onto the backstreets—trying not to think about him but I can’t help it.

Usually, I can read a man within seconds, but with him I’m constantly drawing a blank. He’s persistent, non-consistent, and intriguing all at the same time. I’ve told myself time and time again that the unreadable types are the most dangerous—the ones I’m supposed to stay away from, but if Carter ever touches me like he did tonight, I’m going to let him have me. However he wants. 

I’m halfway home when I notice the flashing blue and white lights of a police car. I look at my dashboard—I’m not speeding, and I think all my tags are up to date. 

I think. 

Shit...

I pull over and turn off my car. Before I can be told to get what I already know I need, I reach into my glove compartment and grab my insurance and registration. 

“Ma’am?” The officer taps on my window. 

“Yes, officer?”

“Are you aware that your right tail-light is out?”

I shake my head, knowing that it isn’t. “I just had it fixed yesterday.”

“It’s out.”

“Okay...” I hand him my paperwork. “I’ll get it re-checked tomorrow.”

He takes my paperwork, looks at it under his flashlight, and quickly hands it back. “I saw you at The Phoenix tonight.” He hesitates, smiling.  “You’re very... talented.”

I swallow. “Thank you...”

“You’re not from anywhere around here are you?” He slips his hands into his pockets and leans back on his heels. “I think I would’ve remembered seeing someone like you before.”

Silence.

Part of me wishes that we were closer to the light ahead—where there’s a small diner and a gas station, where someone could see this. The way he’s looking at me is how Leah’s worst sponsors looked at her whenever they picked her up, and it’s making me sick. 

“Am I getting a ticket, Officer?” I manage. 

“Depends.”

Shaking my head slowly, I try to make sure my voice is as neutral as possible. “Could you please write me the ticket? With all due respect, I need to get home.”

“Where is home?”

I don’t answer. 

“What’s that?” He places his hands on the edge of my window and leans in close. “Where is home?”

“Two counties over...”

“Hmm. Well, seems to me that if you were in such a rush to get there, you would ask how you could do it sooner. Two counties is a hell of a way to drive and I’d hate to hold you up.”

“What do you want?” My voice is a whisper. 

“You seem to be a smart girl...” He looks into my eyes. “There’s a motel three miles down and to the left...You figure it out.”

I look in my rearview mirror, wondering if the camera on the inside of his car is taping any of this, but his car isn’t a patrol car. It’s one of the plain white undercover cars I’ve seen in the parking lot from time to time. They’re the cars that are supposed to hold off the customers from exiting the parking lot right after us; the cars that are supposed to protect us.

“I’ll follow you there,” he says, not waiting for me to respond. 

“No thank you.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m going home, Officer.” I try to sound polite even though I’m pissed. “Surely you don’t want people to know that you’re propositioning a minor for sex.”

“You’re not a fucking minor.” He hisses. “Drive to the motel or I’ll arrest you.”

“For what?”

He steps away from my window and walks to the back of my car. 

I consider immediately driving off, but I hear the shattering of glass and look back. He’s using his baton to shatter my brake-lights, beating the hell out of them.

Shocked, I yell out my window. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

“Still on the fence about my offer, sweetheart?” he says the words calmly as he puts away his baton and steps closer to me. “I know someone in town who can have your lights fixed by the time we’re done tomorrow morning. Don’t be stupid.”

I grip my hands around the steering wheel, telling myself to keep my mouth shut and speed away to deal with the consequences later, but I know I’m screwed either way. 

Fuck it...

“I’m not driving to the hotel, Officer,” I say through clenched teeth, “and I would never fuck a disgusting dick-less asshole like you.”

He narrows his eyes at me, nodding, and then he smiles. Lifting the radio from his belt clip, he speaks, “Officer requesting backup for a suspect resisting arrest a few feet north of highway marker thirty one. Suspect is hostile and believed to be...armed.”

“On my way.” “Copy.” “Sending two your way.” The voices fire back in seconds.

“Get out of the car,” he says flatly. 

I sigh and unbuckle my seatbelt. Avoiding his gaze, I unlock my door and step out. 

Before I can shut it back, he grabs me by my waist and pushes me against the car—knocking the wind out of me. 

“This could’ve been so easy...” He wedges a knee between my legs. “You strip for money but you’re too good to fuck for some?”

He forcefully yanks my hands behind my back and secures the handcuffs around my wrists. 

I try to ignore the fact that he squeezes my ass as he leads me towards the backseat of his car, as he tells me how much I’m going to regret not accepting his offer.

I shut my eyes as he locks me inside, as other sirens begin to wail in the distance.  

I already know that this is the end of me having a license. The judge is going to suspend it first thing tomorrow morning and I’ll need to be bailed out of jail. Again. 

It’s not my fault this time, but I honestly wish it was...
Chapter 9

I thank Sarah a million times on the way from the county jail to my grandparents’ house. My wrists are still aching from how tight the cuffs were clamped last night, and I know the ugly red imprint will be there for a few days.  

“I’ll pay you back tomorrow. I swear.” I look out the window. 

“Don’t worry about it. You can ride to work with me on the alternate weekends, but I still have to work at Starbucks during the week. Routine, you know?” She sighs. “I don’t want to mess it up.”

I nod, knowing that the real reason she’s still working there is because it keeps her mind off her mother’s death, but I don’t mention it.

“Is your license really suspended?” She quickly changes the subject.

“Sixty days.”

“And your car?”

“Property of the state for now, and I’ll have to pay to get it back.” 

“How much?”

“You don’t want to know.”

She pulls her car into the driveway. “Are you going to take a few days off? You know, to think about things and chill out for a while? Since it’s morning, you could call Michael and leave a message. Tell him you need time to figure out a new way to get there every day.”

“Already did. I’m going to catch the bus.”

“What? It takes three buses.”

“What other choice do I have? Walk there? I owe even more money now. I can’t afford to take a day off.”

She sighs and shakes her head. “If you hurry up and get dressed, I can drive you to the bus depot. That way you’ll only have to catch two today.”

I blink. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why have you been being so fucking nice to me? What’s your ulterior motive?” I’ve had my suspicions for a while now, but she needs to let me know. I can’t take this anymore. “Whatever the fuck it is, just tell me. Right now.”

“Could you stop it, Emerald? Why do you think I would bail you out of jail and offer you a ride to the bus stop? Because I want to get something out of you later? Because I have an ulterior motive and secretly want to destroy you somehow?”

“Don’t you? Aren’t you waiting for the perfect opportunity?”

“Jesus...” She rolls her eyes. “I’m trying to be your friend. Haven’t you ever had one of those before?”

“Not really.”

“Hurry up and get dressed, Emerald.” She yawns. “Someone called me at seven o’clock this morning and asked me to bail her crazy ass out of jail so I’m kind of tired. Oh, and bring me one of Virginia’s biscuits from the other night. You said there were some left yesterday.”

I say thanks one more time and rush inside, tiptoeing up the steps so Virginia and Henry won’t wake up. I take a three minute shower and slip into a pair of fresh jeans and a checkered black and white shirt—stuffing a new set of shimmering pink lingerie into my purse. 

I grab my iPod and my e-reader, and once I notice how gray the skies are, I grab a jacket and an umbrella and rush outside to find Sarah sleeping behind the wheel. 

“Here.” I tap her shoulder and hand her a cheese biscuit. “Do you want me to drive to the depot so you can rest a little bit?”

“Of course not. I would never let a future felon drive my car.” She laughs and pulls off. 

The rest of my day passes by in slow motion—two long bus rides, a short walk in a slight drizzle, and finally, freedom. 

I’m several hours early for work, but I don’t care. I make myself as useful as possible—cleaning the stage and the main rooms, organizing the prop closet, and practicing on the pole. 

By the time it’s my turn to dance to my one song that evening, I’m not nervous at all. I can do the routine in my sleep, and I breeze right through it.

Every spin is effortless, every twirl is graceful, and every dollar is worth it. 

The second I’m done—after I count my money and get dressed, I tell Michael I have to leave early. The last bus is in twenty minutes and I can’t afford to miss it. 

“I’ll drive you to the diner.” The security guard says as I put up my umbrella outside. “It’s across the street from your stop.”

“No, that’s okay. I’ll—”

“Now,” he says firmly and points to his car. “It’s my job.”

He doesn’t speak to me on the short drive over, and he waits until I’ve walked inside the building before driving away. 

The second his car is no longer in sight, I run to the corner—waiting on the light to change so I can cross the street to get to the stop. 

Five minutes...

I take my place at the stop and wait. And wait. And wait... 

An hour passes by and the bus never comes. I call the twenty four hour helpline to ask if it’s been severely delayed, and they tell me that the return schedule was changed last month; the final bus ran two hours ago. 

Exasperated, I drop my umbrella into the mud and let the rain drench my clothes. 

This weekend can’t get any fucking worse!

I consider walking back to the club and asking Michael if I can sleep in his office for the night, but I remember that it’s a Sunday—a “Super Sunday”. 

There are three bachelor parties scheduled for later, and as much as I love my job, I just want to be left alone today. I don’t want to be tempted to help out. 

Soaked, I head across the street to the diner and slide into a booth. I figure I’ll call Robyn after she gets off tonight and beg to ride back to Blythe with her.  

I politely tell the waitress I want two slices of cherry pie and take out my outdated e-reader, wishing I could jump inside of it and live with some of the characters right now.

By the time I finish scrolling through the final chapters of my favorite book, I realize it’s only eleven o’ clock. I still have several more hours to wait for Robyn to get off. 

I click on another book and order another slice of pie.

Thank god this place is open twenty four hours... 

The second I get to the best part of the book, a deep voice interrupts me. “Mind if I join you?”

“Is the rest of the diner empty?” I don’t look up. I hear the man let out a low laugh and slowly lift my head, finding myself face to face with Carter. Again.

He slides into the booth and picks up a menu, smiling at me. “What are you doing here?”

“Wondering if you’ve put a tracking device on me. There are plenty of empty booths.”

“I can see that.”

“Well...” I dart my eyes from him to the vacant booth across from me, but he simply sits there. “Long day for you? Is this where you normally stop to eat after going to The Phoenix since you’re addicted to half naked women?”

He rolls his eyes. “Are you on break?”

I’m about to answer him but my cell phone starts to ring. Robyn. 

“Hello?” I answer. 

“Hey, I just got your text. What’s up?”

“Can I ride home with you whenever you get off?” 

“Sure. Where are you?”

“The diner around the corner.”

“You don’t mind waiting until three in the morning? You know we have groups here tonight.”

“Not at all. I’ll wait.” I breathe a sigh of relief and thank her before hanging up. 

“How long have you been sitting here?” Carter looks concerned. 

“Not long.” I lie. “I was actually enjoying the peace and quiet before you came so...”

“What happened to your wrists?” He reaches over the table and brushes his thumb against the red imprint. “Handcuffs?”

“What can I say, my boyfriend likes to be rough with me.”

He notices the small white bus-transfer paper that’s sitting underneath my plate and pulls it out, reading it to himself. 

Sighing, he shakes his head. “Let me take you home.”

“No thanks. My coworker is going to take me home later. Thanks for your offer though.” 

“It wasn’t a request.”

I roll my eyes and look down at my e-reader. Sexy or not, I don’t know him well enough to accept a ride. 

“Emerald...” His voice is low and he’s standing right next to me. 

“Carter...”

“Get up so I can take you home.”

I scroll to another page of my book, tuning him out. He’ll get the point soon. 

The next thing I know, he’s picking me up and tossing me over his shoulder, carrying me out of the diner. By the time I completely process what the hell he’s doing, he’s placing me into his car—a classic red Mustang, and shutting the door. 

“Are you comfortable?” He smiles as he slides into the driver seat. 

I groan and pull the door handle, but it won’t budge. 

“Seriously?” I glare at him. “Are you aware that this is kidnapping?”

“Not when the captive is willing.” He steers the car out of the parking lot and onto the road. 

I sigh and turn my attention to my e-reader, immersing myself in a better world again. 

Half an hour later, the car stops at a red light and I look up. We’re entering the next county over and still have a long way to go before we’re back in Blythe. 

“What book are you reading?” Carter’s blue eyes meet mine. 

“Light in August.”

“William Faulkner,” he says, nodding. “You don’t strike me as the Southern gothic literature type.”

“I’m an all literature type.”

He moves his hand over my lap and picks up my e-reader, placing it in his door’s side compartment. “How many books do you normally read in a week?” 

“Five or more, depends on how I feel.”

“Hmmm.” He eases the car onto the gravel road ahead of us as the light turns green. “Are you an English major?”

I want to mention the ‘no personal questions from strangers’ rule, but since he’s not playing any music and has prevented me from reading, I allow myself to answer. “I flunked out of college.”

I wait for him to ask “Why” so I can say “None of your goddamn business,” but he doesn’t. 

“Did you know that William Faulkner was a drunk?” he asks.

“The best writers usually are. Do you drink?”

“Occasionally. Do you?”

I don’t answer. “Can you turn on the heat?”

He presses a button and turns the windshield wipers up a notch. “How long have you been dating your boyfriend?”

“From Faulkner and alcohol to ‘How long have you been dating your boyfriend’? You couldn’t think of a smoother transition?”

“Figured I’d get straight to the point. Is it serious?”

“Does it matter?”

“It does.” He slows the car as the yellow light in front of us turns red. Then he faces me. “I want you, so I need to know how hard I have to work to make you see that your boyfriend will never compare to me.”

I cross my legs. “How charming.”

“Is it serious?”

“Very.” 

“What’s his name?”

“The light is green. Drive.”

He puts the car in park. “Tell me his name.”

“Brian. Drive.”

“How old is he?”

“What?! None of your business.”

“Because he doesn’t actually exist or because you don’t want me to know?”

“I don’t want you to know.”

He’s silent for a while, but then he leans back. “Your boyfriend—Brian, let you sit in a diner for hours so you could wait for your friend to get off work and take you home?”

I don’t answer. 

“Even if he does like to be rough with you, the marks on your wrist look like he’s hurting you. Doesn’t seem like boyfriend material.”

“This is exactly why I don’t get in cars with strangers.” I sigh. “I made him up. He doesn’t exist, and the handcuff marks are from being arrested last night. Don’t ask me what for because it’s none of your damn business, and I would really appreciate it if you gave me my e-reader so I could go back to enjoying the ride home.”

“I’ll think about it. How long have you been living in Blythe?” 

“If I didn’t answer that question on the first day we met, what makes you think I’ll answer it now?”

“Because you want to.” He pauses. “And because as badly as you want to deny it, you’ve been thinking about me since we first met.”

I can’t help but laugh. Hysterically.

I shut my eyes and toss my head back against the seat, holding my sides because they haven’t experienced laughter like this in years.

By the time I calm down, I notice that he’s turned the car off and is looking at me with his eyebrow raised. 

“What?” I ask.

“What’s so funny?”

“You are. You think I like you just because you’re sexy?”

I notice him slightly clenching his jaw and decide to take advantage of this moment. I need to set the record straight. “You think I’m going to open up to you and tell you shit I’ve never told anyone else before because you’re sexy? Because you think I’m a lost soul who’s turned to stripping and need a Prince Charming or a knight in shining armor to save me? If you do, you’ve got the wrong fucking girl. And if you think for one second that giving me a ride home will change any of that, let me know so I can walk the rest of the way. I don’t need you, and contrary to whatever is going on in your mind, I don’t want you.”

He blinks. Then he shakes his head before looking directly into my eyes. “For the record, Emerald—I’m not trying to be your Prince Charming or your knight in shining armor. You’re too fucked up for me to even think about saving you. I don’t have the wrong girl, and I don’t expect you to open up and tell me shit except what I already know. You’re definitely not from Blythe and I’m just interested in knowing where you came from.”

Silence.

I sigh. “My grandparents are from Blythe. I’m from New Jersey. I moved in with them several months ago. However, I honestly have not thought about you at all. I just think that you’re extremely attractive. That’s about all I can—”

He presses his lips against mine and runs his fingers through my hair, whispering, “Shut up” as he kisses me.

Slipping his hand behind my neck, he pulls my head even closer to his, softly biting my bottom lip. 

Besides the pelting raindrops on his hood, the sound of his tongue softly exploring my mouth is the only sound I can focus on. 

He slowly pulls away from me, leaving me wanting more, but I don’t let that show. 

“Don’t worry,” he whispers. “I’ll still work hard to show you how much I want you.” 

I immediately face my window and pretend to be fascinated with what’s going on outside. 

As he drives the car back onto the road, I silently scold myself for allowing that kiss to happen, for liking it. 

We don’t speak for the rest of the drive—except for when he asks for my address, and when he pulls up to my house I murmur goodbye. 

Anxious to get away, I pull on the door handle as soon as he parks, but it doesn’t open. 

“Going somewhere?” he asks.

I don’t turn around to look at him because I know he’s smiling.

I hear him getting out of the car and within seconds he’s standing outside my door with an umbrella. 

Opening the door, he reaches for my hand. He slips an arm around my waist and pulls me close to his side, walking me down the driveway and up to the porch.

I look down into my purse—searching for my keys, but he tilts my chin up. 

“What happened to your car?”

“It’s...I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Do you need a ride to work tomorrow?”

“What?”

“Do you need a ride?”

“You know I work at a strip club, right? One that’s two hours away from where we’re currently standing?”

He grins. “I’m well aware.”

“I’m actually off tomorrow but...” I look into my purse again.

“But what?” He cups my face in his hands, brushing his thumbs across my cheeks. 

“If your offer is on the table for two days from now, I might take you up on it.”

“It is.” He slips his phone into my hand. “Give me your number.”

I save the digits into his phone and hand it back to him.

“Not Your Cinderella?” He reads what I saved my number under and rolls his eyes. He calls it and my phone rings inside my bag. “Feel free to save it under Not Your Prince Charming.”

I smile and finally find my keys. 

He stands on my porch until I’m safely inside, looking me over one last time.  

I say thank you and shut the door in a rush, but I peer out the window and watch him walk out into the rain, smiling as he looks over his shoulder.

Chapter 10

“Emerald?” Tim snaps me out of my latest dream, forcing me to see that I’m not in Carter’s car kissing him anymore. I’m in a room full of drunks. 

“What?”

“How often did you used to drink?”

I sigh. “Almost every day.”

“And how much did you drink?”

“Is that really relevant?”

He nods and everyone turns their eyes towards me. 

“As much as I could handle,” I say. “It depended on what type of day it was.”

“Did you ever tell your mom or your dad about your drinking problem?”

“How many times do I have to tell you that I’ve never had a fucking drinking problem?” I really don’t feel like being here today and I’m seconds away from leaving. “I never had a father to talk to and my mom was drinking right there with me. All the time. So I’m pretty sure if I had a problem, she would’ve been the first person to point that out.”

“Your mom was your enabler?” He sounds shocked. 

“Fuck you.” I stand up and grab my purse. “I don’t need this.”

“Emerald...”

“Call the judge. Tell her I’d rather do the jail time.” I ignore the “Don’t go” and “Come back” pleas of my classmates and storm out of the room. 

I head straight for the parking lot. Then I remember that I don’t have a car anymore. 

Sighing, I consider going back and apologizing, but I’m too angry right now and I don’t need him or anyone else judging me. 

I start walking down the side streets, deciding that I’ll go to the fire department and wait for Henry to get off and take me home. 

I feel my phone vibrating in my purse the entire way there and know it’s Tim trying to figure out where I’ve gone, but I ignore it. 

The second I arrive at the fire station, the recruits who are sitting outside smile and wave at me. 

Any other day, I would smile and wave back, but I simply nod and head inside. 

“Good afternoon, Emerald.” The station’s receptionist beams as soon as she sees me. “How are you today?”

“Good. Is Henry in?”

“Not right now. He took a team out for lunch. Do you need me to call him?”

“No, that’s okay. You think it’d be okay if I waited in his office?”

“Of course it would.” She smiles and points down the hall. “You know the way.”

I return her smile and lock myself into his office, opening all the blinds. I need to get a good look at the sunshine every chance I can get over the next few days since I’ll be confined to a jail cell soon. 

Pulling out my phone, I prepare to erase all of my missed calls, but there aren’t any. Just text messages:

“Emerald, I’m so sorry for offending you at today’s meeting, but I think you’re on the verge of having your breakthrough moment. Thank you for opening up. I’ll tell the judge we’re finally making progress. I expect to see you at the next session (early) so we can dig deeper...” Tim.

Ugh...I was actually looking forward to tasting prison Jell-O...

I save his message and notice there’s another one. Carter. 

“Do you own a swimsuit? Not Your Prince Charming would like to know.”

