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Chapter 1

 

Charlene came awake like a light bulb had been turned on in her head. The emptiness of the other side of the bed screamed at her. He stayed out all night again. A dull ache started in the pit of her stomach, making her swallow convulsively and press a hand to her midsection. This wasn’t how things were supposed to be. She pushed the thought to the back of her mind, behind her to-do list, her worries about her sister, and her job issues. It was too dangerous to think something like that.

Charlene forced herself out of bed. She had to be at work in an hour, and they wouldn’t care that her husband had stayed out all night for the second time that week.

In the kitchen, she started breakfast with one hand while checking her phone with the other. Nothing from Wayne, but her sister had called. She checked that message quickly, hoping everything was OK. Kerry had almost had a date-rape experience three weeks ago, and Charlene still didn’t know how to handle it. Luckily, a woman across the room had seen Kerry’s date put something in her drink and came over to tell her. Kerry had made a big scene like she always did, taken the cup to the cops, and actually pressed charges on the guy. Charlene shuddered. It was one of those events that made her deeply thankful that she was married. Things were different these days in ways that scared Charlene deeply. She had found Wayne in high school, and although they hadn’t gotten married till four years ago, she had never had to deal with the dating scene.

The message said Call me. Charlene dialed and was happy to hear her sister pick up quickly.

“Hi Kerry, it’s me. How are you?”

I’m great,” Kerry gushed, sounding breathless. Charlene rolled her eyes and smiled. Kerry was always happy and enthusiastic. It was one of the worst and best traits about her.

“Char, I’m going to a new class tonight. You have to go with me!”

“Kerry, I told you, I am not going to a pole dancing class. You’re just going to have to go to that one by yourself. I don’t understand -”

“Calm down, Mom, it’s not the pole dancing class.”

“Don’t call me Mom.”

“Don’t act like her then.”

Charlene sighed. She loved her sister but sometimes talking to her was on exercise in futility. She knew Kerry didn’t mind going to these kinds of classes by herself, and the only time she tried to get Charlene to come to was when she thought Charlene should take the class also. But pole dancing? Why in the world would Charlene want to go to pole dancing? She could just hear Wayne now. How are you going to lift your fat ass off the ground? “I’m not acting like mom. So If it’s not pole dancing, what is it?”

“A self-defense class for women.”

“No,” Charlene said without thought or hesitation. What did she need to go to a self-defense class for? She was married. She never went out to bars or walked outside late at night by herself. She was safe. Completely safe. She'd made sure of that a long time ago.

“Come on,” Kerry whined. “This is something I want to do, and don’t you think I need it?”

“Yes, go. I think it’s a great idea.”

“You’ve got to come with me, it will be more fun. And we can both learn lots of new stuff.”

Charlene quickly ran through her list of mental excuses trying to find a reason not to go. Wayne was going to poker at his buddy’s house three times a week now, and she barely saw him. He worked all day selling cars at Dave’s Automotive and then went out to blow off steam with his friends. He wouldn’t be home tonight until late. If he comes home at all, she thought dimly, not wanting to focus on that.

Kerry stepped up her offense. “Look Charlene, if you go with me, I’ll let you set me up with that guy from your work.”

Charlene stopped fussing in the kitchen drawer and stood up straight. She had been trying to set Kerry up with Ted for months now. Ted was nice, he was calm, he was safe. “Promise?”

“Promise.”

“Deal,” she said quickly. Wayne would be gone tonight. He never even had to know that she had gone to this class. She would show up, go through the motions, drive home quickly, and forget all about it.

“OK perfect, meet me at my house at six and I’ll drive us over there. Bye!”

Charlene looked at the phone in her hand and shook her head. Kerry was a full of energy and hard to take sometimes, but mostly she was one of the best things in Charlene’s life. Charlene couldn’t wait till she calmed down a little. Got married. Had some kids.

If kids are so great, why don’t you have any? a voice in a tiny back corner of her mind whispered, showing her a picture of her own birth control pills that she hid from Wayne behind her saline spray and her tampons.

Charlene heard the back door open and stiffened. She ran through everything she had said to Kerry to see if Wayne might have overheard something that would let him know what she had planned tonight. She didn’t think so. She didn't want to lie to him, but she didn't want him to make fun of her either. Sometimes it was just easier to step around the truth. She turned to examine him.

The scent of beer, cigars, and something sweeter, preceded Wayne into the kitchen. Charlene pressed her lips together. Wayne’s face was slack and jovial, and she knew a once he was still drunk. She waited for him to come inside and shut the door before she said a word. She remembered the days when they would smile and kiss when they greeted each other, but barely.

“I guess you’re not going to work today,” she told him. “I won’t make you a lunch then.”

“I’ll still need to eat whether I go to work or not,” he said in a tight voice, his words clipped.

Charlene pulled back like she had been slapped. He stayed out all night and he came home smelling like perfume and he hadn’t sold a car in four months and he was the one getting angry?

“I was worried about you,” she said instead, trying to turn the attention back to him.

“I stayed at Chuck’s.”

“You could’ve called.”

Wayne laughed and pushed past her, towards the living room where his chair and remote control were. “I could have. But I didn’t.”

Charlene shook her head and felt familiar hopelessness well up inside her. When had it gotten this bad? Why was he like this? What could she do about it? “That’s not right,” she burst out without thinking.