“Tell him he needs to ask my evil stepmother.” I text back.

“Yes or no, Emerald?”

“Or.”

“In that case, it’s a date. I’ll come pick you up later. Wear jeans.”

“Can’t you tell that I’m trying to blow you off?”

“I look forward to you doing that in person someday. Six o’ clock.”

I don’t text him back. I just smile. 

As I mentally go through which swimsuit I should wear, Henry unlocks his office door and steps inside. 

“What happened today, Emerald?” He sits at his desk, looking concerned. “Your counselor called me half an hour ago and told me you walked out of a session.”

“He pissed me off.” I shrug. “I’m not an alcoholic and I don’t belong in there. I was just drunk that night and got out of hand. You have to believe me...”

He sighs and clasps his hands. “Do you remember the first week that Virginia brought you here to Blythe? Back when you were seventeen?”

“Yeah,” I say, but it’s a lie. I can’t remember anything about the first month I came here, except for Leah’s funeral, and a few months after that I was at NYU.  

“You slept the first few days, which we figured was pretty normal.” There’s worry in his eyes. “But then you...You would pass out every night in the middle of your dinner. You screamed at either of us if we asked you something as simple as how you were feeling, but then you slowly shaped up. For the next few months you seemed okay, so we figured it was just a phase and sent you all the way up to NYU...”

“Me being upset about my mother’s death proves I’m a drunk?”

“After Virginia brought you home from NYU—the very next day, we had to call the medics to pump your stomach. One of my recruits found you passed out in the backyard.”

I shake my head, refusing to believe that. “That’s not true. I would’ve never drank that much and you didn’t have to call the medics. I would’ve woken up. I was just depressed.”

“There were empty beer and vodka bottles in all of your drawers. I started to count them as we threw them away, but I stopped at fifty...” He’s on the verge of tears. “We’ve been lenient and hands-off because we love you and don’t want you to leave us like Leah did, but... You have a problem, Emerald. You have to stop denying it.”

He averts his gaze from me and looks out the window. I notice him wincing and wonder if he’s waiting for me to storm out of his office in anger, but I don’t. 

I look out the window too, trying my hardest to remember those blacked out months, but I can’t. I want to tell him that there’s no way I can be an alcoholic because I don’t need alcohol to function. I can live without it. 

Furthermore, I don’t always drink when I’m sad or angry. My first thought when I’m pissed isn’t to grab a drink and sleep the day away, and I don’t depend on liquor to help me cope with my feelings. There have been days when I haven’t had any alcohol (the past few weeks to be exact) and I haven’t woken up craving it, wanting, needing it. 

I’ve served it to men at The Phoenix without yearning for a sip, without wishing I could slip into the bathroom and sneak just one gulp. Even yesterday, when the other girls finally started talking to me and ended my silent treatment with a toast (they gave me a bottle of water), I didn’t want any of the top shelf champagne that was in their glasses; I was completely happy with my water. 

That last lie hits me like a wrecking ball. 

I am an alcoholic...

In complete shock, I sit silently for several seconds—playing back the parts of the last few months that I do remember.

Rejection letters. Shots. Rejection emails. Shots. 

Rainy morning. Half a cup of vodka. Sunny morning. Half a cup of gin.

My heart hurts like hell. “Why didn’t you say something to me about the drinking before, Henry?”

“You’d started working and you were a little more upbeat.” He turns around, looking surprised that I’m still here. “At least you were until you got into that accident. I just couldn’t say anything because I really didn’t want you to...” His voice trails off and I can tell he still harbors guilt for letting Leah run away. “Promise me you’ll keep going to rehab and no matter what any of those people say, you won’t storm out again?”

I nod slowly. “I promise.”

“And you’ll try and come to church with us sometime?” 

I give him a blank stare and he laughs. 

“I thought so.” He laughs even harder and walks around his desk, hugging me as if he doesn’t want to let me go. “Are you sure you want to keep working at that diner all the way out there? Is the pay really worth all those bus rides?”

“Absolutely.”

––––––––

Henry pulls into our driveway hours later and tells me he’ll be at the church shut-in for the night. 

“I love you, Emerald,” he calls out to me before putting his car in reverse. 

Numb, I think about the past two hours that I spent in his office, the hours when he hugged me and didn’t let me go, when I didn’t want him to let me go.

It’s five thirty, and as much as I want to see Carter, I send him a text: “I don’t feel like going out today... Can I have a rain check? Let me know if you’re still willing to take me to work tomorrow...”

There’s a sudden knock at my door and I roll my eyes. If it’s Carter I’m going to threaten to call the cops—after I stare at him for a while.

Annoyed, I open it and see my probation officer. He’s six foot five, at least three hundred pounds, and his low buzz cut and usual USMC shirt boast the fact that he’s a former Marine. 

“How are you today, Future Convict?” he asks. 

“Does the judge know you call me that?”

“Of course she does.” He pushes his way past me. “Who do you think named you?”

“Beautiful.”

He walks towards the bathroom and pushes the door open, holding out an empty cup. “Let’s get this over with shall we?”

I sigh and take the cup, allowing him to pat underneath my arms and between my thighs before letting me step inside. 

“Don’t flush. Don’t turn on the tub or the sink, and if you take more than sixty seconds—”

“It’s an automatic negative test.” I roll my eyes. “I’m aware. Although, aren’t those rules pretty pointless since you keep the door open? Wouldn’t you hear me flush or turn the water on?”

“Hurry up and piss, future convict.” He turns so his back is to me. 

I pull my skirt up and position the cup right under my pee stream, deciding that these random intrusions will always be humiliating. 

Once I’m done, I set the cup on the counter and screw the cap onto it. “I’m done.”

He turns around and grabs my sample, saying, “You can wash your hands now,” before walking down the hall. 

I take my time washing my hands, staring at myself in the mirror. 

Today I look exactly like Leah—from my hair, to my lips, to the uneasiness that hides behind my dark green eyes. Sad, I yank the band from around my bun and make a makeshift side ponytail, but that still doesn’t make the woman in the mirror look any different.

I shake my head as a lump starts to crawl up my throat. Before it can send a signal to my tear ducts, I open the cabinet and pull out a tube of ultra-thick mascara.

Carefully applying pressure to each row of my lashes, I blink a few times to make sure it won’t smudge.

“Future Convict!” The officer calls from the kitchen. “Get out here right now!” 

I take a deep breath and walk out to join him. “Yes?”

“Anything you want to tell me before I test it? Anything you want to get off your chest?”

“White shirts don’t look good on you.”

He laughs and puts on a pair of plastic gloves, opening the cup before sticking five separate strips inside of it. As usual, he keeps his eyes on the strips, humming the refrain of Johnny Cash’s “Folsom Prison Blues” until three minutes have passed.

“All clean!” He closes the cup and sticks it into a red biomedical bag with what I can only assume are other urine samples.

“Does it bother you that you literally get paid to carry piss around all day?”

“It bothers me that I have yet to arrest you and send you to jail, where you belong.” He pops his gum. “You’ll slip up one day. It’ll be the happiest day of my life.” 

He’s lying. Even though he’s a jerk, I saw how proud he looked for a split second when the strips remained white. 

“Could you give me a heads up on the next time you’ll be coming?” I ask. “It would make my life a lot easier if you gave me advance notice. I promise I’m not going to drink anymore.”

He holds his stomach, laughing as he walks to the front door. “Just when I think I’ve heard it all! An alcoholic saying ‘I promise I’m not going to drink anymore’? I’ll be sure to tell the judge that one! I’ll see you when I see you.” And with that, he heads out and hops into his car—off to administer more random tests. 

The second I shut the door, there’s another loud knock against it. 

Ugh...A DOUBLE test? Really?!

This happened two weeks ago and it almost broke me.  

Shaking my head, I sigh and hide my disappointment before opening the door. 

It’s Carter. 

“Did you not read my text?” I cross my arms. “It said I don’t feel like going out.”

“Did you read my text?” He smiles and I realize I never looked to see if he responded. 

I pull my phone out of my pocket and read my latest message: “Then we don’t have to ‘go out.’ You still need your swimsuit. I’ll be there in twenty.”

“You think you can force me go out?”

“Forcing implies that I’m making you do something you don’t want to do.” He steps closer and slips an arm around my waist, locking his eyes on mine. 

I try not to smile, try not to feel anything, but I can’t help it. “Even if I did want to go out, I don’t need to. I’m having a really rough day, so—”

He covers my lips with his and uses his other hand to roughly run his fingers through my hair. Not letting me go, he pushes me against the wall, kissing me harder than I’ve ever been kissed before. 

Moaning, I harshly bite his lip—thinking he’ll step back, but he doesn’t. He bites my lip in response and slides his hands down to my thighs, immediately making me wet. 

“Go put your swimsuit on.” He squeezes my ass before pulling away. 

“Oh...okay...” I suck in breath after breath, feeling dizzy, but I head up to my room. I rummage through all the new summer wear I’ve ordered online over the past few weeks and decide to go with a white and gold bikini.

As I stand in front of the mirror, I notice that my lips are puffy and swollen from that insane kiss. Smiling, I slip into a pair of frayed jean shorts and a red crop top that shows off my belly button ring. 

Just in case he has somewhere boring in mind, I toss my writing notebook into my purse and rush downstairs. 

“Is this your mother?” Carter asks, pointing to the huge picture that hangs over the fireplace. 

It’s Leah at fifteen years old, when she was crowned the Junior Miss Queen at a statewide pageant. She’s wearing a gorgeous, hand-sewn white ball gown and smiling her perfect smile—the same one she taught me.

“Yeah, it is.”

“Hmmm.” He looks back and forth between her picture and me. “You look just like her, except for the hair.”

“I think my dad had jet black hair.” I tend to forget that Leah’s natural hair color was blond. She just dyed it so often that everyone assumed black was her real color. “I’m not sure if I would look good as a blonde anyway...”

“Probably not.” He smirks and takes my hand in his. “Black fits your personality better.”

I roll my eyes, silently cursing myself for saying anything about Leah to him. Even something as simple as her hair color feels too personal. 

He shuts the house door as we step out, and I hit the porch light before locking the door. 

As usual, he opens the car door for me and waits until I’m settled before moving to his side.

“You don’t have to open the door for me every time.” I watch him shift gears. 

“I do and I will.”

“If you say so.” I shrug and sit back. I can’t remember any of Leah’s suitors ever opening the door for her when they picked her up, and none of the guys I dated in high school ever did that for me either.

Once or twice would be acceptable, but every single time? It’s strange, and I don’t understand why he would even want to do that. It’s unnecessary. 

He turns the music up a little bit and reaches for my hand, clasping it as he drives. 

As his thumb caresses my knuckles, I feel my heart begin to race. It’s just a simple gesture—a really sweet one, and it shouldn’t affect me like this. 

I try to think of the last time a guy held my hand so I can compare it and see if it’s just a tender spot for my body, but I come up with nothing. 

This is a first. 

“Something wrong?” He brings my hand up to his mouth and kisses it.

“Did you just kiss my hand?”

“Did you just like it?”

“No.” I lie. I squeeze his hand a little tighter and sit back in my seat, waiting impatiently for us to get to wherever we’re going.

I don’t have to wait too long, because he literally drives us down the street and past the path that leads to my neighbors’ lake.  

“Are you coming?” He holds my door open. 

Utterly confused, I nod and step out, hoping this is some type of joke, but he takes a cooler and a bag out of his trunk.

“Follow me,” he says. 

Leading me onto a small dock, he spreads a blanket over the wood and motions for me to sit. He pulls out a few towels from his bag, and then pops open the cooler. 

“Italian sandwich okay with you?”

I nod and he hands me one. 

“Is this what you originally had planned for us to do today?”

“No,” he admits. “But this is much better.”

“Why is that?”

“I can get to know you better this way.” He smiles. “Anytime we’re in public, you get distracted and fend off my questions. That’s not happening today.”

I feel myself blushing and he raises his eyebrow. 

“I had no idea you were capable of blushing.” He kisses me lightly, then he pulls a beer out of the cooler and holds it out for me.

I’m tempted to grab it, but I simply stare—remembering today’s random test. 

“Something wrong with the beer?” he asks. “Do you not like this brand?”

“I do,” I say flatly. “But I don’t think an alcoholic should drink any brand, especially if she’s still in rehab...”

His eyes widen. “What?”

“I’m a recovering...” I pause. “I’m an alcoholic.”

He looks at me in utter disbelief, and then, as if he can sense that I don’t want to talk about it, he returns it to the cooler. “Have you read anything good lately?”

I smile, grateful for the smooth change of subject. “I’m saving most of my money for some fines right now, so I’ve just been downloading a bunch of samples.”

“Samples?”

“Yeah. You get to sample the first ten percent of the e-book for free. I keep the ones I really like and when I have money to spare I buy them.”

He blinks. “E-books are like two and three dollars.”

“And? That shit adds up!” I laugh. “Do you have an e-reader?”

“I do. I guess I need to start using the sample thing instead of buying them first.”

“You should...” I want to ask him what he’s reading right now to try and make conversation, but I’ve never been good at that. All I’ve ever been able to do is fire back sarcasm. 

He wraps his arm around my shoulders and pulls me close to his chest. “I’m reading Hiroshima by John Hersey. Have you read it?”

I shake my head and he starts to tell me about the story—a journalistic account of six survivors whose lives were drastically altered after the atomic bomb was dropped on their city. He goes into intricate detail, telling me each of the survivor’s names and struggles, and I suddenly wish I had this book in my hands. 

As he’s explaining the aftermath, he pulls two glass jars of tea from the cooler, placing one in my lap. 

“You don’t have to limit yourself because of me...” I whisper.

“I’m not.” He grins. “Homemade tea is far tastier than beer.”

I roll my eyes and take a few sips. 

Closing my eyes in bliss, I savor each and every one. I haven’t had tea this good in years—not since Leah stole some from an upscale restaurant. 

“Is it good?” Carter breaks me out of my trance.

“Very. You made this?”

He nods, and we drink the rest of our tea in silence, occasionally looking at one another and smiling—confirming my belief that he’s going to try and have sex with me at the end of the day. 

And I’m going to let him. 

It’s definitely happening...

“Why are you looking at me like that?” He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear.

“No reason.”

“Hmmm.” He stands up and takes off his shirt, exposing his perfect washboard abs. As if he knows how sexy he is and how hard I’m staring, he rubs his hands across them while smiling at me and then he dives into the water. 

When he resurfaces, he splashes the edge of the dock. “Care to join me?”

“Maybe later.”

“What do you consider later?”

“Never.”

He laughs. “I bought you something last weekend. It’s in the red box at the bottom of my bag. After I get done warming up, you’re going to join me in here.”

I don’t get a chance to say “No I’m not” before he swims away. I watch as he brings his arms over his head in a strong motion, carrying himself across the entire length of the lake. 

Once he reaches the other side, I fumble through his bag and find a shiny red box. On the top of it there’s a card:

For Emerald: 

An “ALL literature type”

They’ll read much better this way...

Intrigued, I rip the paper to shreds and open the box, gasping when I see a brand new e-reader, the three hundred dollar one that came out two weeks ago. It has a camera, three times the memory, and he’s preloaded it with hundreds of books. 

When I scroll across the home screen, I notice that he’s set the wallpaper to be a stunning picture of a lone raven.

No guy has ever given me a gift before—at least not without immediately expecting something in return, and I’m not sure how to feel about this. Confused, I lie back against the blanket and start to read As I Lay Dying.

Every now and then I look up and steal a glimpse of Carter swimming back and forth across the lake, involuntarily smiling at him whenever he catches me looking. 

“Do you know how to swim?” He splashes me from below.

I sit up and shake my head. “Not at all.” 

“Never wanted to learn?”

“Never wanted to drown.”

Rolling his eyes, he climbs onto the dock. He takes the e-reader from my hands and places it into the box. “You shouldn’t let your bikini go to waste. Take your clothes off.”

“Excuse me?”

“Take your clothes off. Or do I need to tip you first?”

My jaw drops. “Did you really just say that?”

He laughs. “Five seconds.”

I sigh and slip out of my shirt. As soon as my shorts hit the deck, he slips an arm around my waist and pulls me into the lake. 

I move my feet around—feeling for the bottom, but the water is too deep. 

“Relax,” he says and tightens his grip. He waits for me to stop flailing about and then he slowly lifts me and lays my body against the water—securing one arm underneath my head and the other underneath my thighs. “You need to learn how to float first.”

My heart is racing and I can feel my hands twitching. I realize I should’ve told him that my fear of drowning is actually a fear of deep water. 

I shut my eyes and try to be as still as possible, but I feel him pressing his lips against mine—making it even harder.

“Are you relaxed now?” he asks.

“No!” 

“Close enough.” He kisses me again. “Try to focus on me and not the water. I’m not going to let you go.”

I don’t say anything. 

“Are you afraid of deep water, Emerald?”

“No shit. Are you suicidal?”

“Depends on what type of day it is.”

My heart is racing a mile a minute and I’m not listening to whatever he’s currently saying. I’m just trying my hardest to stay still, keeping my eyes shut.

“Open your eyes,” he commands.

“No.” I squeeze them shut even tighter and he presses his lips against mine again—kissing me so thoroughly that I forget where the hell I am.

I feel his arm gradually moving from underneath my waist, as if he’s letting me go.

“Don’t...” I open my right eye.

“Open your other eye,” he whispers against my mouth. 

I don’t. 

He bites my bottom lip and moves his other hand across my breasts, softly palming them. 

“Emerald...” His hand travels down to my navel.

I feel an unfamiliar fluttering in my stomach and open my left eye, clinging onto him once I realize that he did let me go. 

Laughing, he wraps his arms around my waist and carries me to the shallow part of the water—setting me down on my feet. 

“You lied to me.” I hiss and start to make my way back towards the dock, but he grabs me from behind and holds me against his chest.

“I’m sorry.” He kisses the back of my neck, doing nothing to calm my anger. “I didn’t know you were that scared.”

“Well, I am.” I’m trying not to explode, trying to take deep breaths and act like he didn’t just do that to me. “I never learned how to swim and I don’t want to. Ever.” 

He whispers that he’s sorry again, that he won’t let me go, and I slowly calm down.

“Are you okay now?” He sounds sincere. 

“Yes...”

“What does this tattoo on the back of your neck mean?”

I sigh as his fingers gently trace the grey and black feather pen. “It stands for writing. My mom took me to get it when I was fifteen.”

“And this quote on your shoulder?” He kisses it before reading what it says. “Life changes in an instant. An ordinary instant.”

“It’s by Joan Didion. She wrote it after her husband died in the middle of dinner...My mom died hours after we’d had a great lunch together, after I came back from a shopping trip.” I stiffen once I realize that I said that aloud.

“I’m so sorry.”

I don’t respond. I’m just grateful that he’s holding me tighter now. 

I briefly shut my eyes and see Leah’s lifeless body, see her leaving me without any notice, without any care about my feelings. 

Block it out, block it out... 

I take a deep breath and slowly turn around to face him. “Was your strategy to drag me into the water and make me answer personal questions?”

“Is it working?”

“No.” I roll my eyes and turn back around, determined to lighten the mood again. “Ask me something else, something fun.”

He tugs at my bikini string underneath the water. “Why did you start working at The Phoenix?”

“I needed the money. Why are you a frequent visitor there? Are you going to admit to your naked woman addiction?”

“I don’t have an addiction.” He kisses my hair. “I was there for a friend’s bachelor party the first time. The second time I came to see if my favorite performer would be there.”

“And the time you happened to be at the diner? Weren’t you leaving the club?”

“I was in the area and happened to be hungry. I haven’t been back since I saw you onstage.”

“Any reason why?”

“Fucking you onstage isn’t allowed.”

I blush again. “Oh...”

“Yes. Oh.” He laughs and lets me go, taking my hand and pulling me towards the dock.

When we get there, he picks me up and places me on the edge. “Do you enjoy stripping?” He grabs a towel and presses it against my skin.  

“It’s the best job I’ve ever had.” I bite my lip as he caresses my inner thigh. “I’m sure you secretly think it’s trashy or classless, but—”

“I don’t. I think you should enjoy whatever you do for a living.”

“Do you enjoy what you do for a living?”

“Sometimes.” He presses the towel against my stomach and motions for me to scoot back and make room for him. 

I watch him dry himself in slow motion, wishing I was his towel, and before I know it, he’s sitting in front of me, pulling me into his lap so we’re facing each other. 

“You’re a lot nicer in private settings.” He drags his thumbs across my lips. “And a lot more open...”

“Don’t get used to it.”

“I won’t.” He looks into my eyes. 

“Since you’ve had a field day asking me questions on this date—”

“This isn’t a date.”

“That’s what your text said.”

“That was before you texted me and told me that you didn’t feel like going out, before I had to kiss you against the wall and make you come out with me.” His voice is low. “If this was a date, I’d be making it a lot harder for you to get smart with me.” He presses his mouth against my shoulder tattoo, slowly tracing the words with his tongue. “What were you about to say before I interrupted you?”

“Um...I think it’s only fair that I get to ask you some questions.”

“Ask away.” He slips his hands underneath my thighs and pulls me even closer so our foreheads are touching. 

“Why haven’t you fucked me yet?”

“What?”

“I want an answer. You’ve had the opportunity more than once and I’m starting to feel ugly...” I didn’t mean to say that last part aloud but it’s true. It’s always taken a single outing or two for a guy to want to have sex with me, but since he still hasn’t, it honestly makes me feel insecure. That’s one thing I know Leah was right about. One or two times alone with a guy is enough to see if he’s truly interested or not. 

“You have no reason to feel ugly.” He tries to kiss me, but I jerk my head away. 

“Tell me the truth. Is it because I’m a stripper? Because you think I’ve slept with other clients?”

“Emerald...”

“Don’t placate me. Tell me.”

“I don’t give a fuck who you’ve slept with, and I couldn’t care less that you’re a stripper. As a matter of fact I’m happy that you are; you’re doing something you’re good at, and you’re far away from customer service.” His eyes darken and he looks highly offended. “I do want to fuck you and I am going to fuck you—in ways you can’t even begin to imagine.”

I don’t say anything. I just wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him—unable to deal with this sexual tension any longer. 

I want this. 

He kisses me back with passion, dominating my lips, pushing my shoulders against the deck. 

I moan as he traps my bottom lip between his teeth, as he slowly climbs on top of me. 

“Fuck...” he whispers as I slip my hands into his shorts. 

He tears his mouth away from mine and presses kisses against my neck, making me moan louder, making me want this even more. 

I feel his dick hardening against my thigh and pull on his shorts—anxious to rip them off. Just as I have a good grip on them and am about to push them all the way down, he holds my hands still and stands up. 

“What are you doing?” I pant. 

“I need to take you home. Now.”

“What? I thought you said you wanted to fuck me.”

“I do.” He smiles and bends down to pick up the cooler. “But you’re not ready.”

“Excuse me?” I’m pretty sure I didn’t hear that right. “I’m not ready?”

“I didn’t stutter.”

“Is there a series of tests I have to pass before I’m deemed worthy of your dick?”

Laughing, he gently pulls me up and places a kiss on my lips. “I’m not in the habit of fucking someone I barely know.” 

“What the fuck do you want to know about me, Carter? What do you want to know?”

He ignores my questions and picks up the blanket, walking away to open the car’s passenger door. 

I can’t believe this shit...

I glare at him, hoping that this is a dumbass joke and he’ll slam the door shut before pushing me onto the deck again, but he doesn’t. 

He pulls the door open even wider. “Let’s go.”

I don’t speak to him on the short drive home. I sit in utter confusion, wondering what the hell is wrong with him.

“Emerald?” He’s suddenly at my door, reaching for my hand. 

“Are you gay, Carter?”

He laughs and unbuckles my seatbelt. He helps me to my feet and walks me to the front door. “What time do I need to pick you up for work tomorrow?”

“If you’re gay I won’t be mad. I just need to know.”

He cups my face in his hands and kisses me until I’m breathless, telling me he’s straight without saying a word. “What time?”

“Six...”

“I’ll be here.” He kisses me one last time before motioning for me to go inside. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Emerald.”
Chapter 11

I’m at the end of my routine, standing center stage with one hand on my hip and the other high above my head. 

The men are shouting at me—“Don’t stop!” “More!” and tossing dollars at my feet. A couple of them have stepped towards the edge of the stage, beckoning me with crisp bills—pleading for me to step closer and bend down so they can personally pin them on me. 

Swirls of smoke are filling the room and the music is getting louder and louder; the lust in the room is damn near palpable. 

And I’m loving every second of it. 

“Gentlemen...” The DJ’s voice is hoarse. “Give one last round of applause to Raven...”

The applause is louder than I’ve ever heard it, and I blow a kiss to the crowd before picking up all of the dollars and heading backstage. 

“Somebody learns really fast.” Robyn hands me a makeup wipe as I sit at the vanity. 

“Clearly not well enough. I still only get one song...”

She rolls her eyes. “Sarah called in earlier. You want to dance in her place at midnight?”

“Hell yeah!” I can’t believe it, but then I remember something. “I saw Sarah this morning. Did her car break down or something?”

From what I’ve learned by hanging out with her, Sarah isn’t the type to ever call off from work. She’s the type of employee that always shows up to work on time and hardly ever bends the rules. 

Sighing, Robyn leans against the mirror. “She just realized that her mom is dead. It just hit her.”

My heart drops. “Have you talked to her within the last few hours? Is she okay?”

She raises her eyebrow. “What’s this? You’re actually acting concerned? Like she’s your friend?”

“She is my friend.” I think. “You are too...Right?”

“You’re adorable.” She smiles. “She’s fine. Well, as fine as you can be about something like that. I’m going to check on her tomorrow morning and I’ll pick you up on the way. In the meantime, do you want to dance or not? I need to tell Michael who’s taking her place in ten minutes.”

“I’m in.”

She nods and points to the closet, telling me to change into something different. Something much more provocative. 

Excited, I rush over and pull out a sparkling black dress that’s so short it could be mistaken for a shirt. As I’m searching for an accessory to pair with it, I remember that I told Carter I’d be done by eleven. 

Shit...

I know he’s probably on his way to pick me up, but I have no intention of leaving until after I dance again. I pull my phone out of my locker and call him. 

“Emerald,” he answers. 

“Is there a reason why you can’t say ‘Hello?’ like a normal person?”

“You called to discuss how I greet you over the phone?” There’s a smile in his voice. “Is The Phoenix that slow tonight?”

“Ugh, no. I was calling because I actually won’t be done for a while. I’m dancing in Sarah’s place, so that’s like three songs.” I try not to sound like this is the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to me. “I know you’re probably halfway here, but you don’t have to pick me up. I’ll um...I’ll ride back with Robyn and I’ll give you money for the gas you already wasted so—”

“I want to watch you.”

“What?”

“What time do you go on?”

“Midnight.”

“I’ll be there, and I’ll take you home.”

Silence. 

“Emerald?” He breaks the silence. He’s the only man who’s ever been capable of making me wet over the phone.

“Yes?”

“Am I allowed to say goodbye now?”

I hang up and smile, honestly excited to have him watch me perform again. Since I have two hours before it’s my turn, I take my time getting ready. 

I brush out all of my curls—opting to go for a sleek ponytail. I toss the shimmering black dress into the closet and change into a nude colored skirt, fishnet stockings, and a sheer white top with a hidden zipper in the front. 

“Are we going on a date or are we stripping tonight?” Michael steps behind me in the mirror, crossing his arms. 

“Don’t you have more tits to screen? Why are you back here?”

He laughs. “Funny. Tell me something. Is this job a temporary thing for you?”

“All jobs are temporary.”

“Okay. Please tell me you don’t actually talk to the customers in the private dance rooms.” He lights a cigarette. “Your sass probably costs you half of what you could be making. Is this temporary or not?”

“I don’t know. Why?”

“Well...I’m not usually for promoting someone new so soon, let alone someone with such a smart ass mouth, but there’s been a huge response to Raven so—”

“I get to be a premier dancer?”

“Temporarily.” He taps my shoulder. “We’ll talk about it later, after your date I guess.” He looks me up and down. “You do realize that they want to see you without your clothes, right? This isn’t fucking Broadway.”

I give him a blank stare and watch as he laughs at his own joke, as he clears his throat and straightens himself once he realizes he’s not as much of a hard-ass as he thinks he is. 

“You’re due on stage in three minutes,” he says firmly. 

I’m well aware of that, but since he insists on always having the last word, I nod and wait for him to walk away. Then, when I’m sure he’s gone and no one is around, I jump up and down like a child. 

I can’t believe I’m a premier dancer. That means I’m one step closer to getting the hell out of Blythe, one step closer to actually doing something with my life. 

“Gentlemen, there’s been a bit of a schedule change tonight...” The DJ’s voice interrupts my celebration and I rush behind the curtain. 

“Coming to the stage for the second time tonight...” he continues, and I suddenly realize I don’t even know what songs are going to play. “Please welcome Raven...”

The curtain begins to rise and I hear a raucous applause. As the notes come through the speakers, I recognize the song—“Spaceship Coupe”—a long, eight minute affair that should be good enough. 

I walk down the black runway and prepare to do a routine I’ve been secretly practicing for weeks. Scanning the crowd, I look for Carter and smile when I realize he’s front and center—looking like he wants to pull me down from the stage and drag me out of here. 

Perfect.

Knowing that he’s watching my every move, I ease through the routine—dancing as if he’s the only man in the room, as if every bend of my body is a signal for him to finally fuck me. Tonight. 

I can’t hear the applause and I don’t notice the dollars that are flying onto the stage. Every time I pause for effect or spin around on the pole, I look at Carter. Only Carter. 

He shifts in his seat and I swear he’s mouthing messages to me, but I can’t make out any of them. 

When the song ends, a short instrumental song begins and I start the tease part of my routine. I want to point to Carter and have him be the center of my attention for the final dance, but I don’t. 

I pick the guy sitting to his right and beckon him to stand up and come closer to the stage. 

He points to himself, as if to say, “Who? Me?” and I nod, giving him my foolproof smile. 

On hands and knees, I crawl to the edge of the stage to meet him, knowing that I’m about to take every dollar in his pocket and make Carter insanely jealous. 

The guy is the nervous type—clearly here with friends, so I gently caress his face with my hands and lean forward, whispering into his ear, “If we were alone right now, what would you do to me?” 

He swallows and lets out a small laugh. “I....I...”

“You’re not used to letting a woman be in control are you?”

“I...No...”

I lean back and place my hands on his shoulders, noticing that his eyes haven’t left my breasts, so I go for the easy out. 

“You can tip me wherever you like...” I bite my lip and lie back, seductively opening and closing my legs.  

His eyes travel across my body and I see one of the bouncers glaring at me out the corner of my eye; I’ve been taking things a little too far all week, but I don’t care.

Nervous guy pulls out his wallet and, as suspected, pulls out several bills. Fifty dollar bills. 

He drags the dollars against my thigh and gently slips them underneath the thin string of my thong. 

I smile at him and arch my back to lift myself from the floor. 

He looks completely entranced and stands there dazed, watching my every move. 

As the last seconds of my song play, I move my hands all over my body—yearning for more reaction from the crowd, inwardly smiling when I see Carter clenching his jaw. 

I stare into his eyes as I slowly stand up, as the crowd cheers loudly. For at least thirty seconds, he and I are the only people at The Phoenix, and a part of me that I can’t explain wants nothing more than to step down from this stage and let him take me away for the rest of the night. 

When the DJ’s voice asks for another round of applause, I slip out of my trance and realize there’s money on the stage. 

I blow my typical kiss into the crowd and pick up my money, excited to see how much more I’ve earned from dancing a longer set. 

I can hardly hold my excitement once I count the final amount, so to be sure I count it over and over again: Sixteen hundred dollars. 

I take out a few hundred for the DJ and the bartenders and place it into their lockers. Since I wasn’t asked to assist in the private rooms, I tell everyone I’m going home and get dressed, sending Carter a text that says I’ll meet him outside.  

“You know that guy?” Charlie—the newest bodyguard, blocks me from leaving when I approach the exit.

“What guy?”

“The guy standing in the parking lot.” He points at Carter. “He claims he’s waiting for you.”

I nod and he walks me over to Carter, looking him up and down like he’s trying to remember everything about him. 

He even walks behind Carter’s car and writes down his license plate number. Then he crosses his arms. “You can leave now.”

“I’m glad I have your permission.” Carter rolls his eyes and opens the door for me. 

The second he slips inside, we both laugh at Charlie. He’s stepped in front of the car as if he’s a traffic controller, signaling for Carter to put the car in reverse and pull away. 

“Is security always like that?” he asks.

“I think they have to be.” I laugh. “Sometimes they follow us for a few miles to make sure no one is trailing us home.”

He nods and pulls onto the main road, turning on the radio. 

He doesn’t say anything for a long time, making me think the performance I gave wasn’t as great as I thought it was. Either that, or he’s really mad at me.

“Did you enjoy my performance?” I look over and notice his lips are curving into a smile. 

“I did.”

“You did? That’s all you have to say?”

“What would you like me to say?”

“How about: Thank you, Emerald. Thank you for telling me about your first premier performance and putting me on the list so I wouldn’t have to pay. You did a damn good job and I almost came in my pants while watching your sexy ass.”

Suppressing a laugh, he slows the car and pulls it to the side of the road.  He turns towards me and cups my face in his hands. “Thank you, Emerald. Thank you for telling me about your first premier performance and putting me on the list so I wouldn’t have to pay, even though I would pay triple just to see you dance for five seconds. You did a damn good job, but I hate to inform you that I did not cum in my pants while watching your sexy ass.”

“You also didn’t tip me.”

“I didn’t.” He pulls me close and kisses me. 

I shut my eyes as he slips his tongue deeper into my mouth, as he unbuckles my seatbelt and pulls me into his lap. 

He presses his forehead against mine—leaving no space between us, and whispers, “I loved every fucking second of it.”

I feel his hands caressing my back and sigh, hoping that he’ll sense that I want this, that I was confused and hurt when he turned me away at the lake yesterday. 

Threading his fingers through my hair, he lowers his head to my left shoulder and plants kisses across my collarbone, hesitating a few seconds in between each kiss. 

I’ve never been rendered speechless by kisses before. Then again, I’ve never had kisses like this before. They’re sensual and slow, not the rough and primal kind I’m used to.

“Carter...” I tilt my head back as he kisses his way up to my neck and unzips the front of my shirt. 

He doesn’t answer. He continues his barrage of torturous kisses and unsnaps my bra. 

The second he bites my nipple, I close my eyes and suppress a moan.

He flicks his tongue around it in circles, pulling my body even closer to his, letting me feel how hard his dick is beneath me.  

I move my hand between us and reach for his fly, tugging on it—damn near ripping it off. When I finally have it down, I slip my hand into his pants, ready to pull his dick out and finally get what I’ve wanted for weeks, but he grabs my hand. 

“Stop.”

“Stop?” I ask, breathlessly.  

He sighs and pushes me against the dashboard. Without saying another word, he readjusts my bra and zips my shirt. 

As I struggle to catch my breath, he lifts me out of his lap and places me back into my seat. 

“Put your seatbelt on.” He cranks the car and waits. 

I shake my head and try to control the hurt that’s building in my chest. 

“Now, Emerald.”

I pull the seatbelt over my shoulder and sit back, staring straight ahead. 

He’s been confusing the hell out of me all along—throwing me for loops left and right, but this? This is it. 

I have never, ever, been denied this much and after tonight I’m done with him. For good. 

I don’t look his way as he drives back towards Blythe. I’m ready for this night to be over, ready to forget all about him and this turn me on, turn me off bullshit. 

In the past, Leah would tell me about idiots like him. She’d say that if a man ever rejected me in the heat of the moment that he was either gay or never interested in me to begin with.

I’m honestly ashamed that I didn’t see through his game earlier because it’s clearer than ever right now: He doesn’t really like me. He just feels sorry for me.

Half an hour later, when we pull up to my grandparents’ house, I notice that there are lots of cars parked in the driveway. It’s Bible study night. 

Before he can get out of the car and do that Prince Charming shit that drives me insane, I roll the window down and reach out to unlock the door myself. 

After letting myself out, I slam the door and look at him. “Thank you for another pointless make-out session. I’m going to go finger fuck myself now. Don’t talk to me anymore.”

I turn away and rush towards the house with him calling my name behind me. 

Grateful that the door is unlocked, I slip inside and find myself face to face with my grandparents and several other people who are all staring at me. 

“Oh, Emerald!” Virginia claps. “Everyone, I’m sure you all know my granddaughter. She hasn’t been around much since she’s working at the Florentine’s diner in Tallapoosa, but Henry and I couldn’t be more proud. She’s been working like crazy and I know she got her job because we all prayed about it weeks ago.”

“Praise Jesus!” They all say. 

Oh god... “Thank you all for your um, prayer requests.”

They smile—not saying anything, just continuing to stare at me. 

“I’m going to go upstairs now,” I say to Virginia. “I’m tired.”

“Of course! Of course!” She motions for me to go and turns her attention back to the group. “Now, where were we? Oh, right! Condoms are for sex, and sex is only for married people!”

“Praise Jesus!”

I grab a can of Coke from the fridge and run upstairs to my bathroom before I change my mind about getting myself off. 

Sighing, I toss all of my clothes off and step inside the shower—scrubbing away the smoke of The Phoenix, the softness of Carter’s touch. 

I try not to think about him—him and his lips, him and his ‘I’m-fucking-you-with-my-mouth’ kisses, him and his—

Stop it!

Turning off the water, I put my robe on and grab the candles Sarah and Robyn bought for me last week. They’re dark red cubes with crushed white roses pressed into their wax and they supposedly “set the mood like [you] wouldn’t believe.” 

I light them all and place them along my desk and my mantle, immediately noticing how potent their black cherry scent is. 

I turn my lights off and slip underneath the covers, thinking of the only person who can turn me on instantly. The one person I shouldn’t be thinking about. 

Shutting my eyes, I picture what it would be like if we actually did have sex, how—

My phone rings. 

UGH!

I groan. I already know it’s Virginia. She wants me to come down and partake in the final prayer of the night, which suddenly makes me feel dirty. 

Putting the phone up to my ear, I sigh. “Yes?”

“Have you fucked yourself yet?” Carter.

“Have you? Clearly that’s what you prefer to do every night.”

He laughs. “You left without saying goodbye.”

“It was implied, and I meant what I said. I don’t want to talk to you anymore.”

“Then why haven’t you hung up?”

I’m silent. 

“Are you touching yourself?”

“Goodbye, Carter.”

“Tell me.”

“Yes,” I admit. “I am touching myself because the man I was dating is gay and I was the last to know.”

“He’s far from gay.”

“Does he have erectile dysfunction?”

He laughs again. “No. Not at all.”

“Well, can you explain why he doesn’t want to sleep with me? Why he leaves me high and dry—literally dry, every chance he gets?”

“How wet are you right now?”

“Desert wet.”

“The guy you want to fuck doesn’t do desert wet.”

“He doesn’t do anything.”

“I stopped doing things tonight because I knew if I started fucking you I wasn’t going to stop. And when I finally fuck you, you’ll feel exactly what I mean...”

Silence. 

“Are you still desert wet?”

“No...” I murmur. 

“Did you pick the man that was sitting next to me on purpose tonight?”

“Yes.” 

“To make me jealous?”

“Yes.”

“You don’t find that cruel?”

I close my eyes. I don’t want to have a conversation. I just want to hear his voice as my fingers strum my clit.  

“Say something, Emerald.”

“If you were jealous, you should’ve done something about it.”

“You stood up before I could do that.”

I move one hand up to my breast and pinch my nipple, picturing Carter biting it with his teeth—keeping my other hand busy. “What would you have done?”

“Before or after you fucked with me by picking the wrong guy?”

I don’t answer. 

“You confused me, because when you stepped on that stage, you looked directly at me and whispered, ‘I can’t wait to fuck you.’”

I gasp. I didn’t realize he’d read my lips. 

“But then you picked the asshole sitting next to me.”

“It wasn’t...It wasn’t like that...”

“Are you sure?” he asks. “Because it seemed like you wanted him more than me.”

“I’m sure...”

“Maybe it’s good that you picked him.” He hesitates. “I’m not sure if I would’ve let you finish your routine if you opened your legs for me like that, if you put what I wanted right in front of my face.”

“Liar...” I whisper.

“No.” His voice is firm. “When you arched your back and said, ‘You can tip me wherever you like,’ I would have tipped you with my dick.”

I tilt my head back and sigh. 

“I would’ve made sure that everyone in that building knew that you were mine.”

My fingers slide deeper and my breath catches in my throat.

“I don’t like games, Emerald.” His voice is low. “And trust me, the next time you invite me to watch you perform and you pick someone else to touch you, I’ll jump on stage and fuck you against the pole.”

“Carter...”

“I’m going to remember this shit...” He sounds upset, but then a smile returns to his voice. “I’m going to make sure you regret it in numerous ways.”

“I...I do...”