Wayne turned back to her, his face incredulous. “That’s not right? What do you know about what’s right, you dipshit? Nothing! You just keep your mouth shut and I’ll tell you what’s right and wrong.”

Charlene’s cheeks burned with hatred and shame. “I’m going to work,” she mumbled and grabbed her purse off the counter, then rushed out the door without a look back.

 


Chapter 2

 

 

Charlene stopped on a bench just outside the hospital doors. The day had been long and hard and she had been glad for every second of it. No one has time to worry about their own issues when people’s lives are at stake. She took a bottle of water out of her bag and dug for her phone, drank some and breathed deeply, checking her messages. There was only one from Kerry, reminding her to get there by six. Well Kerry was going to get a little surprise – Charlene would be there by five and Kerry could make her dinner. Charlene didn’t feel like going home, whether Wayne was there or not, but since Wayne wasn’t there, she wouldn’t have to deal with him calling her and demanding to know where his dinner was.

She drove to her sister’s house, purposely keeping her mind off of Wayne. His drinking had gotten so bad in the last months that she was surprised he was still employed. He hadn’t actually received a paycheck in four months since he hadn’t sold one car. She guessed it wasn’t hard for Wayne’s boss to keep him on if he didn’t have to pay him, as long as he didn’t show up to work drunk or do something stupid. Charlene was glad she made decent money as a nurse. So far she’d been covering the bills OK and they hadn’t had to dip into savings. She hoped he would get his act together soon though, things were starting to get tight.

Charlene parked her car in Kerry’s driveway and plodded up the walkway. Kerry met her at the front door.

“You’re early.”

“I wanted to see my lovely sister … and eat her food.”

Kerry spit out a laugh. “Joke's on you. I’m eating macaroni and cheese.”

“Joke's on you, that sounds great,” Charlene answered, meaning it. Anything she didn’t have to make sounded good right now. Wayne didn’t like anything from a box and she usually had to spend over an hour cooking meals from scratch every night.

Kerry led her to the dining room table and Charlene sank into a chair, kicking off her shoes while Kerry spooned out some noodles. “Can I wear something of yours? I didn’t feel like going home to change.”

“Sure, help yourself.”

“Thanks, after I eat.”

Kerry set a bowl of orange, cheesy goodness down in front of Charlene and went back to her own bowl. She took a big bite, then pointed at Charlene’s hand and said something around her mouthful of food.

“I can’t understand you with your mouth full,” Charlene sneered at her, acting disgusted but not really feeling it. That was typical Kerry behavior as long as it was just the two of them.

Kerry chewed her food and tried again. “You have to take all of your jewelry off. John told me that three times.”

Charlene slipped off her earrings and laid them on the table. “Even my wedding ring?” she said, holding up her left hand.

“Yep. If not they make you tape it so you don’t hurt anybody with it,” Kerry said around another mouthful of food.

Charlene wrinkled her brow and looked at her ring. She didn’t like to take it off, especially not in public. But she didn’t want to tape it up either. Doubtfully, she slipped it off and laid it next to her earrings. “OK, remind me to put them back on before I go home.”

Kerry rolled her eyes. “Yeah, we wouldn’t want Wayne to get upset, would we?”

Charlene didn’t respond. She knew Kerry didn’t like her husband, and never had, even when they were seniors in high school and Kerry had been a freshman and should have looked up to them.

Kerry caught her gaze and gave her a look that said she knew what Charlene was doing but Charlene looked away and ate some of her mac & cheese. Yum.

After their bowls were emptied and cleaned Charlene went to her sister’s bedroom to find something suitable to wear. Gym clothes, Kerry had said. Charlene picked out a pair of yoga pants and a pretty turquoise shirt, changed, and went back out to find her sister.

“Let’s go. If we get there early you can meet John.”

“OK.”

They slipped into Kerry’s car and headed to the Dojo.

“Who’s John?” Charlene asked her sister on the way there.

“He’s the instructor. He goes to my gym, and he’s super cute.”

“You think everyone’s cute.”

Kerry gave her an irritated sidelong glance. “No I don’t. I think cute people are cute. Just because you don’t notice what anyone looks like anymore because you’re married doesn’t mean I’m suddenly not discriminating.”

Kerry said the word married with the irritating lilt of a little sister who thinks her older sister is being a horrible bore.

“Well I hope when you are married you stop looking at other men that way too,” Charlene said, slipping into her role easily.

“I hope I don’t! I’ll be married, not dead.”

Charlene shook her head. “That’s the man’s line.”

“Then why did I say it?”

Charlene sucked in a breath and shut her mouth with a snap. Kerry was impossible sometimes.

Kerry pulled into the parking lot and parked close to the building. Charlene’s heart picked up speed at once. The entire front of the building was covered with large glass windows and she could see everyone inside. The thought that people passing by would be able to watch her doing whatever foolish thing she would be doing made her nervous.

“What are we doing again? Karate?” That’s what it looked like was going on in there now. Twenty people were lined up on a mat inside, kicking and jumping and punching the air with precise movements. She could hear their guttural exhalations from inside the car. Was she going to be required to make that sound? She’d fake it.

“It’s a women’s self-defense class called Defense against Rape and Aggression.”

Charlene shuddered. That sounded awful.

Kerry practically leapt out of the car and motioned to Charlene to follow. “Come on, I see John!”