“Do you regret it enough to let me hear you cum? Are you almost there?”

I nod as if he can see me. 

“Is this what you’ve been doing in bed since we met? Fucking yourself to sleep?”

I don’t respond. My thoughts are all over the place and I’m seconds away from coming. I hear him asking me to say his name again, him telling me to promise that I’ll never pull that stage shit again, but everything around me begins to blur together and my body starts to tremble.

“Ahhhh....” I let a moan escape as he whispers, “Next time I’ll make you cum personally.”

It takes me several minutes to calm down, and I knock my phone onto the floor when I stretch my arms out. Rolling off the bed, I grab it and hold it up to my ear again. 

He’s still there. 

I’m not sure what to say. 

“Do you still think I’m gay?” he asks as if nothing happened seconds ago. 

“No, but you could be bi-sexual.”

“Next time I see you, I’ll make sure you never question my sexuality.”

“Looking forward to it.” I climb back into bed and hug a pillow to my chest. I’ve never been a fan of talking on the phone—or having phone sex because I’ve always had to fake it, but with him? I don’t want our conversation to ever end, and I enjoyed listening to him get me off. 

“Are you going to be busy tomorrow?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I admit. “I have AA.”

“All day?”

“More than likely.” I pause for a second and debate whether I should tell him more. “It’s ‘look into our pasts’ day so it usually lasts for at least eight hours.” I stifle a groan. Everyone in the group is only supposed to get twenty minutes to talk, but they always go over and we always end up being there past midnight. 

“You’ll call me when it’s over.”

“What? I didn’t hear the inflection. I believe you meant for that to be a question.”

He laughs. “The next time you get out of my car without me opening the door for you, I’ll chase you down.”

“And tickle me?”

“I’ll do more than tickle you.” He pauses. “You should go to sleep now.”

“And why is that?”

“Because you don’t live alone, and if I stay on the phone with you I’ll be tempted to come by and do everything I should’ve done to you hours ago.” 

I can’t help but smile. 

“Good night, Emerald.”

“Good night, Carter.”

Chapter 12

For the past two weeks, my mind has been picking the worst times to meander down memory lane.

Whenever I want to think about things that make me happy—things like Robyn and Sarah inviting me to Georgia to shop, it decides to remind me about “Amy fuckin’ Houston,” as if it doesn’t want me to completely give in to the idea of having friends. 

When I want to think about things that make me “feel”—things like talking to Carter on the phone a few nights a week and him bringing me to my knees with a single kiss, it shows me what happened the last time I dated a guy, the last time he screamed his girlfriend’s name mid-climax. 

And today, when I want to think about how I’m not like the other alcoholics because my mom did love me, it chooses to play a memory I don’t want to see—a memory I could’ve sworn I forgot.

“Em?” Leah steps in front of me, waiting for me to look up from my homework. 

“Yeah?”

“What do you think about this dress?” 

I watch as she twirls around the room, showing off the soft and airy fabric of her yellow and blue sundress. Her hair is pulled back into a curly ponytail, and as usual, she looks beautiful. Too beautiful for words. 

“I like it,” I say. “It looks good on you.”

“Okay.” She rolls her eyes and stops her fashion show. “What’s wrong with you this week? First you don’t feel like drinking with me Monday, you bail out of a trip to the Versace store with Vincent, and now you’re using the word ‘good’? Like, that’s it? You usually hit me with one of those ad—um...One of those—”

“Adverbs.”

“Right.” She shrugs. “What’s wrong?”

I put my pencil down and lean back in my chair. “Do you think I’m pretty?”

“You’re fucking gorgeous. You look just like me.” She laughs, then she stops once she sees I’m not laughing back. “I’m sorry.”

“I got nominated for homecoming queen last Friday.”

“What? Why didn’t you tell me sooner? I would’ve taken you shopping for a dress!”

“I pulled out of the competition...”

“What? Why?”

“When they passed out the ballots, everyone else’s name was right but mine. Somebody got a hold of them and crossed my picture out...Then they wrote ‘Fugly Slut’ where my name should’ve been.”

The principal had apologized to me profusely and swore to have the ballots changed by next week, but I’d told him that it was okay, that clearly I wasn’t meant to run. Even though he swore he’d get to the bottom of it and punish whoever did it, the damage had already been done.

At least in my eyes it had... 

“Slut?” Leah wrinkles her brow. 

“I’ve slept with two guys and I’m only sixteen.” I try not to cry because I know crying is pointless. “And everyone knows who those two guys were...One guy is understandable, but TWO? No one is going to vote for the school slut, Leah. I wouldn’t even vote for me...”

She crosses her arms. “Let me get this straight. You pulled out of the competition because some stupid bitches were jealous of you and jacked up the ballots?”

“I also don’t have any friends. You need friends to win. It’s a waste of time—especially if people already think I’m a slut.”

“First of all, having sex doesn’t make you a slut. The only people who believe that are the frigid virgin bitches who hold on to their cherries until they get married and realize their husbands can’t fuck for shit. Then they wish they had sampled around so they try to shame other women into sharing their misery by calling them sluts. Fuck them.”

I nod as she hands me a tube of mascara. 

“Second of all, you’re putting your name back in that competition and we’re going to make sure you win, friends or not. I don’t need to see any of the other girls to know that you’re the prettiest one out of all of them.”

I don’t say anything. I just listen. 

“Looks will always help you win, Emerald.” She pulls out her phone. “How many times do I have to tell you that?”

I’m not sure who she calls, or what’s up her sleeve, but she steps out of the room for twenty minutes and then she comes back.  

“Okay. Let’s go get the dress for your big night.”

Two weeks later, my name is called at halftime and I’m crowned as the homecoming queen of Teaneck High School. The principal—a new one since our old one suddenly resigned for “marital issues” days ago, puts the crown on my head and I wave out to the crowd. 

I expect Leah to be the loudest clapper. I expect her to wave back, especially since she went through so much trouble to get me back in the race, but she doesn’t.

Because she isn’t there. 

When I arrive home later that night, I walk in on her sniffing a line of cocaine off our table. 

“What’s up, homecoming queen?” She smiles.

“You said you were coming.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, Em! I got a last minute call from Arnie and—he was really depressed, so I figured I could take him for double. But guess what?”

“What?”

“I got triple!” She stands up. “Looks like we both won tonight! Beer or wine? We have to celebrate!”

“Wine.” I sigh. There’s no use in being upset. 

“Great choice! Oh, and I got some leftover weed from this morning. Could you roll it up while I look for the corkscrew?”

I shake my head, stopping it right before I tell Leah that I received an early acceptance letter from NYU, right before she tells me that I’m too pretty to go to college and should pursue modeling instead. 

Opening my eyes, I realize I’m in Alcoholics Anonymous. On a Saturday. 

It’s part three of “Share our Past” day since the last two sessions ran over by two hours. 

I’ve admitted that I’m an alcoholic to myself, but I still don’t feel like I belong here—with people who just cry all the time. Nonetheless, I’ve gotten better about coming early to these silly little sessions. I’ve been setting out the chairs hours beforehand, writing words of inspiration on the dry erase boards, and buying refreshments for the group with my own money. 

Last month, I asked everyone what their favorite coffee was, so I always stop by Starbucks and pick up personalized orders. Unfortunately, that nice and expensive gesture isn’t enough to get me out of coming. 

I’ve already asked. Several times. 

“So...” Our newest member, a girl who’s a few years older than me, starts to cry like she’s at a funeral. “So, my mom was my best friend. We did everything together. Parties, drugs, drinking—especially drinking...”

“Calm down,” Tim says. “It’s okay. Take your time.”

“She gave me my first beer when I was thirteen and it was gross, but after I had a few more I got hooked. It wasn’t bad for the first few years, but when I turned eighteen it got even worse. I had to drink every day...I needed it. We both did. Alcohol got us through when life was kicking our asses...”

I roll my eyes. I don’t want to hear this crap.

“She got me a fake ID at fifteen so I could join her at smoke bars. She encouraged me to lose my virginity to this guy who didn’t care about me just because she said it would feel good, because she said I should go ahead and get it out of the way. She said guys really liked the experienced girls...”

“Did you two ever talk about anything serious with each other? Your feelings?” Tim passes her a Kleenex. 

“No.” Her chest is heaving. “Every time I came to her in tears, she would try and distract me. She never held me. She never consoled me. She’d just tell me to suck it up and pass me a beer...Or she would tell me to dry my face and put on more makeup.”

I stand up and grab my purse. 

“Going somewhere, Emerald?” Tim looks up at me. 

“Restroom,” I murmur and make a dash for it. I check all the stalls before locking myself inside and splashing my face with cold water. 

I decide to stay in here for at least twenty minutes because I don’t want to hear the rest of that pathetic girl’s story. As a matter of fact, I’m going to suggest she join the secondary AA group once today’s meeting is over; that’s where all the cry-babies with mommy issues belong. 

Forty more days...Forty more days...

There’s a sudden knock at the door and I take a deep breath before opening it. 

It’s the crybaby. 

“Hey...” I let her in. 

“Hey.” She sniffles. “Tim just wanted me to make sure that you hadn’t left early.”

“Of course he did.”

She walks over to the sink and pulls several Kleenex from a box. “How come you never share anything with us, Emerald?”

“You’ve only been in the group for three weeks. How do you know if I share or not?”

“Everyone knows you don’t share. After every meeting someone always says, ‘I wonder when Emerald is going to share,’ so that clearly means—”

“It means it’s no one’s goddamn business.”

“I wasn’t trying to offend you.”

“Well, you did.” I roll my eyes. “Since there’s an AA gossip group, you can tell them that I don’t share because I’m trying to actually take responsibility for being a drunk in the past, unlike the rest of you. No one forced you to drink. Your mom didn’t hold a gun to your head and force you to down those beers. You chose to, and the sooner you wake the hell up and realize that you are the reason why you’re here, the sooner you’ll get out.”

“I’m not blaming my mom for anything.” Her voice is suddenly cold. “She was lost and she didn’t know how to help me, so she did the best she could. Her best just wasn’t good enough. That’s why she’s in prison and I’m in here. With you.” She steps closer to me and narrows her eyes. “It was your mother wasn’t it? Is that why you walked out during my story? Did it sound too familiar?”

I swallow.

“I bet you can relate.” She nods. “I bet your mom was your best friend just like my mom was, and you don’t want to talk about her flaws because you don’t think she had any. Because you don’t think you have any.”

My blood is boiling and I want to punch her in the face for mentioning my mother, but she doesn’t back down. 

“She wasn’t a bad mother to me,” she says. “She gave it all she had, but ‘all she had’ fucked me up for life. Just like your mom fucked you up for life.”

I push her away from me as hard as I can and she gasps. 

“Tell Tim to kiss my ass.” I hiss. “And you should consider joining the crybaby group. They meet on the days I’m not here.” I storm out and head for the bus stop that’s down the street.

I don’t have to sit and wait for one to come. I can see one in the distance so I wave it down as it rolls down the road.

Since I promised Henry and Virginia that I wouldn’t walk out of rehab early again, I can’t go home just yet. I know they’re there right now—preparing for another bake sale, and I’m not in the mood to be peppered with questions. 

My phone vibrates and I pull it out, ready to face an angry message from Tim about a threat to call the judge, but it’s not angry at all: “Emerald, Tina told me how she confronted you in the bathroom. I’m sorry she did that, and she’ll apologize to you in front of everyone at the next session. I know it doesn’t seem like it, but you’re doing better and you’re close to your breakthrough moment. Please let me know that you’re safe.”

“I’m safe.” I text him back and put my phone on silent. 

Ten minutes later, I pull the bus’s stop rein and step off in front of a convenience store. I go inside, buy a bottle of water, and sit on the edge of the sidewalk. 

I’ll need to sit here for another five hours before going home, to make it seem like I’ve been in rehab all day. I consider calling Sarah or Robyn since I know they’re off today, but I don’t feel like having fun right now. 

I need to think.

All this time I thought Leah and I’s relationship was pretty damn good. We had our strains here or there, but I accepted them fully, never thinking that things could’ve been different. Or better. 

Sure, she could’ve been there for me more—should’ve been there for me more, but no one’s perfect. And all those things she wrote in her final letter—words that I still have memorized to this day, they can’t be true. 

They can’t be.

If they were, it would make everything we had in the past a blatant lie, and I just can’t accept that. 

Was she really a ‘beautiful nothing’? Am I?

I’ve followed all of her early advice to the letter—never forming full friendships, never being open with anything except alcohol, and always knowing that looks will get me whatever I want. 

And up until recently, it’s worked. 

With no shame, I lie back against the sidewalk and stare up at the sky, thinking—for the first time in my life, that Leah could’ve been wrong...

––––––––

“Is she drunk?” “I don’t think so...” “How long has she been laying here like this?”

I hear voices above me and blink my eyes open. 

“Are you alright?” The store owner grabs my hands and helps me to sit up. “Do I need to call someone to get you?”

“No, thank you.” I look at my watch. It’s only five o’ clock. 

“Well...You can sit here, but I can’t allow you to sleep here. I don’t allow bums on my property.”

“I’m not a bum.” I roll my eyes and stand up. “I paid for something in your store a few hours ago.” I take a step back because he reeks of liquor.

“Be gone in an hour or I’ll call the cops.” He waves at me dismissively before walking inside.  

I decide to call Carter. He’s the only person I think I can handle being around right now. 

One ring. 

Two rings. 

Three. 

What the hell am I doing?

“Emerald,” he says. “Out early?”

I ignore his question. “What are you doing?”

“Making dinner.”

“At five in the afternoon?”

“It’s an intricate meal.”

Silence. 

“Emerald?”

“Yeah?”

“Are you out early?”

“Something like that...” I want to ask if he made enough dinner for two, but the words won’t come out.

“Would you like to come over and join me?”

I nod as if he can see me, and I sense him smiling over the line.

“Where are you?”

“Steve’s Quality Shop. It’s a couple miles down from Folsom Street.”

“I’m on my way.”

An hour later he pulls into the parking lot and helps me into his car. As if he knows that something is wrong, he cups my face and stares into my eyes, silently asking me to say something, but I can’t. 

I’m too fucked up right now and I need to sort my own shit out before saying a word about it. 

Clasping my hand, he whispers, “It’ll be okay,” before driving off into the sunset.  

As much as I want to block out today and think about something else—anything else, I can’t run from Leah her “advice.” 

“You don’t need friends, Em. You’ve got me! And I’ll be here forever—for-fucking-ever!” she said when I told her I was the only person in my gym class without a running buddy.

“You have to always fuck with a purpose, okay?” She scolded as I vomited over the toilet, after I’d cried to her about literally feeling sick about sleeping with one of the men she’d introduced me to. “It was for money...Not because you liked him. Never fuck someone just because you like him. It’ll never end well.”

“Em, Em, Em...” She popped a bottle of champagne the weekend after I turned sixteen. “I know I promised I would take you to the pier this weekend, but I was talking to Vincent earlier and...He’s paying for me to take you to New York! Make sure you bring your ID because you and I are going to party every night next week! And you’re going to try coke at least, once! ”

“Emerald?” Carter interrupts my memory reel, and I realize he’s standing outside my door with his hand outstretched. “Did you want to come inside or sit in the car?”

“Why are we at a CVS?”

“I need to get a corkscrew for our bottle.”

“You’re going to serve me wine?” I scoff. “You know what? Just take me home after you buy it.”

He pulls me out of the car and wraps an arm around my waist. “It’s not for wine. It’s for sparkling cider.”

“Are you still going to take me home after you buy it?”

He doesn’t answer. He smiles and escorts me inside.

“Are you feeling any better?” he asks as he grabs a hand basket.

“Not really...”

“Are you going to tell me what’s wrong or am I technically still a stranger?”

“You were upgraded from stranger status weeks ago...”

“Does that make me your friend?”

“One of very few,” I say, and he kisses me. 

He grabs two bottles of sparkling cider and a corkscrew, and on the way up to the counter I snag a box of condoms from an endcap. 

He looks down at me and raises his eyebrow, letting a slow smile spread across his face. 

I blush and turn away from him. I’m not taking no for an answer today.

When we approach the register there isn’t a cashier in sight. We both call out “Hello” and look down the aisles, but no one answers.  

“I’ll be back.” He sighs. “I left my wallet in the car anyway.”

“Don’t worry about it.” I grab everything off the counter—stuffing it all into my purse, and walk out of the store.

Before I can get inside his car, he grabs my shoulders and spins me around. “Your mother didn’t teach you that it’s wrong to steal?”

“My mother apparently didn’t teach me shit...” 

He must sense that I’m being genuine and not my normal sarcastic self because he looks at me a long time before pressing his lips against my forehead and whispering, “Good to see you finally opening up.” 

He reaches around me and pulls the car door open. Then he goes into the store for a few seconds. 

“You went back and paid for everything didn’t you?” I look over at him as he slides behind the wheel.

“I did.”

“Why? They would’ve never known the stuff was gone. I would’ve paid them back tomorrow.”

“Southern born and raised. Honesty is a natural thing.”

I roll my eyes and try not to smile as he pulls off. 

He places his hand on my knee—caressing it as he drives around the outskirts of Blythe. 

The car coasts to a small condo building that sits on the edge of a massive lake. When he cuts the engine off, I take off my seatbelt and move to open the door, but I stop myself.

“Whenever you get tired of doing this Prince Charming routine, let me know.” I sit back and wait for him to let me out. 

I don’t mention it, but I’ve grown to like this habit of his. I’ve been watching a lot of Old Hollywood films lately, and I’ve noticed that all the men hold the doors open for the leading lady wherever she goes. It didn’t hit me until CVS today, but Carter hardly ever lets me do anything for myself when we’re together, and he has never let me pay for dinner when he picks me up from work. 

The one time I paid the diner’s waitress anyway—beating him to it and rushing outside right after, he pressed me against his car and gave me double the amount, saying, “Don’t ever do that again,” before kissing me senseless. 

“I think I need to take you to a doctor to get your incessant daydreaming checked out.” Carter smiles and unlocks the door to his apartment. “You might be having seizures.”

“Ha ha.” I step past him and my jaw drops as I walk inside. 

His apartment looks completely out of place for the South. It looks like it belongs in a beautiful brownstone in New York, or in an architectural magazine. 

With stark white walls, round columns that drop down from the ceiling, and massive easel paintings that stand freely in the living room, I almost feel like I’m standing in a museum.

I walk over to where a giant canvas is propped against the wall—noticing that the brushes on the window sill are still wet.

The picture—one of a deserted lake at sunset, is unfinished, but I can already tell that that the final product will be amazing. 

“You paint?” I ask.

“Occasionally.” He sets his keys on the counter. 

“You did a really good job defining the reeds around the water. I almost thought you used acrylic, but...I’ve never personally known anyone who could get oil paints to behave this well. It’s amazing.” 

“You write and paint?”

“I haven’t painted since I flunked out of school.”

He stares at me, and I can tell he wants to ask me more but he holds back. “Are you ready for dinner?”

I nod and walk over to the breakfast bar where he’s pulled out a stool for me. Before I can take a seat, he swoops me into his arms and kisses me—placing me onto the seat himself. 

“Do you eat lasagna, Emerald?”

“It’s my favorite.”

“You cook it a lot at home?”

“Hell no. I can’t cook.” I laugh. “And my mom couldn’t either. Whenever we had a taste for lasagna or anything Italian she would order from this place called Rizzoli’s. She wouldn’t let me eat it out of the box though. She’d take it out and put it on real plates so she could pretend like she made it.”

“We’re allowed to share personal stories now?” He smiles and pulls a pan out of the oven. “My mom was disappointed that I turned out to be a boy because she already had three other ones.” He hands me a fork. “She taught me how to cook something new every Saturday because she wanted to pass her recipes down to someone in the family.”

“She died?”

He shakes his head and sets a full plate in front of me. “No, she’s still alive. She just always likes to look ahead.”

“Something her and my mother have in common.” I mutter and quickly stuff a roll into my mouth. I’m starting to say a lot more things out loud lately and I don’t like it. 

I pick up a fork and take a bite of the lasagna, completely taken aback by how fucking good it is. The sauce is the perfect mix of tart and sweet and the cheese has to be organic. It has to be.

“This is really, really good.” I’m devouring it, not looking up at him. This is a far cry from the country-fried foods my grandparents specialize in and it honestly reminds me of home. 

“I made an entire pan,” he says. “If you would like, I can wrap up the rest of it for you to take home.” He sits across from me. 

“Funny. Don’t let this go to your head, but this is probably the best lasagna I’ve ever had.”

“Probably?”

I blush and eat another forkful. 