Slowly, Charlene opened her car door and stepped outside, still watching the people on the mat. She forced herself to take baby steps and eventually ended up inside. Kerry was already there, hugging a tall man with a pleasant face, a muscular body, and short cropped hair.

“John, this is my sister, Charlene. She really wanted to come to the class with me today.”

Charlene ignored her sister and held out her hand to John. “It’s nice to meet you.”

John shook it warmly and returned the sentiment, then turned back to Kerry and put an arm around her. “I’m so glad you came, we’re gonna have a great class tonight. I’ve got a guest instructor who is going to wow you!”

He instructed them to fill out the registration paperwork and sit on the benches while the other class finished up. Kerry and Charlene did so, Kerry constantly chattering about everything and everyone in the room, while Charlene was quiet and kept her eyes open, evaluating. Her nerves jumped and fizzled, keeping her in an uncomfortable state of hyper-alertness as people filed in and out of the large building.

When the old class was completely done, Kerry pulled her sister onto the mat and they sat down cross-legged. Of course Kerry made them sit in the very front row, where they talked quietly as people filed in behind them. Charlene swallowed hard and told herself it would all be over in an hour.

John Roberson stood at the front, smiling down at the four rows of women in front of him. He held up his hands to quiet their chatter and spoke. “Thank you for coming to Defense against Rape and Aggression. This may be the most important class you take in your life. I am your instructor, but tonight and for the next two weeks we have a very special guest instructor.”

John kept talking but Charlene’s attention was pulled to one corner of the open room, where a person had just entered from a hidden door. Her breath caught in her throat as she saw a man who made her mouth dry instantly and her heart beat a terrified rhythm in her chest. He was scary. And beautiful.

 


Chapter 3

 

The man walked over to John and Charlene’s eyes raked him from top to bottom. He was tall, probably standing right at six foot. His blond hair was closely cropped in a military crew cut. His face was broad and open and guileless, except for the ragged vertical scar on his right cheek, but what scared her the most was his muscles, his self-assured attitude, and the tattoos completely covering what she could see of his right arm. His looks and demeanor commanded her attention like she’d never experienced before. Her eyes ran over his tattoos, fascinated by them, trying to figure them out. Finally she realized the tattoo was supposed to look like old silver armor, but with crests and a word cascading down the forearm. Freedom, it said. Her mind jiggled the word, turning it over and examining it. Why would he have that tattooed on his forearm? Was he a soldier? But even so, why that word? Why on his arm? Her thoughts spun on and on as her eyes drank him in. He looked young, younger than her, and a part of her was embarrassed and ashamed to be so openly devouring him, but still she couldn’t look away. His eyes met hers and he smiled at her, a wonderful smile that completely hid his scar and gave him a little boy charm. The smile did what her own shame could not. It caused her to tear her eyes from his and look down, her face reddening madly. She pulled her knees up to her chest and hid behind them.

People moved around her. Kerry pulled at her and hissed, “Stand up Charlene, weren’t you listening?”

Charlene scrambled to her feet, but kept her eyes on the floor. She didn’t have a clue what was going on and she was seized by an intense desire to run outside to the car.

“Everybody grab a partner,” John called and Charlene slinked even closer to Kerry, grabbing compulsively at her hand. “Out of every pair, the shorter person will be the aggressor first. If you are the same size then pick an aggressor.”

“I’m the aggressor first,” Kerry whispered, since they were both exactly five foot eight inches tall.

Charlene nodded dully, her cheeks still aflame.

John explained the simple exercise to them. One person would attack the other person from behind and the person who had been attacked would try to break out of the choke hold. The exercise began and the twenty groups of two women nervously sidled up to each other and began to wrestle. Kerry got her arms quickly around Charlene’s neck and didn’t let go for anything. Charlene tried to pull at her arms and that didn’t do any good so she tried to drop out of them, causing them both to tumble to the ground. John and the man with the crew cut (Charlene was ashamed to realize his name had probably been announced and she had completely missed it) walked among the women making small remarks here and there. Giggles and awkward exclamations bounced off the walls. John called a halt to the exercise and told everyone to make note of the position they ended up in. Charlene looked around and realized she and Kerry were the only ones on the ground. She bet they were the only sisters there. She could remember a time fifteen or so years ago when Kerry had tried to put her in a choke hold for real.

The man with a crew cut knelt next to Charlene and Kerry before they could disentangle themselves. He looked right at Charlene, and she could barely stand the heat from his gaze. She stole small glances at him as he was talking but couldn’t look right at him. “Dropping to the ground could be a very smart move if you knew what to do from there. Good job.”

Charlene tried to smile and say thank you but she was pretty sure all that came out was “thay oo.” She cursed herself for her nerves. If he had shown up on her hospital floor she was certain she could have said anything she wanted to him. She was out of her element, that was all.

The man pushed himself up and joined John at the front, but not before Charlene thought he reminded her of someone. She thought hard, but couldn't grasp it. John remarked lightly on what he had seen most people do and how they had ended up. He told them to change roles and do it again so everybody in the room got the experience of trying to get away without really knowing what to do.

After a few moments, John stopped the class and this time he showed them a pressure point underneath the elbow. “If anyone wraps their arm around your neck you’ll want to dig upwards with your thumb and apply pressure to this exact spot. You will be able to force them to open their arms in an instant. Original aggressors, line up behind your victims and try again. Victims, let them have it.”