“What type of pictures did you paint in college?”

“Abstracts mostly, but I did a few stills for assignment.”

He puts his fork down and leans forward. “What type of stills?”

“The usual—classroom objects, buildings, and trees. Lots and lots of trees.”

“No models?”

I shake my head. “That was the next class I would’ve enrolled in...”

“I see.” He reaches over the bar and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “If I said I wanted to paint a picture of you would you let me?”

“Yes...”

“Does it matter what type of picture it is?”

I can feel my cheeks burning. “No...”

“Interesting.” He moves his hand away from my hair and takes a sip from his glass. “Good to know.”

I look down at my plate and continue eating, scolding myself for letting him see how he makes me feel. 

When I look up again, he’s still eyeing me—smiling at me. 

“Something funny?”

“Are you sure you don’t want the rest of the pan?”

“No thank you.” I lie.

His lips curve into an even sexier smile and he takes my plate away, placing it into the sink. 

“How long have you been painting?” I stand up and walk over to the unfinished canvas—trying to calm the butterflies that are currently fluttering around in my stomach. 

“Years.”

“Are you being vague on purpose?”

“No.” He takes his place next to me. “I’ve been painting all my life, but I started to take it seriously once I hurt myself playing football.” He sighs. “I tore my ACL and couldn’t recover quickly enough, so I turned towards art as an outlet.”

“You played football in college?”

He nods and cups my chin in his hands. “Is this going to be a one sided relationship?”

“Who said this was a relationship?”

Instead of firing back, he presses his lips against mine. Gripping my hips, he kisses me harder and harder, refusing to let me take a breath. Just when I feel like I need to force myself to step back and breathe, he pulls away from me and stares into my eyes. 

I’m panting and trying to come up with a few smart words to say, but all I can do is stare back. 

Clasping my hand, he leads me into a small sunroom that looks over the condo’s lake. There’s a cream colored chaise on one side of the room and a standing blank canvas on the other. 

“Still willing to let me paint you?” he whispers into my ear, sending tingles up and down my spine.

“Yes.” I ignore how fast my heart is racing. 

He walks me over to the chaise and faces me, sliding a hand against my cheek. “I need it to be a nude painting.” His eyes are dark. “Are you fine with that?”

I hesitate and try to regain some of the control. “I take my clothes off at work every day. Why wouldn’t I be fine with it?”

“You never get completely naked, and you know none of those of men are going to take things too far with you.” He closes what little space is left between us and looks deep into my eyes. “That won’t be the case tonight—whether you agree to let me paint you or not...Yes or no?”

I nod even though I’m beyond nervous for some reason. 

He presses a finger against my lips. “Can you agree to keep these shut while I work?”

I nod again. 

He steps back and looks at me for a few seconds—letting his eyes shift over my body from head to toe. Without saying a word, he grabs the hem of my shirt and pulls it over my head. 

I move my hand to the zipper on my jeans, but he grabs my wrist and holds it still.

“Let me.” He lowers his head to my neck and kisses my skin as he unfastens my pants. After they fall into a wrinkled puddle, he bites me gently. 

I’m trembling for some reason I can’t explain and he’s not making it any better with the way he’s looking at me. 

“I never thought you’d be the shy type.” He slides a hand behind my back and unclasps my bra.

“I’m not the shy type.” I practically stutter. 

He smiles and trails his hands down to my waist, slowly unfastening the velvet bows of my favorite panties. The second they hit the floor, he draws my bottom lip into his mouth and bites it, forcing me to murmur, to tremble even more. 

“It’s okay to have a soft side...” He releases my lip and kisses me until I lose all sense of consciousness, until everything around me is a blur. 

The next thing I feel is him picking me up and placing me onto the chaise. He gives me some directions, something about “move your right arm like this and put your left one like that,” but I’m still in a daze so all I can do is stare at him.

Shaking his head, he repositions me—propping my right arm behind my head, placing my left arm against a pillow. He drags the elastic band away from my ponytail—letting my hair fall over my shoulders, and then he adjusts my legs so they’re crossed over one another.

“I love your lips...” He presses a finger against my mouth. “They’re the first thing I noticed when I saw you.”

He tugs on a few strands of my hair and sighs. “You’re beyond beautiful.” He kisses me one last time before walking to his canvas. “You’re fucking perfect...”

My heart is seconds away from jumping out of my chest. It’s not used to whatever the hell is going on and I’m too mesmerized to stop it.

I watch as Carter pulls a stool in front of his canvas and brings one of the paintbrushes to his mouth. With his eyes on mine, he licks the end of the brush—slowly dragging his tongue across each bristle. 

“Be still, Emerald,” he says, and I wonder if I’m blushing red all over. 

I’ve been naked in front of a guy before, but this moment makes me feel so much more exposed and I can’t stop shaking. 

“Emerald...” He sets his brush down. “Be still.”

I blink, telling myself to pretend like he’s any other guy—like he’s a former sponsor that I’m simply using for personal gain, but it doesn’t work.

My trembling is here to stay and my heart is beating so loudly that I’m sure he can hear it. 

Shaking his head, Carter sighs and stands up. He walks over to me and helps me to sit up so he can sit next to me. 

Running his fingers through my hair, he smiles. “I’m not sure how to interpret the nervous side of you.”

“I’m not nervous...” I bite my tongue as he takes one of my nipples into his mouth, sucking it. 

“Yes you are.” He plants a kiss on my other breast. “But why?”

I don’t answer because I have no idea. 

I start thinking of ways that I can insult him, ways that I can show him that my sarcastic quips are stocked and ready for release at all times, but before I can say a word, he’s kissing me. 

Keeping his lips attached to mine, he lays me across the couch and slowly moves on top of me. For a brief second, he stops to take his shirt off, but his lips quickly find their way to mine again. 

My hands are in his hair and I’m moaning as his kisses start to move away from my mouth and down to my breasts. 

“Condoms...” I shut my eyes and whisper. “I...” I can’t focus when he swirls his tongue around my navel. “I left them in my purse...On the table.”

He kisses my navel again instead of getting up, and I blink my eyes open—hoping that he’ll hurry up and grab my purse. 

He doesn’t.

He sits up and stares into my eyes—watching me pant and tremble in anticipation. 

“Are you going to get them?” I’m confused.

He shakes his head. “No.” He lifts my legs and places them over his shoulder. 

Looking into my eyes one last time, he presses his mouth against the inside of my thighs and slowly kisses his way to my clit. Gripping my legs tightly, he slips his tongue in and out of me—swirling it around in circles. 

I moan as he pushes one of his fingers inside of me—forcing it deeper and deeper. 

“Carter...Please...Slow down...” I suck in a breath as he moves two fingers in and out of me, as he sucks my wet lips into his mouth—kissing them just as passionately as he kisses the ones on my face,

I grab onto the pillow beneath me, damn near shredding the fabric with my nails, and he continues to ignore my breathless pleas. 

I writhe against his mouth—screaming, begging for him to stop fucking me so intensely, to stop torturing my swollen clit with his tongue. 

Each time I squirm, he tightens his grip on my legs and increases the pressure of his kisses. 

“Wait....Wait...I’m going to cum...” I try to move away from him, try to grip his head and push him away, but he continues to fuck me with his mouth and I can’t hold the tremors back. 

I let go and let the most powerful orgasm I’ve ever felt roll through me—again and again. 

I’m screaming out of pure pleasure—something I’ve never done before, and no matter how hard I try to regain control of body’s reactions I can’t.

By the time I come down from my high, I realize I’m not lying on the couch anymore. I’m sitting between Carter’s legs in a tub of running water. 

He’s lathering shampoo into my hair and planting kisses against my shoulders. My back is to him, but I can perfectly picture his face and how he looks right now.

“You’re beautiful when you cum,” he whispers. “Do you know that?”

I blink.

“And you’re extremely sexy when you’re being shy.” He kisses my back. “But I prefer when you’re actually talking. Are you going to say anything else tonight?”

I shake my head and he laughs. 

“Was it that terrible?”

I murmur something unintelligible, earning another low laugh from him.  

I’m not sure how long he keeps me there or how long he alternates between kissing and washing me, but the next thing I know we’re in his bed. Cuddling.

And I like it. 

With the guys in the past, the mere thought of their arms wrapped around my waist as we slept was enough to make me flinch, but right now, in this moment, I don’t want Carter to ever let me go. 

“Are you sleeping?” he whispers.

“No...”

“Good.” He rolls me over so I’m lying on top of him. Blowing an errant strand of hair away from my face, he says, “Tell me something personal.”

“Like what?”

“Something you’ve never told anyone else.”

“Something positive or something negative?”

“Something you’re only telling me.”

“Okay.” I sigh, debating whether I should tell him the first thing that came to my mind. “I slept with a married man once...”

He nods slowly and pushes my head against his chest. “How did that happen?”

“How? Don’t you mean, Why?”

“No. Asking why would imply that I’m judging you. How implies that I want to understand.”

“Oh...Well, I was trying to be like—” I pause. “My mom was an escort. It was her career. I honestly idolized her and wanted to be just like her.”

He starts to rub my back. 

I squeeze my eyes shut as I reflect. “He was a friend of one of her clients. She told me that he’d come in town unexpectedly and that I should hang out with him while she dealt with the other guy.”

“She also told me that he was loaded and that he would probably pay me a lot if I...you know. So, I did him and it really wasn’t that bad. I liked it, but when he pulled out his wallet to pay me I saw a photo of his family. He had a wife, two sons, and a daughter who looked like she was my age...”

“I felt so guilty, so bad for his wife. I told my mom about it when she came home—after she found me vomiting over the toilet. I expected her to say she had no idea that he was married. I thought she was going to suggest that we have a toast to that asshole and talk bad about him to make me feel better, but she said most of her clients were married and that I didn’t do anything wrong...You sure you don’t want to change that how to a why now?”

“No.”

I lie there in silence, listening to the beat of his heart, wondering if what I’ve admitted is too much. 

“Did you ever try to tell your friends that story back then?”

“I didn’t have anybody to tell. Friends were overrated.”

“How old were you when it happened?” He continues to caress me. 

“Seventeen...Are you going to ask me how many men I’ve slept with?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t care.” He trails his finger down my spine. “And it doesn’t matter.”

“Five.”

He laughs softly. “It doesn’t matter, Emerald.”

“I just wanted you to know anyway. Just in case...”

“Just in case what?”

“You want to end whatever this is right now.”

He lifts my head and whispers against my lips, “Fifteen.”

“Fifteen?!”

“Are you judging me?”

“Hell yeah, I’m judging you.” I laugh and he laughs with me until we can’t laugh anymore.

When the silence returns, I kiss him and whisper, “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For asking how instead of why...”

He smiles and repositions me so I’m on my side and we’re cuddling again. “Get some sleep.”

“Can you tell me something personal first? Like why you don’t have a job?”

“I do have a job.” He lets out a low laugh and holds me tighter. “But that’s something other people know, not something personally tailored for you.”

“Then tell me something personalized for me.”

“Contrary to what I said at the lake, you’re the first girl I haven’t slept with immediately after a first encounter.”

“That’s a good thing?”

“Yes.” His kisses my neck. “A very good thing.”

Chapter 13

“You haven’t fucked him yet?” Sarah practically loses it. “What the hell are you waiting for? He’s beyond sexy!”

“It’s not me, it’s him. We’ve done stuff, we just haven’t gone all the way.”

“Has he at least eaten you out?”

“What?!”

“Do I need to be proper?” She rolls her eyes. “Has he performed cunnilingus whilst burying his head in your vagina? Did he pleasure thee with his tongue?”

I laugh and stand up as Carter’s car pulls into the lot “Yes, he did. Several times.”

“Is that why you’ve been wobbling on stage so much lately? Is it that good?”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Sparkle.” I put my finger against my lips—signaling for her to shut up since Carter is opening the door right in front of us. 

“Emerald.” He kisses my lips before letting me inside. 

“Goodbye, Raven!” Sarah calls out. “I hope Carter fucks you with his mouth again tonight!”

I gasp, blushing bright red as Carter shuts my door. 

I flip Sarah the middle finger through the window, but she throws it back and mouths, “I love you.”

As Carter drives away, I keep my head turned towards the window—hoping he won’t say anything about what Sarah said. We’re halfway across the first county line when he places his hand on my thigh and says my name.

I don’t answer. 

“Emerald?” The smile in his voice is evident. 

“Yes?”

“How was your day at work?”

“Great.”

“Anything interesting happen?”

“Nope.”

“Is it safe to say the highlight of your day was telling your friend I fucked you with my mouth?” 

“That was not a highlight.” I turn around to face him, knowing that I’m blushing again. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

“I’m not.” He grins as we approach a stoplight. “I was just wondering what I needed to say to get you to finally turn around and look at me. I feel like I’ve been driving alone for the past forty five minutes.”

“Sorry.”

He kisses me. “It’s okay. Seriously, how was your day?” 

“Nothing special.” I see the glare of the green light ahead of us and notice him moving away from me so he can drive, but I put my hand over the gears. “Can I tell you something else personal?”

“Right now?”

I nod. 

He looks into his rearview mirror—probably noticing that we’re the only car on the road, so he puts the car in park. “I’m listening.”

“I think I really like you.”

“You said something personal, not something obvious.”

“No.” I shake my head. “You don’t understand. I like you.”

He looks confused. 

“I’ve never just liked anyone before. I’ve always pretended that I did so I could use them for something or get something out of them down the line. I thought that was how it was supposed to be. But with you, I don’t want anything but more of you...” 

For years, I’ve read about these types of emotions in books—watched it in movies, but I’ve always thought that they were confined to the realm of fiction. Whenever I’d see couples smiling and laughing together, I’d thought they were putting on a show for the world—pretending to enact things they’d only read about. 

“I think about you during random times of the day and I really want to call or text you, but I don’t because I’m not sure if that’s right or not...I jump sometimes when you call me at night—literally jump and get excited because I know we’re going to be talking and laughing for hours. And I don’t think I’ve ever lost my smile when you pick me up and take me to and from work. I actually hate when the ride comes to an end. The only thing that makes me smile again is knowing that I’ll be back with you in a matter of hours. I just...I really like you.” I make myself stop. That babble was so incoherent and disjointed that I’m shocked he isn’t laughing in my face right now. 

He’s probably laughing on the inside—wondering how to tell me that I’m a certified psycho and how I need to purchase a bus pass for the rest of the summer. 

Several minutes pass without him saying a word, with him just staring at me, so I start to turn away. 

“Stop.” He brushes his thumb against my lips. “Is that everything?”

“Yes. Are you going to tell me that I’m crazy now?”

“No.” He presses his lips against mine, whispering against my mouth, “I’m going to tell you that I really like you too.” He kisses me again, but then he tears his mouth away. “I need you to spend the night with me tonight. I don’t want to take you home.”

I nod and let him take my breath away with another kiss, trying my hardest to let him know that he can take me right here, right now, but he’s too much of a gentleman.

He speeds to his apartment with his hand tightly clasping mine, letting the soft sounds of the radio serve as the only noise between us. 

The second we arrive at his place and he helps me out of the car, his lips latch onto mine and his hands are all over me. 

Kissing each other with no regard for anyone who might be watching, we stumble into his apartment—nearly knocking over one of his paintings. 

“Sorry,” I murmur as he presses my back against a wall, as I continue to kiss him like my life depends on it. 

He doesn’t say anything in response. He slides his hands behind my back and finds the zipper of my dress, pulling it down with more grace than he’s currently using to kiss me. 

“Step out of it,” he orders, briefly releasing my lips, but not stepping back. 

I use my thumb to push the haltered part down my shoulder, and let the rest of the dress slowly slide down to the floor.

As his tongue meets mine again, I unbuckle his belt—gasping when my hands brush against the hardness in his pants. I hook my thumbs under his belt loops, but he grabs my hands and forces them over my head—pinning them to the wall. 

He presses his mouth against my neck and tightens his grip on my wrists. “How rough am I allowed to be?” 

“What?” The butterflies return to my stomach. 

“How rough...” He moves his kisses down my chest, ripping the front latch of my bra off with his teeth. “Am I allowed to be?”

I’m speechless.

“Tell me.” He pulls my bra off and tosses it behind him. Letting my hands go, he brushes his palm against my face. “How do you want me to fuck you, Emerald?”

“Slow...” I manage. 

“Gentle?”

I nod, knowing that I’ve never had gentle sex before. It’s always been rough, and I want to know if there’s a difference. Especially with him. 

He rubs a hand across my stomach, gliding it down to my thighs and then he moves it over the front of my panties—ripping them off at the crotch. 

I feel myself trembling again, like I did the night he attempted to paint me, but he grabs my shoulders and holds me still. 

“I’ll be gentle...” he whispers. “But I’m not going to stop.”

I gasp and he smiles, picking me up and carrying me into the bathroom. I stand still and watch as he takes off his shirt and lets his pants fall to the floor. 

I stare at him, letting my eyes move from his perfectly chiseled chest to his rock hard abs. I lower my gaze to his dick, feeling my eyes widen at how much bigger it seems now that’s it right in front of me. 

I step forward to touch it, but Carter opens the shower door and pulls me inside, turning the water on warm. 

As the streams falls over us, he grabs my hand and removes the hair-tie from around my wrist. 

“I need you to put your hair up,” he says. 

I take the band from him and pull all of my hair on top of my head, wrapping the band around it. As soon as I’m done, he tugs at it, as if he’s making sure that it won’t fall. 

He gently pushes me against the wall of the shower, planting kisses all over my face. He avoids my lips—kissing me everywhere but there. 

Looking into my eyes, he murmurs, “You have the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen...”

I nod in an attempt to say thank you and he smiles. 

“That’s the second thing I noticed about you when we met.” He lowers his mouth to mine, but he doesn’t let our lips touch. “They’re even more stunning when I’m making you cum...This time I’ll get to see your face the entire time.”

I feel my knees trembling as he finally kisses me—softly, thoroughly, leaving no part of my mouth untouched. 

“Lift your leg around my waist,” he whispers, but I just stand there. 

His dick is currently pressed against my stomach, and I can’t think straight when he’s giving me that ‘I’m about to own you’ look. 

“Emerald,” he whispers again. He shakes his head and cups my ass. “Put your leg around my waist. Now.”

I slowly lift my leg up, but before I can hook it around his waist, he grabs it and holds it still as he slides his dick into me. 

“Ahhh...” I murmur, shutting my eyes as my body adjusts to his thickness. 

He slides deeper and deeper—taking his time, and just when I think he’s completely inside of me, he slides in a little further. 

“Carter...”

“Shhhh.” He places my leg around his waist and squeezes my ass, telling me to be still. “I’m never going to be able to stop fucking you...” He groans. “You feel too fucking good.” 

“I...” My body is quivering, still adjusting to his fullness. I tilt my head back, hitting it against the wall, and he swirls his tongue around the base of my neck.

“Give me your other leg.”

My eyes widen and I look at him, saying “How?” with my eyes, and he smiles. 

He bends down, the two of us still tightly connected and grabs it for me. He lifts it up and I obediently wrap it around him. 

The water is still falling over us, and a light steam is beginning to fog the glass doors. 

He’s simply looking into my eyes, saying so much without saying anything at all, and then he grips my hips and begins to move me up and down. 

He fucks me slowly, so slowly that I feel like I’m about to lose my mind

I grab ahold of his back and dig my nails into his skin. 

Burying my head into his neck, I try my best to suppress the moans that are escaping my lips. 

“Em...” he whispers. “Look at me...”

For the first time, the mere mention of that name doesn’t make me angry. It only makes me want to be that much closer to him, makes me want him that much deeper inside of me.

“Is this what you’ve been wanting?” He kisses my neck. 

“Yes...”

“Does it feel good?”

I moan, shutting my eyes as he starts to move in and out of me faster. 

“I can’t hear you...”

“Yes...Yes.” I wrap my legs around him even tighter. 

He presses me against the wall, lowering his mouth to bite my nipple, sucking it until I scream. 

My legs are trembling and we’re both seconds away from letting go when I feel him grabbing my leg. 

“What are you doing?” I manage, breathlessly.

“I’m about to cum...” He tries to move my leg from around his waist, but I tighten it around him. 

“Go ahead.” I look into his eyes, giving him the green-light to cum inside of me. “I have it covered...”

He hesitates for a brief second. Then he drives inside of me one last time—kissing me roughly as we climax together. 

I whisper his name as my body shakes all over, as he holds me tightly and whispers mine back. 

I press my mouth against his chin and smile, wanting to say something, but no words come out.

When I finally stop shaking, he moves my legs from around him and sets me on the floor. Without saying a word, he grabs a towel and wipes between my legs. 