Kerry jumped at the chance to choke out her older sister again. Charlene shoved her thumb in the spot she thought she was supposed to hit, but Kerry only clamped down harder. The man who had shattered her ability to speak clearly a few moments before showed up at her side again. He grasped her hand lightly and moved it, positioning her thumb right in the center of two fat muscles on the bottom side of Kerry's arm. Charlene felt his touch go through her in a heartbeat and she tried to concentrate. He pressed lightly on the underside of her hand, encouraging her to dig in. Finally, Charlene was able to get her muscles to work. She pressed relentlessly with the thumb and was gratified when Kerry exhaled violently and pulled her arms back quickly.

“Perfect Miss, uh, what is your name?”

“Charlene,” Charlene whispered, happy to hear something come out of her mouth.

“Perfect, Charlene. You’re a natural.” He patted her on the shoulder and moved on to the next couple.

Kerry watched him go, eyes wide narrowed, rubbing the underside of her arm, then turned back to her sister. “That frickin hurt. Turn around, it’s your turn.”

They practiced several more times until John called their attention from the front.

“That was a taste of what we are going to teach you here over the next few weeks. Relic has a few words to say now about exactly when to use these tactics you will be learning and why they are important.”

Relic? His name was Relic? What a beautiful and unusual name.

Relic stood before them, his stance wide and strong. “I want to talk about verbal self-defense. What you are going to learn in here is important, but not being afraid to stand up for yourself verbally may be more important than anything we can teach you physically. You can head off many physical attacks just by being loud and taking the offense. No one has a right to make you feel uncomfortable. No one should ever try to influence you with force or coercion. Always trust your intuition. If someone is making you nervous or advancing on you in a way that is bothering you, don’t be afraid to shout at him. Say what are you doing? Or just start screaming. Don’t worry about being embarrassed. It’s always better to be alive and embarrassed then … well you all know. Each of you deserves to be treated with respect and caring in all of your relationships.

You own your own body. No one has a right to touch you if you don’t want them to. Not your husband, not your boss, not your father, not the construction worker on the street. Anyone can be a bully, but you don’t have to stand for it.”

Charlene felt herself wondering if he was talking directly to her. His words continued to wash over her, meaning more to her than anything else she’d ever been told. He spoke with conviction and passion and she wondered where a man as young as he was had gotten so much wisdom. This didn’t seem to be a canned speech. It came from the heart, she was sure of it.

 

 


Chapter 4

 

Charlene drove her car home slowly and replayed the class over in her head. Her sister had loved it. Charlene wasn’t sure if she had loved it, but she did feel quite positive about it. She couldn’t stop thinking about the things that Relic had said. On the way back to her sister’s house, she had wondered out loud if Relic was a soldier. Kerry had jumped on her immediately. “Weren’t you listening? He's a master self defense instructor in the Army who is home on two weeks of leave from Afghanistan.”

Charlene had felt strangely divided by this news. She didn’t examine her feelings regarding it too closely though. It didn’t matter. He was a nice guy, but he would never be anything more than an acquaintance to her. She was married. And married women didn't make new friends with handsome young soldiers.

Charlene pulled into her driveway and was distressed to see that Wayne’s car was already there. Something heavy and full filled her belly. She slowly got out of her car and walked inside. Wayne was in his comfy chair, not doing anything. Just waiting for her.

“What are you doing home?” she asked him. She could smell beer and cigars. But no perfume.

He asked her a question as if she had never even spoken. “Where were you?”

“At Kerry's,” she lied, hating it but doing it anyway.

He leaned forward quickly, like a cat, and grabbed her purse out of her hands. He pulled out her wallet and looked through the money compartment, taking out all the bills he saw there. Charlene watched him silently. She had started hiding money in other compartments in her purse a month ago.

Wayne stood up from his chair, shoved the money in his pocket, and advanced on Charlene, his lips twisting grotesquely and his normally neutral face looking ragged. She took a step backward, her face surely showing the confusion she felt in her body. He grabbed her hip as she turned and pulled her back against him with both hands. He ground his groin against her backside, making her feel slightly sick to her stomach. She pulled away and he let go at the same time, causing her to fall forward. He laughed and she felt a dull and biting anger rear up in her head like a snake. She bit it back immediately. It wasn't safe.

Charlene scrambled to her feet and ran into the kitchen.

“Come back here, Charlene,” Wayne called from the living room.

Charlene turned around at the sink and stared at him as he swayed on his feet and threw his head back in amusement. “No, you’re drunk.”

“Come on Charlene, it’s been months.”

She shook her head and watched anger slide across his face.

“You frigid bitch,” he said his voice low and full of nails.

Charlene jumped as if she’d been hit. He’d never called her that before. It hurt her, tore at her heart and her soul.

She turned and fled, running back out the door she had come in and climbing back into her car. She would sleep at Kerry's.

As she drove, she watched him go through her purse like it was his right. She’d always had misgivings when he did that, but never felt like she had the right to tell him to stop. It was their house, and their bank account, wasn’t it their purse too?

The thought made her startle again as she had when he called her a bitch. She wondered suddenly what the balance on their savings account was. She rummaged through her purse with one hand and pulled out her phone, then speed dialed their bank and used the voice prompts to navigate to their savings account.

Your account balance is $243.06.

Charlene pulled her tiny car into the parking lot of a grocery store and stopped quickly, before tears could overtake her. $12,023 was what they were supposed to have in that account. They had been saving for a down payment on a house. And it was all gone? She racked her brain, trying to remember the last time she had checked the account. It had probably been more than four months ago, the last time she had put money in. She hadn’t been able to put a dime in since his paychecks had dwindled away to nothing. He’d spent almost $12,000 dollars in four months? On what? Poker?

Charlene cried until the tears had dried up and she could think of nothing more to cry about. She considered calling him or turning around and going home to talk to him several times, but for what point? It was no use talking to him. Especially not when he was drunk. That was all the money they had had in the world, and it was gone. Except for the small IRA she had through her work, there was nothing else. She didn’t understand how he could do that. She never would have taken out a dime without consulting him first. Not to get his permission, she told herself, but because that was what people in a partnership did.

When her mind was finally quiet, smoothed out with anguish and overpowered with grief, she turned the car back on and drove to her sister’s house.

She knocked on the door and tried to not look as miserable as she felt.

“Can I sleep here?” she asked when Kerry opened the door. “I’m locked out,” she said, hating the lying again but not wanting to discuss this with her sister. She knew Kerry – knew Kerry would go for the jugular and not even allow Charlene a chance to make her own decisions. Kerry would probably call the cops, and that was the last thing Charlene wanted to deal with right now. Besides, it wasn’t like he stole the money. It was his money as much is it was her money, and she had trusted him.

“Of course you can.” Kerry moved back so she could come in then stepped forward to look at her face closely. “Have you been crying?”

Charlene shrugged. “I was upset that I locked myself out of the house.”

“Where’s Wayne?”

Charlene shrugged again and tried to speak but no words would come. Instead the tears flowed again.

Kerry grabbed her arms and looked even closer into her face. “What did he do?” she asked accusingly.

“Nothing. He didn’t do anything.”

“Did he hit you?”

“No! He’s never hit me.” This was true, at least physically. Wayne hit with his words, never with his fists. At least that was something to be grateful about. “I just want to sleep, Kerry, I’m tired.”

Her sister looked like she didn’t believe a word Charlene was saying, but she stepped back and allowed Charlene to walk down the hall to the guest room. Charlene crawled into the bed she had slept in a few times before and felt the tears come again.

She kept remembering her feeling of relief at being able to tell her sister that Wayne had never hit her. But was that really enough anymore? Her mind divided into two parts. The one that was always nervous and never settled whispered assurances that she and Wayne could work through anything, as long as he didn’t hit her. The other part, the part that had felt restless and embittered for months now, awakened and refused to be soothed. There were more unthinkable things then just physical abuse. And he had done most of them.

Is this how the rest of your life is going to go? that part asked her. Not being able to trust the man you live with? Never knowing what he is up to? Putting up with his insults and his put downs and brushing them off because he’s drunk?

She cried herself to sleep, her dreams as miserable and ashamed as her waking hours.

 

 


Chapter 5

 

Charlene went to work the next morning, wearing her sister's clothes. She checked the duty roster and headed to the medical floor she was assigned to for the day. She was early, not having anything to do since her sister had already gone to work. The hospital was quiet. No emergencies. Nobody running or yelling. She stopped off in one of the break rooms, thinking she would grab herself some breakfast, but was surprised to see what looked like half of the nighttime shift for three or four floors already in there.

Six women sat around the table, all of them focusing on someone who had her head in her hands. Charlene wasn’t sure, but it looked like Marie, one of her friends who frequently worked nights. She and Marie used to be very good friends, in fact Marie and her husband had been to Charlene's house for dinner a few times. But something had happened when Marie had divorced her husband. She never talked to Charlene anymore, she dropped her eyes when they passed in the hall. It always hurt Charlene deeply. She had no idea what she had done to deserve it. She hadn't sided with Marie's husband in the divorce - she hadn't even known about the divorce till it was over.

A nurse Charlene barely knew was leaning against the door, her arms folded.

“What’s going on?” Charlene whispered to the nurse.

“Marie has a black eye,” the nurse whispered back. “She says she walked into a door last night but Tonya thinks her boyfriend gave to her.”

Charlene grimaced. Tonya was the shift supervisor and known to be a bit of a micromanager and royal buttinski.

Tonya got up from the table and paced behind Marie, her voice strident. “You gotta say something. You absolutely cannot let him do this to you and get away with it.”

Charlene watched as, all around the table, women nodded their assent. Even the nurse next to her was nodding and saying yes under her breath.

Charlene did not nod her head or say a word. She wondered if any of these other women had any idea what it took to get out of a relationship like that. More courage than it took to stay in it, that was for sure. Tonya kept talking but Charlene had partially tuned her out. In her own mind, Wayne’s voice was taking center stage. Fat ass, he was saying. Dip shit. Stupid. She remembered being grateful the day before that she had never been hit by him, but now a single thought struck her like the blow she'd never received from her husband. Was it really better? Were there really degrees of abuse, some being at least partially OK?

She was starting to think the answer was no.

Charlene edged around the group, not wanting to leave, but not wanting to be fully part of it either. She listened to Tonya with one ear, trying to stay aware inside her own mind of what any of this meant to her. Another nurse stuck her head inside the break room. “Tonya, you are needed on the third floor.”