He holds me underneath the falling water and takes his time, washing every inch of me. He must sense that I’m having trouble standing up on my own because he keeps one arm wrapped around my waist as he washes his own body. 

Picking me up, he carries me into the bedroom. 

“Hold on to the wall.” He waits for me to press my hands against it, and then he presses a towel against my skin. “Are you okay?”

I nod. 

“Good.” He lays me on the bed facedown and I feel him climbing in bed next to me.  

I expect him to pull me into his arms so we can cuddle, but he suddenly moves over me and kisses his way down my spine. 

“We’re not done yet...” He spreads my legs and slightly lifts my ass up. 

He slides into me inch by inch, grabbing the hair at the nape of my neck and pulling it back.  

“You still want me to be gentle?” he asks.

“Please...” I nod, feeling the weight of his hand in my hair. 

He pulls my hair again, until my head is tilted back as far as it can go, and then he begins to move. 

“You’re so beautiful...” he whispers as his skin slaps against mine. “You have no idea...”

“Ahhhh...Carter...”

He lets go of my hair and grips me by my waist, telling me that I’m beautiful again. As he starts to establish a rhythm, a slow and easy one like I wanted, he groans. 

“Emerald...”

My voice is locked in my throat. He’s sliding into me and hitting places that I’ve never felt before. 

I bite my lip as one of his hands slips underneath me and cups my breast. 

“Emerald,” he repeats and I feel another orgasm building inside of me.

“I...” I can’t last for too much longer. 

“Let go...” He kisses the groove in my back and thrust into me again, forcing my insides to explode. 

I collapse onto the sheets, with him still holding me—him still whispering my name. 

We lie there for a while, him on top of me, until he sighs and eases out of me. Rolling over, he wraps his arms around me and stares into my eyes. 

“Are you tired?”

I nod, noticing that his dick is still hard when he pulls me closer. 

“I need to ask you something,” he says. “What’s your end game?” 

“What do you mean?”

“I’m sure you don’t plan to work at The Phoenix forever. So, what’s your end game?”

“Promise not to laugh?”

“Promise.”

“Okay...” I hesitate because I’ve never told anyone my dreams before. Then again, no one has ever asked. “Every morning when I wake up, I force myself to write a couple hundred words for a new book. I’ve been doing that for years—stopping and starting book after book because I would send the first few chapters off and receive rejections in return. But, I think that the book I’m writing right now is the book, you know? I think it’s something special...I’ve already started to send off query letters to agencies in New York and at the end of the summer, I’m going to finalize my plans to move there and work for a publishing house. 

“You’re going to leave me here in Alabama?”  

“I’ll invite you up to visit.” I smile. “I want to be a writer more than anything. It’s the only thing I’m good at, minus stripping.”

“You have two years left of college to complete right?”

“Technically...” I sigh. “I’d probably have to take two summer terms to make up for all the classes I failed.” 

“Why don’t you want to go back?”

“I’ll never go back to NYU.” Saying that college’s name aloud still hurts. “And when I get to New York, I’ll be avoiding that campus and anything within a ten mile radius.”

“You could always go somewhere else.” 

I shake my head. “It costs way too much money without a scholarship. I’d probably have to strip for another year or two to even make a dent in college tuition type of money.”

“You should let me read some of your writing one day.”

“No thanks.”

“No thanks?” He looks offended. “Why not?”

“Because it’s personal.”

“Once you publish it, it won’t be.”

I smile, knowing that he has a point. “I’ll think about it...”

“What time do you have to be at work tomorrow?”

“I’m not going. I’m texting the owner when I wake up. I’m going to put my first sick day to use.”

“Why?”

“I can’t feel my legs right now...Pretty sure it won’t be any better twelve hours from now.”

He laughs. “I need to ask you something.”

“Can I go to sleep right after I answer it?”

“Depends on how well you answer it.” He rubs his hands across my back. “Where was your last date?”

“At the lake with you.”

“That wasn’t a real date, and I meant before me.”

“What makes it a date?” I shrug, suddenly hurt that he doesn’t remember what I told him in the car earlier, that he doesn’t understand that there was no one before him. “The Prince Charming shit where the guy takes me out and acts like he actually likes me over a candlelight dinner? Where he takes me somewhere in public and holds me by his side because he wants everyone to know we’re together? Does it count as a date if we’re always with his friends whenever we go out? Or that the point of us going out in the first place is just to find somewhere to have sex?”

He looks into my eyes and I can tell he regrets asking me this question, but it’s too late to take it back. 

“Since that day at the lake with you doesn’t count...” I use all of my strength to roll over, to prevent him from seeing the hurt in my eyes. “I’ve never been good enough for any guy to take me on a real date.”

I feel him pulling me into his arms, him kissing my cheek as he says he didn’t mean to offend me, but I shut my eyes. I just want to go to sleep and dream about all the moments that happened before he asked that question. 

––––––––

In the morning, I wake up in bed alone. 

I can smell waffles and bacon from the kitchen, so I slowly sit up and stretch my legs—slightly smiling at the fact that they still feel weak. 

I head into the bathroom and notice a new pink toothbrush and a note on the vanity: 

Emerald,

If you see this and I’m not here, it’s because I left to get something else from the store.

PS—I’ll make last night’s question up to you.

Carter

I’ve honestly forgotten all about that question, especially since we woke up in the middle of the night and had sex again—and again, but I’ll try to remind myself that I need to act offended if he brings it up. 

After I brush my teeth, I walk into the kitchen—blushing when his eyes meet mine. 

“You’re a serial blusher now?” He smiles and pulls out a chair at the bar for me.

“I wasn’t blushing. The smell of your food is making me nauseous.”

He kisses me on the cheek and hands me a plate of waffles. “I made double just in case you like these better than my lasagna.”

“Have I ever told you how cocky you are?”

“No, but you can tell me that I have every reason to be.” He sits across from me and silently dares me to challenge him. 

“I’m shocked you haven’t been fired from your job. You don’t seem to ever go. Are you secretly unemployed? Is that why you’re able to hang around me so often?”

He grins. “No.”

“I don’t date bums.”

“We’re dating now?”

I look down at my plate and stuff a piece of waffle into my mouth. I can’t concentrate when he smiles at me like that and my heart is beginning to race again. 

“I want to take you out on a date tonight, Emerald.” He’s suddenly at my side, tilting my chin up. “Say yes.”

“That wasn’t a question.”

“Pretend like it was.”

“Fine.” I cross my arms. “It’s the least you can do after hurting my feelings last night. I guess...”

“I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.” He trails his finger across my lips, clearly not catching my sarcasm. “I’m going to make it up to you.”

I don’t get a chance to tell him that I’m not being serious because he kisses me until I can’t remember a damn thing.

“I’m going to take you home and pick you up at six tonight.”

“Are you going to do all the Prince Charming shit?”

“Yes.” He smiles. “All the Prince Charming shit.”

***

I watch Carter pull out of the driveway and rush inside, giving quick hugs to Henry and Virginia. 

“Are you alright, hun?” Virginia raises her eyebrow. 

“Absolutely.” I smile and hug them both again before turning away. I’m halfway upstairs when I hear Henry whispering, “Do you think she’s been drinking?” 

Laughing, I slip into the shower and stand under the streams for what feels like forever. I’ve never felt like this and I’m not sure how to exactly describe it, but if I could bottle it up and save it for my darkest days I would.

It’s one o’ clock when I finally step out of the shower with wrinkled skin and reddened blotches, but I’m too excited to care. I have five hours before I’ll be picked up, but when I thumb through all of the dresses I’ve bought this summer, I realize that none of them seem good enough for a “date.” 

Virginia and Henry wouldn’t dare let me drive their cars to the store, and I don’t want them tagging along to see what I’m buying if they volunteer to take me.  

My phone suddenly buzzes and I sigh, bringing it up to my face. 

“Hey. Did you fuck him yet?” Sarah. 

“NO. Do you have a little black dress I can borrow? He’s taking me out tonight. It’s my first date...”

“You really didn’t fuck him yet? Why not?”

“OMG. Yes. I fucked him! Do you have a dress or not?”

“I’ll be over in fifteen :-)”

Within minutes, Sarah is barging inside my room with shopping bags. 

“Why does your grandmother still think that I’m your manager at a diner in Tallapoosa?” She crosses her arms. “If she tells me how I can improve ‘those apple pies’ one more time, I’m going to tell her what you really do for a living.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“I wouldn’t, but if you fight me on any of my suggestions today, I just might.” She motions for me to sit on the bed and lays several dresses and shoes out for me to look over. As if she doesn’t trust my opinion, she hands me a sleeveless black dress with a low V-cut in the front and sparkling nude pumps. 

I don’t expect for her to stay any longer, but she plugs my curling iron into the wall and asks to do my hair and makeup. I tell her that I’m perfectly fine doing it myself, but she insists. 

“Friends don’t let friends do their own hair and make-up for their first big date,” she says, gliding a comb through my hair. “Were you at our prom in high school?”

“No. I didn’t feel like going.”

“Why not?”

I shrug. “Everyone already had a date and no one knew me so I didn’t see a point.”

“I wish we’d been friends then so we could’ve gone together. I had to go solo.”

“No one asked you out? I refuse to believe that.”

“I had bangs and braces.” She laughs. “Believe it.”

“Oh...Have you ever been on a real date before?”

“Nope.” She slides a bobby pin into my hair. “This is the closest I’ve ever been. That’s why I’m trying to be a part of it.”

Our eyes meet in the mirror and I suddenly wish that I hadn’t turned her away so cruelly in high school—that I would’ve known that “friends” were okay to have after all. 

For the next few hours, she coifs my hair and makes sure my makeup is the best it can be. When she’s done, it’s five forty five and I can hardly recognize myself. 

The girl staring back at me looks more sophisticated than I’ve ever looked in my life. 

My hair falls over my left shoulder in a bevy of curls that barely touches my breast, and my eyelids are coated in a glittering bronze shadow that brings out the green in my eyes. The black dress hugs my curves perfectly—the V-cut in the front is low enough to intrigue, but not deep enough to give anything away. 

“You like it?” Sarah puts another coat of gloss onto my lips. 

“I love it. Thank you.”

“That’s not a cue for you to hug me.”

“I wasn’t going to.” I laugh and start helping her put her things away. “I really appreciate this.”

“Anytime. Hopefully you’ll be doing the same for me one day, except my date will be a lot sexier and I won’t wait half a year to let him fuck me.”

“Looking forward to it.” I pick up one of her bags and open my door, prepared to help her carry it down to the car, but she stops me. 

“It’s too close to pick up time. You don’t want his first glimpse of you to be with you carrying a bag do you?” She takes the bag from my arms. “You’ll tell me all about it tomorrow?”

“First thing.”

She smiles and disappears down the steps, so I sit on my bed and wait.  

At exactly six o’ clock the doorbell rings and I jump. 

I hear Virginia’s voice rise several octaves as she greets him. 

“Well, hello!” She exclaims. “Who are you?”

I can’t make out what he says, but I’m sure his charm is working because she hasn’t said anything for several minutes and she can usually never shut up. 

“Emerald!” She calls up the steps. “Your um, your boyfriend is here to pick you up for your date!”

Boyfriend? 

I grab my clutch and take a deep breath before walking downstairs, telling myself that I’m going to have to address this “boyfriend” thing.

The second I step into the living room, Carter’s eyes widen and he slowly looks me up and down—looking as if he can’t believe it’s really me. 

There’s a bouquet of red roses in his hand, and a smaller bouquet of white lilies in Virginia’s. 

“You look stunning!” Virginia grabs me by my shoulder and spins me around. “Can I borrow you for a second?” She tugs me into the kitchen before I can reply. 

“Something wrong?”

“Not at all,” she says. “He seems like a nice young man—only a true gentleman knows to bring two sets of flowers.” She smiles. “I take it you’ll probably be out with him all night?”

“Probably.” 

“Okay, well...” She sighs and opens a cabinet, pulling out a brown box. “I’m not sure if Leah ever had the talk with you or not.”

Oh my god...

“I know how kids your age act when they’re out on dates, and we all slip up and sin sometimes but...Be careful.” She pulls three condoms out of the box and hands them to me. 

I look at them and realize that the packages all read, “What Would Jesus Do?”

With a dead-ass serious face, she tells me to “make the right decision” before leading me back to Carter. 

Grateful that Henry isn’t here to question him and further embarrass me, I give him a look that says “Let’s go” and he thanks Virginia for allowing him “the pleasure” of taking me out tonight. Once he gives her a hug, he slips an arm around my waist and leads me outside. 

“Cinderella.” He hands me the flowers before opening the door for me. 

“You’re not supposed to call me that...”

“Get in the car before I fuck you in the driveway.”

I smile and slide into the seat, laughing as he speeds away from my grandparents’ house. 

“You look beautiful tonight.” He places his hand on my thigh.

“Thank you.” I look down at the roses in my lap. “Do you normally give flowers to the women you take on dates?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Flowers are special. They’re only for people I actually care about.” He pauses. “You’re the first.”

That fluttering returns to my stomach and I bite my tongue to prevent myself from saying something stupid, something like “I want to be your first in a lot of other ways too” or “Can you just pull over and fuck me right here? You’ve done enough for my first real date.”

“You do realize that you say your thoughts out loud sometimes, right?” Carter looks over at me, grinning. 

I bite down harder on my tongue—feeling absolutely mortified.

He turns the radio up and we slowly drive out of Blythe and into Mobile. Then we slowly approach the smaller towns that lead to the Gulf Shore beaches.  

I’ve never thought to venture here—mainly because I had no one to come with, but if I had known how beautiful it was, I would’ve escaped here every day that I could. 

The ocean’s waters are lapping against the bottom of the bridge we’re crossing, sparkling in the dwindling lights of the sunset. A small set of seagulls are flying low overhead, and in the distance I can see a strip of bistros and hotels that are all flanked by a huge stretch of white sand. 

I can see couples holding hands and walking near the shoreline—kissing and holding onto each other, and I hope I get to experience that by the end of the night.

“Something wrong?” Carter parks the car in front of a small white wooden building. 

“No. What makes you say—”

He cuts me off and kisses me, leaving me gasping for air when he finally stops. “I just want to make sure that your first date is everything you want it to be.”

I’m still trying to catch my breath when he opens my door and leads me into the restaurant. He makes a point to hold me close to his side as the hostess greets us, and he pays no mind to the women who are staring at him and whispering. 

Our hostess, a pretty blonde who is still blushing leads us to a single table on the patio that faces the ocean. She asks him if he needs anything else, and he kisses me before telling her, “No thank you.”

Cream colored candles burn softly on our table, and there’s another set of roses bearing my name. 

Pulling out my chair, he kisses my cheek and watches as I run my fingers across the blooms. 

“I had a great time tonight,” I say. “Thank you.”

He raises his eyebrow. “The night isn’t over. We just got here.”

“I’m telling you just in case I forget to say it later.”

He smiles and reaches over the table for my hand, gently stroking my knuckles with his fingertips.  

I let him order my dinner for me—I can’t pronounce half of the shit on the menu, and we enjoy our meal in silence. Occasionally we break it with “How’s your food?” “Would you like to try mine?” “Look at the view” but for the most part, dinner is quiet. 

“Why is our table the only table with candles?” I ask. “And why are we the only people out here? It looks like they just randomly placed us out here—everyone else is inside and it’s not packed...”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He takes a sip of drink, reminding me of something else that’s strange. 

“I know a place like this has good wine. You don’t find it odd that the waitress didn’t offer us a drink menu? She just gave us tea without asking...”

He smiles and reaches for my hand. “Are you ready?”

“You called ahead and told them I was a drunk didn’t you?”

He pulls me up, holding me against his chest. “You honestly think I would say something like that?”

“I would hope not...”

“I would never.” He lifts me up and places me on the other side of the railing—setting me down in the sand. 

After he climbs over, he bends down and takes my shoes off, hiding them underneath the pier. Once he has his off, he holds me against his side again and walks me down to the shoreline.  

The water is lightly brushing against our feet, and with every few steps that we take, he leans down and kisses my lips. When we reach a more secluded part of the beach, he walks me into the water—far enough to where the waves crash against my thighs, and each time they knock against us, he kisses me again.

“I’m pretty sure Prince Charming didn’t kiss Cinderella this much on their first date.” I smile as the waves roll over us. 

“Would you like me to stop?”

“Yes.” I try to sound as serious as possible. “Your kisses don’t do anything for me. They’re actually quite dry.”

He swoops me into his arms and covers my mouth with his, whispering, “Lie to me one more time tonight and I’ll make sure you regret it...”

“I hate having sex with you.”

He grins and sets me down. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you later.” He tugs on one of my curls. “You’ll be begging me to let you take that back.”

I bury my head in his chest so he won’t see my facial expression.  

“You’ve changed a lot since I first met you,” he says, rubbing his hands up and down my back.

“You’re just saying that because we’ve had sex—very, very bad sex.”

“You’re really pushing it right now.” He picks me up by my waist and I wrap my legs around him. “I’m only going to be a gentleman for a little while longer.”

“What makes you think I’ve changed?”

“Besides the fact that you haven’t stopped smiling since I picked you up tonight? Or the fact that you smile and giggle every time I pick you up?”

“I’ve never giggled a day in my life.”

“I’ll remember to record it the next time I come get you for work.” He tilts my chin up with his fingertips. “You even smile about AA meetings lately. You’re definitely happier.”

“Don’t credit my happiness to those dumb ass meetings.” I wrap my arms around his neck as another wave crashes by. “The only good thing about AA is leaving. That’s why I smile about it. Not being in there is the best feeling in the world.”

“I think deep down you like it.” He gently squeezes my ass. “You hate being forced to be there, but you don’t actually hate being there.”

“Are you a career psychic now? Is that what you do all day? Sit up and philosophize about shit?”

He shuts me up with a kiss. “You complain about everyone telling their stories and crying, but you can relate. You just don’t want to admit it because you think it’ll make you look weak.”

It will...“That’s not true.”

He doesn’t say anything. He just looks into my eyes, silently telling me that it’s okay to be honest with him. 

“I’m still not going to share my past with them. I made it this far without doing it so...”

“So?”

“So, I have double AA meetings coming up all week and I probably can’t spend the night with you until next Sunday.”

“Emerald...”

“I have to be there at six in the morning every day. Can you believe that? That means I’ll only get five hours of sleep after work and I—”

“Emerald,” he whispers, “I’m not judging you.”

“Then why does it feel like you are?”

“It shouldn’t.” He grips me hard as a stronger wave pushes past us. “I want what’s best for you.”

“Does that mean I can spend the night with you next Sunday when I get off?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

He secures his arms around my back and carries me back to the shoreline. “Your friends are doing something special for you after you get off that day.”

“What? Please tell me you’re joking.” I’ve always hated surprises. “You have to tell me whatever it is. I’m not good when it comes to things like that.”

“You really want me to tell you?”

“Please.”

He sighs. “It’s just cupcakes and beer—well, root beer to start your rehab countdown. Twenty one days left.”

“Who planned that?”

“Sparkle and Robyn.” 

“When did they tell you about it?”

“Earlier this week.” He sets me down on the sand. “Why are you looking so sad?”

“No reason. I just...” I feel my heart swelling and want to change the subject, but I don’t. “You have no idea how lonely my life was before this summer. I had two numbers in my phone—Virginia and Henry, and the only people I talked to were the fictional characters in my head. But now, people actually want to hang out with me—like, they invite themselves over and are fine just talking to me. I know this seems so simple but it’s really fucking overwhelming because I’ve never had it before.”

I sigh. “At the same time, I don’t know if I can hold onto it. I’m going to find a way to fuck everything up. I can feel it.” 

“I won’t let you.” He grabs my hand and leads me down the shoreline again. 

I force a smile because even though I’m on cloud nine right now, I know my fuck up is inevitable. Nothing good in my life ever lasts for long and since I haven’t failed at anything in a while, something is bound to give.

As we approach the pier, I bend down to pick up my shoes, but he grabs me by my waist and pushes me against a flickering lamppost. 

“You hate fucking me?”

“What?”

“We have ‘very very bad sex’ with dry kisses?” He slips a hand underneath my dress. “Kisses that do nothing for you?”

“I never said that.”

“You did.” He unbuckles his jeans. “And it hurt my feelings.”

“Are you mocking me?”

“Of course not.” He pushes my panties to the side and wedges his knee between my legs—spreading my legs a little wider. 

“Here? Now?” I whisper, looking around us—noticing how most of the beach’s visitors are long gone.

“Yes.” He slides into me and smirks. “And I’m not going to be gentle.”