Tonya squeezed Marie’s shoulder and hurried out of the room. The other nurses followed quickly, now that the show was over. Charlene bought an energy bar and a milk from a vending machine and sat down quietly next to Marie, whose face now looked hot and dry.

Charlene ate in silence, trying to lend Marie a bit of strength, but want not wanting to embarrass her any more than she probably already was. She felt her hurt and upset towards Marie evaporate. Marie had a lot going on in her life. That was probably why she had been standoffish.

Charlene finished her skimpy meal but sat a bit longer, in case Marie wanted to talk. When her shift time grew closer, she finally stood up. “I have to go, Marie, my shift starts in ten minutes, but I want to know that if you ever need to trade any shifts with me or if you ever need a ride for anything like that, you ask me first, OK?”

Marie nodded sadly and Charlene rubbed her shoulders for a second, much like Tonya had a moment ago, then she headed for the door.

“Wait,” Marie said.

Charlene turned to her.

“Charlene, you never said what you think I should do.”

Charlene looked hard at Marie, then chose her words carefully. “I don’t think that is something anyone else can decide for you. Everyone’s intentions are good. They just want to see you safe. But they don’t have to live your life, do they?”

Marie shook her head slowly, and one tear fell from her darkened eye. “What would you do?” she said, her voice no higher than a whisper.

Again, Charlene took a few moments to choose her words. “Well, I like to hope that I would leave him, but I understand how scary that can be.”

“Where would I go?” Marie said, even quieter than before. “And what if he follows me?”

Charlene nodded, knowing how important those two questions were. She wished she could offer her house to her friend, but she knew that wasn’t an option.

“Maybe I should go live with my aunt …” Marie said, mostly to herself.

Charlene walked back to the other side of the table and hugged her. “If you decide to do that, let me know if I can help you.”

Marie nodded and smiled tentatively. “Thank you.”

Charlene walked out of the room and lost herself for the day in her work.

 

***

 

When Charlene arrived home, Wayne’s car wasn’t there. Instead of feeling unsettled, like she had earlier in the week when Wayne wasn’t home when he was supposed to be, she felt glad. She didn’t want to think about any of it and that would be easier if he wasn’t there. She made dinner for herself and tucked the leftovers into the refrigerator for him later. She slept in the guest bedroom, just in case, hoping he would get the message if he came home. She didn’t want to touch him or be near him. She still wasn’t sure what to do about the money he took. Confront him? Not confront him?

She couldn’t necessarily just ignore it completely, but it was part of a bigger problem and it all would need to be addressed eventually. But how, and when? She didn't know.

 

 


Chapter 6

 

 

The next day, Charlene met her sister at her house again, so they could ride to the self-defense class in Kerry's car like they had before. Charlene felt herself looking forward to the class. She had enjoyed the way it made her feel, in control, and powerful. She looked forward to what John and Relic had planned for the evening. She didn’t want to admit it to herself, but she looked forward to seeing Relic again too.

The class started quickly, the two men demonstrating how to get away from someone who had gotten them on the ground, then several other pressure points throughout the body. They talked about how to not look like a victim when walking alone. They shared more about how going on the offense is your very best defense in almost any situation. When it was time for the physical exercises, Kerry was bouncing on the balls of her feet, excited to try out some of the pressure points on her sister.

Charlene fought her hard, putting all of her effort into the take downs but the pressure points worked every time. The pain they created just made her want to let go. They switched, and Charlene was gratified to find that her sister couldn't take it any more than she could. After working on a particularly painful neck pressure point, they both collapsed to the ground feeling like they had accomplished something.

A phone rang from the front of the room and Charlene watched as John ran over to answer it. His face took on a look of concern while he was talking. He ran to Relic and had a short, whispered conversation, then left the building through the front door.

“Oh, I hope every thing’s OK with him,” Kerry said.

Charlene nodded but didn’t respond because Relic was calling for their attention. “That was great everyone. I see almost all of you have mastered that last one. Anyone who needs more help can ask me after class. Now we’re going to move on to a few more difficult moves.” He looked towards the door. “John had to leave to pick up his daughter but should be back in twenty minutes or so. Until then, I’ll need a volunteer to help me demonstrate.”

Kerry’s hand shot into the air and Charlene heard the women behind her chatter nervously. She waited to see who would be picked.

“Charlene, can you come up here?” He extended a hand towards her and Charlene’s eyes widened. She hadn’t volunteered. Her heart beat madly and nervous wings filled her stomach. Why her? Kerry shoved her from behind and she took a hesitant step forward to keep from falling on her face.

“Thank you,” Relic told her, grasping her hand and turning her around to face the class. Charlene’s horrified eyes caught her sisters gleaming ones. She couldn’t think. Could barely stay standing.

“This is the bear hug breakaway. Someone comes up and grabs you from behind, you’re going to want to act quickly and decisively, before he can carry you to where ever he wants to take you. Even if he is bigger than you and stronger than you, fighting back is your best chance.”

He looked at Charlene. “I’m going to come up from behind and pick you up, is that OK?”

Charlene nodded mutely, her head swimming with this information. He nodded and smiled at her then disappeared from her sight line.

In an instant, Charlene felt strong arms circle her and lift her off the ground. Relic spoke to the class about her relative helplessness, then told her how to get out of it. “Wrap your foot around the back of my knee and tug hard, while pulling at my hands with your hands.”