Chapter 14

Carter forgot to mention the part about my “rehab countdown party” being held at the county fair. He actually forgot to tell me about a lot of things...

Before he picked me up tonight and drove me here—to Blythe’s number one summer attraction, he took me to a spa in the adjacent county for an hour long massage. For no reason at all. 

He’s been doing a lot of things for no reason at all lately: Having signed copies of my favorite books shipped to my house, gifting me paintbrushes with “Try, try again” notes, and taking me out to dinner every chance he gets. 

No longer does he take me to the diner if I’m hungry after work. He’ll bring me a snack to have while he drives me somewhere nice, and he always holds me by his side when we walk in, and he always pays.

I keep waiting for him to call and break things off, for him to say that what we have isn’t what he wants anymore, but the days continue to pass and his affection only seems to grow stronger and stronger. 

“Twenty one days left!” My friends cheer, breaking me out of my daydream. 

Robyn, Sarah, a few girls from the club and Carter are here, holding sparklers in the dark parking lot, waiting for me to blow out the candles on my cake. 

I can’t help but laugh at the design of it. 

It’s a bottle of water with a green label that reads, “21 Days? Nothing Our Queen Bitch Can’t Handle!” 

I blow out all twenty one candles to a loud applause and feel myself being pulled against Carter’s chest.

“Does anybody want cake now?” Sarah asks, waving a plastic knife around. “Or do we want to eat it after?”

“After,” everyone says unanimously. 

She shrugs and closes the cake box, placing it onto the front seat of her car. “Fair time now? Emerald, you have to ride the Ferris wheel with me. If your boyfriend doesn’t mind that is.” She rolls her eyes at Carter, laughing. 

As she and Robyn lead the way to the fair’s entrance gate, I look up at Carter. “I don’t want to go the fair. I want to have sex.”

“What?”

“You heard me.”

“You think we’re supposed to have sex every time we see each other?”

“Yes.” We haven’t missed a day since we first started and I will take him down in front of everyone if he even tries to deny me tonight.

“You can’t wait until after we ride a few rides?” 

“No. I thought this celebration was going to be at your apartment.”

“And if it would’ve been?”

“I would’ve told them to leave after we cut the cake.”

“You would’ve put people out of my apartment?

“I’ve been looking forward to this all day.” I try not to sound needy, but I can’t help it. I’m damn near addicted to having sex with him. “I’ve never craved sex—like ever, but with you it’s all I think about lately...It feels like more than sex, you know?”

Shit...

He smiles, but he doesn’t respond to my rant.

“I’m not going to beg you, Carter.” At least I don’t think I will. “Can we go to your car for twenty minutes?

“Twenty minutes?”

“Ten?”

“It’ll be a lot longer than that.”

“That means yes?”

He laughs and grabs my hand, leading me away from the line. “We probably won’t be coming back...”

Chapter 15

Today is my final day of rehab and I can’t wait for this shit to be over. I’m so happy that I don’t even care that my probation officer cornered me as soon as I walked into the building, or that he forced an empty urine cup into my hand and demanded that I put it to use minutes before the meeting started. 

Since it’s the “final showdown” he said he wanted to make his last appearance “Epic.”  

“Well, well, well,” he says as I step out of the restroom, “Future Convict is clean again.” 

“Sorry you don’t get to haul me off in chains like you’ve been dreaming about.” I roll my eyes. 

“Never that, Future Convict.” He hands me a paper chart, confirming that I’ve passed all of my random screenings. “I’m proud. Between you and me, I think you liked me checking up on you. You wanted me to.”

I don’t respond. 

“And that’s a good thing, Miss Anderson.” The fact that he calls me by my name makes me look up. “It means you’re not as terrible as you think you are. Can you do me a favor?”

“Depends on what it is.”

“I know you’re no longer required to attend these sessions after today, but I want you to consider coming back, at least once a week. If not for you, for me, and if not for either of us, come for someone else. No one deserves to be fucked up alone.” He pulls me into a brief hug and then he whispers, “I hope to never have to see you again.”

I laugh and watch him walk down the hallway, shouting, “You carry piss for a living!” 

As he approaches the doors, he flips me off with a smile. 

“Are we all set up for today’s meeting, Emerald?” Tim steps in front of me. 

“Yep.”

“Well, thank you.” He sighs. “You are officially the first person who has managed to go through my rehab course without sharing.”

“Do I get a medal for that?”

He rolls his eyes. “You’re going to break down one day, Em. And then—”

“Em-er-ald.”

“Em-er-ald. I’m sorry. It’s better to do it around people who know you. I’d hate to see you being forced to come back because you haven’t learned what landed you here in the first place.”

“I was planning to share today, okay?” I pull a folded sheet of paper out of my pocket. “I wrote a fucking speech and everything.”

“You’re joking.”

“Unfortunately not. I want to share today, unless you’d rather stand here and berate me for the rest of the afternoon.”

He smiles and gestures for me to walk into the room first.

As usual, everyone grabs their Starbucks and takes their place in the circle. 

We go through our affirmations, and just when we’re preparing to write in our “What I’ve Learned This Week” journals, Tim stands up.

“Wait,” he says. “We’re going to do things a little differently tonight. As you all know, today is our Starbucks supplier’s last day and she has something she wants to say.”

“What?”

“Go ahead.” He motions for me to stand as he takes his seat. 

I sigh and stand up, looking all around the circle. “Um...First of all, I would like to apologize for laughing at all of you over the past ninety days. 

“We never heard you laughing.” “Yeah, you didn’t laugh.” “When was this?”

“I laughed at all of you.” I sigh and look over at my main source of entertainment—the woman who brought her childhood blanket to every session. “Especially you. You just cry so fucking much, you know? You cried when it wasn’t even your turn to talk, when we were discussing simple shit like what we did over the weekend, and you always—”

“Emerald...” Tim rolls his eyes. “Stay focused please.”

“Right...Um...” I shake my head and approach the center podium. “Let me start over.”

I notice everyone shifting in their seats. I’ve never stood at the podium before; standing up and talking is for simple chat, pleasantries. The podium is for the soul cleanse, the shit you want to vomit into the world with hopes of never eating again.

I take a deep breath and briefly close my eyes, telling myself that I can do this. When I open them again, I unfold my paper and start to read. 

“My name is Emerald Anderson,” I pause, looking at how perfectly the words are written, how they get my point across, but they only paint half the picture. 

I crumple it into a ball and sigh. “My name is Emerald Anderson and I’m not going to bullshit you...I just realized that I was alcoholic a few weeks ago, and I’m going to struggle with this for quite some time because I still wake up in the mornings wanting a drink—needing a drink. I’m tempted every day that I go to my current job and I’m honestly shocked that I haven’t snuck a sip yet because it’s way too easy...Way too fucking easy...”

The room is silent. 

“I started drinking young, with my mom...She was my everything. Even when she did nothing for me, even when she forgot about the things that were important to me, I still thought she was my everything. I never thought twice about her teaching me how to roll blunts or take a perfect shot as a kid. I loved every second of it and was just grateful to have some of her attention.”

I consider stopping my words right here, right before it gets ugly, but I remember Carter saying that no one will judge me here so I continue. 

“I can’t remember a time after I turned fourteen that I wasn’t drinking with her. When I first started, I only needed a shot or two to get me through the day—a quick glass of wine at the end of the night to listen to her discuss her problems, to make her listen to mine...”

Memories of her passed out on our couch flash through my mind—memories of me calling 9-1-1 time and time again because she wasn’t breathing, because her pulse was faint. 

“I honestly can’t remember one time that she gave me her undivided attention just because, or a time when she wanted to hang out with me without alcohol. I never realized it before this summer, but alcohol is what kept us together. I’m sure she loved me, but...” I stop. I can’t even finish that sentence. 

“When she died—I’m sorry, that’s not completely accurate. When she left me via suicide, that’s when I realized how lonely I was, when I realized that I literally had no one in my life. So, I drank myself into oblivion every chance that I could. Any chance that her face popped into my mind, I drank because that’s how she used to deal with her problems and I thought it would help mine disappear as well.”

The room is completely black now, and the only person in the room is Leah. She’s staring at me, expressionless, and I know my mind is playing tricks on me, but it seems as if she’s really here—as if she’s listening to my every word. 

“She taught me that people were unreliable and untrustworthy, and that eight dollars for a bottle of numbness and painlessness was worth much more than any friendship I could ever build.”

“With her gone, my drinking became even worse in college. I needed it to function. I needed it to breathe. Every morning, every night, every day...And after taking some more of her misguided advice and having a vengeful bitch for a roommate, I couldn’t control my drinking anymore.” 

“I drank for any reason that I could, and every extra dollar I had went to a new bottle. The night that I got arrested for the accident, they told me my blood alcohol level was five times over the legal limit, and that if had taken one or two more shots I probably could’ve died. And I think I wanted to...” I sigh, but I still can’t bring myself to cry. Holding tears back has been ingrained in me for far too long. “I think my mom influenced me into becoming the fucked up person that I am today, and I still hate her for leaving me, but I don’t blame her for anything...She tried her best and now I’m going to try mine. I’m going to try to change...”

“So, there...That’s all I have.” I step away from the podium and take my seat.

The room is still silent and I consider getting up and leaving because they’re supposed to clap. They’re supposed to tell me that I’m okay, that I did a good job, but no one has uttered a word.

I’ve just shared my story for nothing. 

I pick my bag up and slide it over my shoulder—prepared to leave, but then I hear a single clap from Tim. Then the man to my right. Then the woman to my left. 

And then everyone is the room is clapping and walking over to me, hugging me. 

“Get the fuck off of me,” I say, trying not to smile. “I don’t want to be hugged...No. Seriously, I don’t like hugs...”

Chapter 16

I remove the hidden wooden panel in my sock drawer and count my savings from The Phoenix. 

After paying the city for the street lamp and the stop sign, buying my car back from the state, and covering my court costs, I have eight thousand dollars of my own. 

I figure I’ll dance for another week or two to try to earn a little more, but I’m quitting soon. I need to start finalizing my plans to move to New York.  

For the very first time, I’ve received a positive response from an editor, an “I would love to discuss this manuscript with you” letter. 

It’s not a guarantee, it’s not a promise, but it’s not a rejection. 

Rolling my money into a sock again, I stuff it into hiding and hear a knock at my door. 

“Hey, Emerald.” Virginia walks into my room. 

“Hey. What’s up?”

“Is there a reason why you took all those papers down from your ceiling? I was starting to get used to them.”

“Not really.” I lie. I want to tell her that I no longer feel like a failure, that I no longer want to stare at things that remind me how miserable I was just a few months ago, but I can’t. I’ve done enough opening up over the past few weeks. 

“Henry and I are so proud of all you’ve accomplished this summer.” She pulls me into her arms, hugging me so tightly I can barely breathe. “So, so proud.”

“All I did was finish rehab,” I say as she lets me go. 

“No, you did more than that. You kept a job longer than you ever have before, you made friends, and you paid off all of your debts on your own. You did a lot, even though you still didn’t find the time to go to church.”

I laugh. 

“Can you come downstairs with me for a minute? Me and Henry want to talk to you about something.” She doesn’t give me a chance to answer. She practically pushes me out of my room and down the steps. 

“There she is!” Henry takes off his reading glasses as we enter the living room. “Have a seat, Emerald.”

I look back and forth between the two of them, wondering what the hell is going on. They’ve only cornered me like this one time before, and even though I was drunk at the time, I remember the conversation being anything but pleasant. 

They look at each other, and then they look at me, sighing at the exact same time. 

“I’m not sure if you knew this or not, but Leah used to call and leave us voice messages over the years...” Henry’s eyes are watering. “She would tell us that we’d never get to meet you and that she would never let us be a part of your life.”

Virginia wipes a tear from her eyes and Henry pats her shoulder. 

“It was her way of driving the knife even deeper into our hearts. She knew it hurt us terribly, but as the years passed, I think she realized it hurt her too because she stopped. She started sending us pictures of you, copies of your report cards, and as you got older, she would send us copies of your essays and stories.”

I feel a lump rising up my throat, but I force it back down. I never thought Leah actually read any of my work, and I would’ve never believed her if she told me that she was sending it to my grandparents. 

“For the last ten years of her life, that’s how we communicated. No talking, no texting, just letters. She would send us your work, and we would send her a letter saying we received it, begging her for more.”

Wiping a tear from his eye, he sighs. “The last thing she sent to us was a letter in her own words.” He pulls an envelope from his breast-pocket and hands it to me.

It’s unopened. “Why haven’t you opened it yet?”

“It came with a note to us. She mailed it the day before she died. She said to give it to you whenever we followed the instructions.”

“Instructions?”

Henry smiles and cries at the same time. “She said to give it to you whenever we thought you weren’t angry with her anymore.”

I run my fingers against the flap and shake my head. Besides her suicide letter, Leah never wrote anything and I’m not sure if my heart can handle any more of her words. 

“Is that all you have to tell me?” My voice is cracking. “I need to finish cleaning up.”

“That’s not all.” Virginia walks over and puts her hand on my shoulder. “I know you’ve been wanting to get away from Blythe and leave us for a while now.”

I feel guilty as she begins to cry. “No. I just—”

“We get it. We completely understand, but we want to give you another option. We don’t want to let you go so soon.”

I look at both of them, seeing the sadness in their eyes. 

“I’ll come back for the holidays and I’ll call every other weekend.”

Virginia presses her finger against my lips. “We want you to finish your college education.”

“What?”

“We’ll pay for it,” Henry says. “You’d be in state—University of Alabama, and we can more than afford that. You’d be close to home and you could always call us if you got stressed or wanted us to come visit.”

I shake my head because I can’t believe this. This is not what I was expecting. At all. 

“What do you think?” Virginia is practically holding her breath in anticipation of an answer. “I think the big publishing houses in New York will always be there. You can always use a degree to fall back on, you know?”

“What’s the catch?”

“There is no catch.” Henry smiles. “Well, there may be a couple...”

“Like?”

“You’ll have to join an AA group when you get there—for at least your first year, you’ll have to call us at least once a week, and you’ll have to send us everything you write.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“Aren’t you worried that you’ll be wasting your money? That I’ll just flunk out again?”

“You won’t.” Virginia rubs my knuckles. “We know you won’t.”

“Can I think about this?”

“Of course.” She pulls me up and hugs me. “We believe in you, Emerald. We always have and we always will.”

As much as I try to prevent the tears from falling, they trickle down my cheeks anyway.

“Let us know whenever you decide, but the fall semester starts pretty soon.” Henry hugs me too, and for the longest time, the three of stand just like that.

––––––––

I carry two of Virginia’s cupcakes up to my room and flop onto my bed. 

After we finally disentangled from our embrace, she made dinner and showed me how to make her most basic cupcake. Then she showed me how to make her butter biscuits, laughing when I burned the first batch, calling me “Leah’s daughter for sure.”

I pull Leah’s letter out of my pocket and stare at it. 

She didn’t even bother to put my name on the envelope. It’s blank, the only adornment being a brown stain which I’m sure is a splatter of rum. 

I’m tempted to rip it to shreds and flush it like her other letter so I can be content with the memories I have; I don’t need any new reasons to be upset because I feel somewhat at peace. 

I toss it onto the floor, letting it lie there for a while, letting it taunt me, then I pick it up and rip it open:

Dear Em, 

I’m writing this letter because I don’t have much time, because I’m not sure if I’m going to go through with my plans or not, but I want you to know that whatever happens to me, I love you. No matter what. I. Fucking. Love. You. 

That said, hopefully you’re reading this letter years later per my wishes, but if not, I can understand the logic behind that decision...

I want you to know that I am and have ALWAYS been proud of you. You are so smart, so intelligent, so everything that I’m not. 

This is going to sound so insane, Em, but some days I felt intimidated by you...You would come home and tell me about all these great things you were doing, all these colleges that were practically begging for you to be their student and I was so blown away—so happy for you. But deep down I wondered if telling me those things was your way of telling me that what I’d done for you wasn’t good enough.

And I know that it wasn’t...

I can honestly admit that I wasn’t there when you needed me most and it fucking hurts to say that, but it’s true. I’m not excusing my selfishness in anyway, but I want you to know that sometimes I didn’t show up because I was insecure. 

I remember a writing competition you had at Town Hall—the one I told you I couldn’t make it to because I was in New York with Vincent...I was there, Em. I was in the back, but being there confirmed why I (selfishly) missed most of your events...

All the other kids’ parents were doctors, lawyers, teachers—people who had actually done shit with their lives, people who were asking me which student I was there to see and what I did for a living...I didn’t want to embarrass you, so I watched you perform and I left right after.

I know I’ve taught you that looks are everything, but they’re nothing when you’re insecure about everything else. As a matter of fact, I’ve learned that sometimes the prettiest people do the ugliest things, and that’s no way to be.

You are ten times better than I ever was, and I know you’ll probably still be angry with me when you read this, but what I’m about to say is real advice...Things I wish I had taught you when you were younger, things that I hope are not too late to reverse and tell you about:

1. Looks are only a reflection of how you want other people to see you. It’s better to be fucked up on the outside, than fucked up on the inside. Mascara and lip gloss can’t cure a broken heart, and they damn sure don’t do shit for depression.

2. Fuck sponsors. Make friends. Friends are the rare people in your life who’ll tell you when you’re fucking up. Even when you don’t want to hear it and think they’re just being mean or trying to put you down—they’re usually just trying to help and they have your best interests at heart.

3. The smartest person in the room will always be more valuable than the prettiest person in the room. (But you can always be both :-) LOL  )

My last bit of advice is about boys. (Well, “men” at your age...) I fell in love at fifteen, had you at sixteen, and never heard from my first love again—even after he promised me “forever,” even after he promised that he would run away with me and we’d both study to become nurses (my real dream job...) and take care of you. I fell in love once more at twenty one—with a guy who didn’t care what I did to pay the bills, with a guy who was so sweet and charming that I wasn’t sure I deserved him...Nonetheless, I held onto him for longer than I should’ve because we were at different stages in our lives: I still didn’t know who I was, and he had everything figured out—including what he thought *I* should be and how I should *change* for him, so I eventually had to leave him...

What does all of that mean? It means live your life for you, Em. No one else. Not me. Not your friends. Not your boyfriend (if you have one). Put yourself FIRST. Accomplish everything you want, achieve all of your dreams, and don’t let anyone stand in your fucking way... 

I look forward to seeing you win a Pulitzer, land on the bestseller charts, or whatever it is that writers fucking do when they make it big...

I’m proud of you. 

I’m watching you. 

I love you. 

More than you’ll ever know, Em...

(And remember, no one else is allowed to call you that. EVER. You are MY “Em” and no one else’s.)

Yours, 

Leah Belle. 

I drop the letter to the floor and hug my pillow, crying hard for the first time in years.

I’m still reeling from the way she chose to leave me, but I right now I understand. I get it. Even though I wish I didn’t...

“I was there, Em. I was in the back...” “I was always proud of you.” “My Em and no one else’s.” “I’m watching you...” “Accomplish everything you want.”

I no longer need to think about Virginia and Henry’s offer. I’ll accept it first thing tomorrow morning. 

***

I drive myself to The Phoenix early the next afternoon, admiring the simplicity of the barren backstreets as I roll by. This’ll be the last time I drive this way; I have five weeks before fall classes start and I need to spend as much time as I can studying for the placement exams. 

I’d thought that all I needed to do to start classes again was show up and register, but apparently placement tests are a necessity for those “second triers” who are a “risk” to the university; I have to be deemed worthy before I can enroll. 

As I pull into the employee parking lot, I smile at the way this place impacted me this summer. 

The money was good, great, but what was better was that feeling—Well, feeling at all really. I’d spent the past two years in a numb haze, existing—letting life happen to me. But at The Phoenix, I controlled my own life and sometimes the lives of others. 

I fulfilled men’s fantasies by dancing on that stage, by letting them get close enough for one second—making them believe that I was attainable, that they could have me. They made me feel wanted, and I made them feel wanted back. 

“Hello, Raven.” Charlie greets me in the lot. “I thought you were off today.”

“I am. I’m just here to tell Michael that I’m quitting.”

“What?” He crosses his arms. “Why?”

“I’m starting college in a few weeks. I need to get ready.”

“You just came to that decision or have you known that all along?”

“Why? Are you going to miss me?”

“Nope.” He opens the door and holds it for me. “Good riddance.”

I smile and give him a hug before heading down to Michael’s office. Sighing, I take a deep breath and knock on the door. 

“Come in,” he answers. 

I open the door and see him sitting behind his desk, puffing a cigarette. 