Charlene did as she was told and felt Relic take a step forward and his arms loosen. She pulled hard on his hands and they came apart. “Good, now use your surprise advantage and elbow me in the head, then take off.”

Charlene threw an elbow up and behind her, lightly. She didn’t want to hurt him. Then she ran in a big circle around the class full of women on the floor. They laughed and clapped.

“Good, Charlene, good. That was perfect. Are there any questions?” Charlene felt her insides glow at his praise. An internal sort of domino effect began to reverberate in her mind. It had been so long since a man had praised her or even approved of her in any way. Her father never had seemed to and then there was Wayne. Wayne had been sweet, mostly in the beginning, but still had never been what she would call approving. This man in front of her had praised her more in the past two classes than he ever had. The thought set up an internal alarm. Danger it shouted at her. This isn’t appropriate. He’s not your husband. You shouldn’t even be talking to him. But another part of her shouted that part down. There was nothing wrong with what she was doing, it said. And if the man acted approving of her, so what? It didn’t mean she was sleeping with him. It didn’t mean she was cheating on her husband. That final thought brought a sliver of pain with it, but Charlene was used to ignoring the pain of being cheated on. She pushed it aside and focused on Relic's handsome face as he answered questions.

“We'll get a chance to practice all of these shortly, but there are two other moves I want to show you. The first one is self-defense against an unwanted butt grab.” The class giggled and Charlene’s eyes went wide. Was he going to touch her butt?

“OK, Charlene, turn around here.” He positioned her the way that he wanted her and then dropped his voice lightly. “I’m not actually going to touch your butt, but you react as if I had. Here’s what I want you to do.” Charlene’s breath came a little easier, but at the same time as she felt a small pang of some unidentifiable emotion. Disappointment? She shrugged it off and nodded.

Relic's hand came close to her backside but never quite touched it. “Reach back with your left hand and grab my pinky. Get a really good grip on it, that’s good. That’s perfect. Now bend your elbow and lift my hand up, then turn towards me and grab my thumb with your other hand.” Charlene did as he instructed, enjoying herself now. “Now push towards me, suddenly, you want to force my pinky and thumb backwards hard.”

Charlene followed through, pushing his hand back towards his body and was gratified to see him hit the mat and almost do a backward somersault. He hopped up and beamed at her. “Perfect!” He turned to the class and explained how the angle had forced him onto his back.

“Now the last move we are going to cover today is a rape prevention move. We have a few to go over, but the most essential one is the one I’m going to show you right now. I’m going to have Charlene demonstrate and then you all can practice.” Relic laid on the ground on his back. “OK Charlene, drop on top of me like you are the rapist.” Charlene shook slightly. He wanted her to do what? She looked at the large, muscular man on the ground in front of her and couldn’t quite comprehend it. “That’s it, Charlene, just step forward and bend down like I’m a woman and you’re trying to overpower me.”

Charlene tried to force her body to move. She knew this was all playacting, but the thought of dropping on top of Relic made her mind swirl dangerously towards a truth that she did not want to confront. She forced herself to step forward, then dropped to one knee between his bent legs.

“Great, now lean forward and put your body weight on me.” Charlene’s mind and body seem to separate slightly as she saw herself leaning forward on top of him as if from a great distance. She’d never been this close to a man who wasn’t Wayne before.

Relic faced the class and spoke quickly, showing them exactly how he wanted them to respond. He grabbed Charlene’s hands and pulled her forward slightly, then pushed her back and performed a complicated leg movement to wriggle out from underneath her. After he had demonstrated the move several times, he bounced to his feet and pulled Charlene up with him.

Charlene returned to her spot next to her sister and tried to function normally with every her mind and her body in overdrive.

 


Chapter 7

 

Charlene practically bolted out the door when the class was over, wanting to both deny and cover up the feelings that were swirling around inside her. She ran to the passenger door of her sister's small car and waited for Kerry to open the doors. Kerry finally came out, her face gleeful and mischievous. Charlene could tell she was bursting to say something.

Kerry unlocked the doors and climbed in, twisting the key in the ignition immediately. But the car wouldn’t start; the engine chugged weekly but would do no more.

“Oh great,” Kerry groaned. “What now?” She tried again and still had no luck. She sighed deeply and popped open the trunk, then got out of the car to look under the hood. Charlene followed.

“What’s wrong with it?” Charlene asked.

“It’s the alternator, I bet. My friend Andrew was going to come over and replace it for me on Monday. It’s been giving me problems all week.”

“So how do we get home?” Charlene asked, irritated that her sister hadn’t said anything before. They could have brought her car.

Kerry looked behind them into the brightly-lit Dojo. “Maybe somebody can give us a ride …”

“Why don’t we just call a tow truck?”

“Because I don’t want to spend fifty dollars on a tow if I don’t have to. I’ll call Andrew tomorrow and see if he can come by and fix it right here in the parking lot.”

Charlene opened her mouth to argue but the door of the Dojo opened and Relic walked outside. He came straight towards them and Charlene could see the concern on his face even in the dark. “You two need a ride?”

Kerry smiled immediately. “That would be great!”

“I’m the black Jeep over there,” Relic said, pointing.

“Thanks, let me just get my stuff,” Kerry told him. She rummaged around in her car and grabbed a bag, then closed the door and locked it while Relic dropped the hood.