A girl buttons her shirt and rushes past me before the door completely shuts. 

“New dancer?” I ask, plopping down in the seat on front of him. 

“Unfortunately not.” He sighs. “She cried before she could get her shirt off so I told her to go home. Are you that bored that you needed to come in on your off day and bother me? Or are you that broke?”

“I’m quitting.” I rush the words out and he furrows his brow. 

“You’re what?”

“Quitting.”

He blinks. 

“I’m sorry I can’t put in a longer notice, but I thought I would at least come by and tell you in person.”

“Do you not own a cell phone anymore?” He rolls his eyes and leans back in his chair. “This actually would’ve been a lot more shocking if your two little friends hadn’t already told me, but thank you, Raven. I appreciate you making a two hour drive just to tell me that you’re quitting the day before your next shift, the day before you’ve been booked for five private shows and are anticipated to lead the half hour premier set on the main stage. How thoughtful of you.”

“You’re mad at me?”

“Of course not.” He scoffs. “Tits like yours are a dime a dozen and I’ll have you replaced by midnight. Get the fuck out of my office.”

“Ugh. Whatever.” I roll my eyes and head for the door. 

“Wait.” He stands up and walks over to me, extending his hand. “You were okay after all. If you ever want to come back, just let me know—in advance.”

I laugh and shake his hand, thanking him for taking a chance on me. 

When I step out of his office, I head down to the dressing room and find myself face to face with Robyn and Sarah.

“I should’ve known you were the classy college type.” Robyn frowns. “Well, not classy, but you know what I mean. You better still call me after you leave.”

“Stop acting like she’s dying.” Sarah snaps. “She’ll be in Blythe for five more weeks and she’s only going to be a couple hours away.” She purses her lips. “I better get an invite to every fucking party you go to and you better invite me up the second you get settled.”

“Done.” I laugh and pull my bag out of my locker. “Breakfast tomorrow?” I don’t even know why I’m asking that like it’s an option. She and Robyn have been coming over and eating breakfast every Saturday whether I invite them or not (whether I’m there or not). 

“Duh,” Robyn says. “Are you going to stay and watch us perform?”

“No...” I shake my head. “I wasn’t planning on it. I was just coming and going.”

“Ha! You can come and go after you dance tonight.”

“What?”

“College books are fucking expensive.” Sarah taps her lip. “You shouldn’t let your grandparents pay for everything.”

“I have more than enough money saved up for books.”

“Yeah, well...” Robyn pushes me over to a vanity. “Make some more. Just one more time. What could it hurt?”

I shrug and decide to put on a final show, to bask in the lust and applause one last time. 

At midnight, I take the stage as Raven, dressed in a black corset and fishnet stockings. Underneath hazy red lights and smoke, to a slow sensuous song that begs for every man in the building to touch me, I dance as if my life depends on it. 

My body twists and bends around the pole without much effort or coaxing, and the cheers and pleas that I’ve grown to love this summer sound more amazing tonight than they ever have. With every twirl, the claps grow louder, and with every roll of my hips, the dollars fall faster. 

As I bend backwards from the pole—half naked and utterly unashamed, I shut my eyes for a few seconds and take everything in: This place, this music, these people...

I’m going to miss this...

After I collect my final dollars, I sit in front of my locker and smile, reflecting over my final performance. As amazing as it was, I feel a sudden twinge of guilt because I didn’t call and tell Carter about it. 

I haven’t told him anything...

Chapter 17

I knew this moment was coming. It always does. 

Just when the story is getting good, when the pages beneath my thumb are starting to dwindle, the two worst words ever written in the history of literature seem to loom near. 

This is it. 

This is “The End.”

I’ve avoided Carter’s calls and texts for the past three days—unsure of how to tell him that I can’t be with him anymore. I want to start completely over and work on myself, accomplish all of my dreams. Alone. 

I lie in my bed and sigh as another round of thunder roars in the distance. The storm that’s hitting Blythe is here to stay for at least a month, and I probably won’t see sunshine again until after I leave for college. 

As I run my finger across his name in my phone, my heart begins to ache. It’s heavy and I can feel each beat that knocks against my chest. 

It’s now or never...

I hit call and he answers on the first ring. 

“Emerald.”

“Hey.”

“I haven’t heard from you in three days. Was your phone broken?”

“No.”

“What’s wrong?” He sounds concerned. 

“Can I talk to you in person? I’ll drive over so we can talk.”

“I’m already outside.”

“What?” I jump out of bed and look out my window—seeing his Mustang parked right out front. “You’re stalking me?”

“I was just coming by to check on you. I was worried.”

“I’ll be right down.” I hang up and look at myself in the mirror, taking several deep breaths. I’ve weighed my decision about him carefully over the past few days—trying my best to put my emotions to the side. 

Sure, he’s helped me to see things from another perspective and shown me that sex actually can be incredible when it’s done right, but I still don’t really know him. 

All of our conversations this summer have revolved around me—rarely him, and it’s as if he’s purposely constructed them to be that way. He’s been kind and sweet, charming and sexy, but he’s also been incredibly vague and I don’t understand why. 

But honestly, even if he hadn’t been so elusive and as open as me, I would’ve ended this fling today anyway.

I still have issues of my own and I need to sort them out. On my own.

I rush downstairs and open the door, and before I can say hello I’m being pulled into his arms. He’s kissing me, caressing me, as if he knows—as if he can sense that something is off. 

“Are your grandparents home?” he whispers. 

“No.”

“Do you want to talk here or in my car?”

I look into the living room and then past his shoulder where the rain is falling down in sheets. “In your car.”

He nods and takes my hand, letting an umbrella up and escorting me to the passenger side. 

As he shuts my door, lightning streaks across the gloomy sky and another round of thunder roars above.

“Mind if we talk somewhere more private?” He puts the car in drive. 

“Not at all.”

He kisses me on the cheek before putting the car in reverse and driving to the lake that he took me to earlier this summer, the lake that was my almost first date.

When he puts the car in park, I move to the back seat, motioning for him to join me. 

“Tell me what’s wrong.” He trails his finger across my lips, looking deep into my eyes. 

“I...” I can’t do it. 

Not like this.

I press my lips against his and move into his lap, pressing myself against him. 

“Make me feel better,” I murmur against his mouth. “Please...”

“Tell me what’s wrong first,” he whispers, unzipping the back of my dress. 

“Nothing...”

He doesn’t believe me—I can tell, but he pulls my dress over my head anyway. 

I don’t want him to be gentle and kiss me first. I quickly unbuckle his pants and pull out his dick—wrapping my mouth around it. 

He exhales and threads his fingers through my hair as I move my mouth up and down his length, as I swirl my tongue around his tip.

“God, Emerald...”

I take him as deep as I can, using my other hand to massage his balls. I don’t stop when he asks me to. I continue sucking him gently, enjoying his reaction. 

As I’m moving him out of my mouth—to put him back in again, he grabs me by my hair and looks into my eyes. 

“Get on top of me.” He shifts his body on the seat and I straddle his lap, slowly sinking onto him.

There’s no talking between us, no moans or murmurs, just eye contact as I rock against him with my hands intertwined with his.

He presses his lips against mine, ready to make me weak with another kiss, but I don’t let him. 

I can’t. 

I don’t want to be tempted to stay, and his kisses are that powerful. 

He doesn’t seem to notice my rejection, because he smiles and kisses my forehead instead, whispering, “I’ve missed you.”

I nod as he lets go of my hands and grips my hips. “I’m going to miss you too...”

“Going to?”

I don’t respond. I lower my head to his neck—biting him as familiar tremors start to build inside of me, as he tells me to “come back” so he can see my face as I cum.  

I slowly move my head back, staring into his eyes as my orgasm takes over me—briefly shutting them. 

Panting, I bury my head in his chest—listening to his frantic heartbeat as he tries to recover from his high. 

“Emerald,” he whispers.

“Carter.”

“I need you to be serious.” He strokes my back. “What did you mean by saying you were going to miss me too? Was that a slip of the tongue? A mistake?”

I don’t answer. 

My heart is fracturing inside my chest and I can feel tears welling in my eyes. 

“Emerald?” He gently pulls my hair and tilts my chin up. “Why does it look like you’re about to cry?”

“I don’t cry.”

“I know.” He uses his thumb to wipe away a stray tear. “Tell me the truth. What’s wrong?”

“My mom wrote me a final letter—a letter before the selfish suicide one.” I sigh. “She was trying to tell me how not to end up like her, and I don’t want to end up like her. Ever. I want to do something that she was never able to do. Be independent.”

“That’s good. You should.”

“She always depended on other people for her happiness. That’s why she was never completely happy, you know? She was always looking for a quick route to it—drugs, alcohol, men...I didn’t see it before, but I understand it now.”

He nods, looking a bit confused. 

“You were my source of happiness this summer. You and only you. And um...You really helped to make me a better person, but I need to work on myself.”

“Why does it sound like you’re saying goodbye?”

My heart drops and I realize I can’t hold this back any longer. “This is goodbye.”

“What?”

“I barely know you, Carter...” I swallow and let a tear fall. “This is hard enough, but I’m sure you can understand why I’m telling you all of this.”

“No, I can’t.”

“I don’t want to have to rely on you for my happiness. I need to be able to attain it on my own.”

“Emerald, listen to yourself...”

“I’m more than listening,” I say. “My grandparents offered to pay for me to finish college and I’m going to go. I’m going to finish.”

“You going to college doesn’t mean we have to break up.”

“It doesn’t, but you did once say that you wanted what was best for me.”

“This isn’t what’s best for you, Emerald. This isn’t how you break up with someone either.”

“Should I have done it over the phone?”

“Do you want me to take you out to dinner tonight and rehash my life for you? Is that what I need to do to keep you? I don’t have any deep, dark secrets I’m hiding from you if that’s what you’re worried about. You know me better than anyone.”

“That’s really not saying much.” I refuse to show any more emotion right now. I tell him that I really enjoyed the time we spent together this summer. 

“That’s all you have to say for what we have?” He looks hurt. 

“Had,” I correct him. “There’s more to us and you know that, but please don’t try to make me stay, Carter. Please.” I know that one kiss and the right words from him will be enough to make me reconsider this, but I don’t want it.

“Long distance won’t be an issue.” He buckles his pants. “I can come see you on the weekends.”

I shake my head, avoiding his eyes. “I’d be tempted to ask you to stay for longer. I don’t want that.”

“Don’t do this.” He’s running his fingers through my hair, caressing my hand and telling me that this is wrong, that he and I can make our relationship work. He tells me that I make him happy, that losing me won’t do him any good. 

I almost break down. I almost tell him that this is irrational on my part and that I would like him to take me out to dinner and tell me everything I don’t know about him, but that wouldn’t change anything.

“I need to be on my own, Carter,” I say, moving out of his lap. I grab my dress and put it on. “I’m sorry.”

He doesn’t move. He sits there stunned, and when I force myself to look into his eyes, I see a world of hurt. 

“Yes,” he says, as he moves to the front seat. “I think this conversation would have been better over the phone.”

I remain in the backseat as he puts the car in drive, as he takes me back to my grandparents’ house. I honestly expect him to say, “Bye,” and wait for me to get out of the car myself, but he doesn’t. 

Ever the gentleman, he holds an umbrella and opens the back door, reaching for my hand. As he leads me up the driveway and onto the porch, he holds me close to his side—letting his fingers touch my body one last time. 

When we make it to the front door, he sets the umbrella down and sighs. “Is that what you really want, Emerald? Are you sure?”

I nod. 

“Is this a clean break or am I still allowed to call you?”

Tears are welling in my eyes again. “Clean break.”

He swallows and takes one step forward, pulling me into his arms, kissing me exactly like I knew he would. As he pulls away, I know that there’s something else he wants to say, something else I want to say, but neither of us says a word. 

He steps back and motions for me to go inside so he can leave. 

I push the door open and look over my shoulder wanting to say goodbye again, but I don’t see a point.

I’ve hurt us both enough. 


Chapter 18

Five weeks later...

“Roll Tide!” Virginia shouts for the umpteenth time today. 

She and Henry are walking me around the University of Alabama’s campus, pointing out everything that has to do with the Crimson Tide—the university’s football team. 

I’ve never been a huge fan of college football, but I do know that the mere mention of the words “Crimson Tide” in Blythe was enough to make people lose their minds. There wasn’t one business that didn’t bear the University of Alabama’s red and white flag, which is actually quite sad because Blythe is two hours away from the university.

“You haven’t lived until you’ve gone to a football game in the South, hun!” Virginia claps. “Henry and I will come back up and we’ll all go to your first one together. What do you think about that?”

“I’d like that very much,” I say and I mean it. I’m still a loner and I know it’ll probably take me a long time to make friends here. 

As Henry links his arm in mine and tells me about last season’s championship game, we start to head to my apartment. 

It’s three blocks from the main campus and totally overpriced, but they insisted on getting it for me. I’d told them I didn’t want to live on campus or have a roommate and that I was perfectly capable of apartment hunting on my own, but they’re friends with the man who owns my complex and he was more than happy to let me in at the last minute. 

“Well...” Henry sighs as he readjusts the AA meeting schedule on my fridge. “We’re going to miss you terribly, Emerald. Please don’t hesitate to call us if you ever need anything.”

“I won’t. I’ll see you in like four weeks, right?”

“Roll Tide!” Virginia laughs. “We’ll be here early! We’re tailgating and all!”

“Looking forward to it.” I can’t help but laugh at her enthusiasm. 

The three of us awkwardly move towards one another—embracing for several minutes. When we finally let go, I tell them both that I love them and that I will call every weekend with updates, no matter how mundane they are. 

This makes them smile, and I walk them to my door. 

“Oh!” Virginia reaches into her purse and pulls out a black box. “I forgot to give you this. It came to the house yesterday, but we were all too busy packing your stuff up that I forgot to mention it.”

I eye the box, noticing that there’s no label on the box, no return address. “Thank you. Drive safely.”

“We will.” Henry steals another hug from me before they walk out into the night. 

I watch them walk down the path and past the small pond that borders the apartment complex. I watch until they make it to the parking lot, and then I step inside my new home.

Lying across the couch, I stare at the black box Virginia gave to me minutes ago and slowly unwrap it. There’s a letter at the top:

Emerald,

It’s almost been five weeks since I’ve seen you, since I’ve heard from you...I know you’re heading off to college soon, but I want you to know that I’m moving for a while. Nonetheless, if you ever decide to answer my phone calls or text messages, there’s no distance that’ll ever be too far for me to get to you.

I will come wherever you are, whenever you realize that you belong to me and I belong to you.

Carter.

I suck in a breath and try not to cry. 

I miss him. Everything about him.

His touch. His kiss. His laugh. 

The way he talked to me late at night, the way he fired back sarcasm better than I ever could. 

Everything.

Not a day has gone by that he hasn’t called or texted me at least once, and my heart cracks a little more each time that he does. Nonetheless, deep down, I know I made the right decision. 

He’ll see it soon too. 

That’s how it always works in the books without the happily ever afters. The characters grow together and then they grow apart; not because they want to, but because they have to. 

I fold the letter and set it aside, crying when I see what else is in the box.

It’s me. 

A small painted picture of me. 

I’m wearing my black first date dress, standing in the ocean, and my eyes are gleaming in the sunlight. 

There’s a black raven sitting on my left shoulder—looking nonchalant, and at the bottom of my picture there are four words in white cursive: Ravens always come back...

I wipe a tear away and immediately take the photo into my bedroom, placing it front and center on my mantle. I run my fingers across the paint—oil and acrylic, and then I lie down on my bed, staring at it until I fall asleep.

***

“Miss Anderson, how many more classes are you going to drop?” My advisor rolls her eyes and hands me a new schedule. 

“Why do you care?” I stand up. “You’re getting paid to do this. Be happy that I’m giving you something to do.”

I’ve only been on campus for a week, and people like her are already pissing me off. Everyone knows that the first two weeks of college are a free for all, a sampler if you will. 

The “Add/Drop” period signals fourteen days of unrestricted class swapping. If you don’t like the way a professor’s syllabus looks, or if you find the teacher’s voice annoying, you can drop the class with no penalty and replace it with something else. 

Of course, the average college student only changes a class or two at a time, and they usually only drop two or three. 

I’ve dropped thirty so far. 

Nothing is holding my interest, and I’m pretty sure this newest elective class my advisor signed me up for will be getting dropped tomorrow. The name of it is “405.” There’s no formal title, and if it’s as bad as that “Bird Watching” class she signed me up for yesterday, I’m going to pay her another visit at the end of the day. 

Since it starts in half hour, I head over to the building.

As I’m walking, my phone vibrates and I pull it out of my purse. Carter. 

I watch it ring and ring, wanting to answer it, but it goes to voicemail. I scroll through the few text messages he’s sent this week and sigh. 

No matter what I do, I can’t get him out of my mind. It seems as if every day away from him worsens the pain in my heart. 

When I get to the classroom, I see that it’s empty so I decide to call him back. 

“Emerald,” he answers on the first ring.

“Hi.”

“Hi.”

Neither of us says anything for a long time.  

“We need to talk, Emerald.”

“About what?”

“You know about what.” He sounds upset.  “I’m sick of this shit and I know you are too.”

I sigh and decide to give in. “I have class in a few minutes and another one in two hours. And AA right after that. What time are you free today?”

“Whenever.”

“Nine o’ clock tonight?”

“That’ll be fine. I’ll call you.” 

“Okay...” I feel slightly better already. “I’ll talk to you then.”

“Looking forward to it.”

I smile and hang up. 

“Is someone sitting here?” A male voice to my right says. 

I look up and see one of the most attractive men I’ve ever seen in my life. 

He’s dressed in a simple red polo short and khakis, with the words “Crimson Tide” engraved onto the pockets. With jet black hair, light grey eyes, and a smile that is currently making me melt, he’s fucking perfection.

“So...” He smiles. “Is this seat taken?”

I shake my head and smile back.

“I’m Lucas Pearson,” he says as he takes a seat. “And you are?”

“Emerald.”

“Do you have a last name, Emerald?”

“Anderson.”

He pulls out his phone and taps on the screen. “No Facebook?” 

“No.” I haven’t had one since I flunked out of NYU and I’ve forgotten that they’re basically the social lifeline in college. “I’ll set one up tonight.”

“Make sure you do.” He flashes his perfect smile. “Make sure I’m your first friend.”

“You probably won’t be.”

“Why not?”

“I’ll probably forget your name by the end of this class.”

“And why is that?” He raises his eyebrow.

“I don’t keep track of every stranger I meet. There are far too many.”

He blinks. “You’ve never heard of me before?”

“Do you sing or something?”

He tilts his head to the side and smiles again. “You’re shitting me right?” 

“There are thirty thousand students on this fucking campus. Do you really think you’re Mr. Popular?”

“No...” He leans close and looks into my eyes. “But I am the star quarterback of the football team. It’s not exactly Mr. Popular. It’s Mr. God.”

I roll my eyes and lean back, trying my hardest not to laugh at him. 

He keeps his eyes on me as other people fill the room, as they recognize him and give him a high five before taking their seats. 

“Why are you in this class?” Mr. God crosses his arms.

“I don’t know. I don’t even know what this class is.”

He shakes his head. “Interpretive Design. It’s a high level course for talented people.”

“Then why are you in here?”

His lips curve into a smile. “You’re quite the charmer, Emerald.”

“I would say the same for you, but I can’t remember your name. Oh, wait. Mr. God.”

He looks as if he’s about to say something else smart, but the lights in the room suddenly flicker. 

I pull out my schedule and scratch this class out with a pen. The last professor that started the class with a flicker of the lights turned out to be a psycho with a twenty page syllabus. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” a familiar voice says and I immediately look up. “Welcome to Interpretive Art Design. My name is Professor Black, and I’ll be—”

Carter’s blue eyes meet mine and everything around me disappears. 

He raises his eyebrow, smirking. “I’ll be teaching you quite a few things this semester...”




**The End**

Beautiful Temptation 

(Book 2 of 2 in the Beautiful Series)

Coming Soon

(A Lot Sooner Than You Think)

––––––––




Dear Awesome Reader, 

Thank you so much for taking time out of your life to read this book! I hope you were thoroughly entertained and enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. 

If you LOVED it and have any extra time, PLEASE leave a review on amazon.com, B&N.com, goodreads.com, OR send me an email (mariahcole.88@gmail.com) so I can personally thank you :-) If you hated it, well....keep that shit to yourself! LOL (Just kidding. Feel free to let me know how I can improve next time!)

I’m forever grateful for you and your time, and I hope to be re-invited to your bookshelf with my next release. 

Love,

Mariah Cole
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