Charlene walked slowly towards Relic's Jeep. She felt Kerry push past her and rolled her eyes. Kerry was going to try to beat her to the front seat. That was fine. She didn’t need to sit next to Relic. But when she got to the Jeep, Kerry was already inside and in the back. Kerry smiled at her sweetly and Charlene frowned in confusion.

Charlene and Relic climbed in the car and Kerry told Relic roughly how to get to her house. They pulled out onto the street and Charlene shivered, glad that Wayne wasn’t around to see her in another man’s car.

“So what you do, Charlene?” Relic asked.

The question surprised Charlene and he took a moment to answer. What did she do?

“I’m a nurse.”

“Oh that’s fascinating. You must have some great stories.”

“Uh, yeah,” she said hesitantly, although she couldn’t think of a one.” She colored slightly. “Kerry fixes radios,” she blurted out.

“Oh. What kind of radios?”

Kerry leaned forward from the backseat. "Public safety radios and radio towers for police department and fire department.”

Relic was about to answer and Charlene snuck a glance at him, happy to see genuine interest on his face. His deep blue eyes gave her a start for a moment, and she remembered suddenly who he reminded her of. The marine. The handsome marine whose mother had been dying, and who later had been held captive in Iraq. She had watched the fiasco spellbound every night on the news, and cheered in her living room when word came that he had been rescued. The marine's eyes had been more of a sapphire blue, but just as striking. She had been attracted to him too. Did she have a thing for the clean-cut, heavily muscled military look and just never knew it before?

Kerry spoke up from the back seat, deflecting Relic's interest from her.

“But it’s boring stuff. What about you, Relic? What do you do in the Army?”

“I’m infantry.”

Charlene couldn’t help herself. She looked at him, eyebrows raised. “Really?”

He laughed. “You seem surprise.”

“Well yeah, you don’t seem like the type.”

“What type is that?”

Embarrassment flooded through Charlene. She'd really put her foot in her mouth. “Oh, ah, well, I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant that you seem so smart. And …” She trailed off. What had she been about to say? Nice? Sweet? Thoughtful?

“Thanks. I just went with infantry because I wasn’t sure what else I wanted to do. Now that I’ve been doing it for a few years, I think I want to go back to school to fly helicopters. I just like to be active, you know?”

Charlene nodded. She did know.

Kerry leaned forward again and pointed out the turn into her subdivision. “It’s the second house on the left.”

Relic pulled his car into the driveway and put it into park, then turned off the ignition. Charlene climbed out and pulled the seat forward so Kerry could get out behind her. Kerry pushed past her, heading toward the house and yelled, “Bye Relic, thank you!” then ran up to her front stoop.

Charlene stood and looked at Relic as he waved goodbye to Kerry. She felt mortified, like Kerry's thank you was not sufficient for what Relic had done for them. “Yeah, thanks a lot,” she said, trying to put some feeling into it. Relic locked eyes with her and smiled, causing her stomach to swoop dangerously. “Anytime,” he said.

Charlene backed up quickly and slammed the door then practically ran to the house. Behind her, she heard the ignition start up as she met Kerry on the stoop. “You should go back and talk to him,” she hissed.

“About what?” Charlene said and grabbed the keys out of Kerry’s hand. “I said bye, I said thank you, there’s nothing more to talk about.” She unlocked Kerry's door and pushed inside as the Jeep pulled out of the driveway.

They spilled into the house and Charlene went to the dining room table to gather up her jewelry.

Kerry ran to catch up with her. “He is so into you,” she said.

Adrenaline shot through Charlene and she stood up, bolt straight. “No he’s not.”

“He totally is. Everyone in that room wanted to be the one to climb on top of him and he picked you.” She leaned forward with her hands on the table and stared at Charlotte. “Your hand wasn’t even up!”

Nervously, Charlotte shook her head. “It doesn’t matter anyway,” she said. “I'm married.”

Kerry rolled her eyes and Charlotte sank into a chair, defeated. Some marriage.

 


Chapter 8

 

Charlene pulled into her driveway, her nerves on high alert. Wayne’s car was there but who knew what state he was in. Drunk? Sober? She hadn’t seen him sober in the evenings for several months now. As she walked inside she remembered when she had expressed fear about his drinking patterns and asked him to get help. It had been the first time that he had ever called her stupid. She gathered her courage and pushed in the front door.

The house was dark and for a moment she hoped that he had already gone to bed. A voice came from the living room. It was Wayne, and to Charlene, he sounded dangerous, like a snake stalking a mouse.

“Where were you?”

Something in his voice told her she better not lie this time.

“Out with Kerry.”

“Out with Kerry where?”

“At a class.”

“What kind of class?” Something in the lilt of his words let Charlene know he was toying with her. Somehow he knew exactly where she had been.

“A self-defense class for women,” she said. She fought the urge to keep talking and explain her every action. She hadn't been doing anything wrong. If she and Wayne were on better terms he would always know everywhere that she had been.

“I don’t want you to see Kerry anymore.”

Charlene took the words like a blow to the chest. “What? She’s my sister.”

“She dragged you to that class, didn’t she? She’s single. You’re married. You need to be more respectable than that.”

Charlene’s voice raised as desperation filled her. “You can't tell me not to see my sister!”

Charlene heard the springs on Wayne’s well-used chair sing as he stood up. In four large steps he had made it into the kitchen and caught her hand around the wrist. Her heart beat madly. He had never hit her, but had she always felt there’d been a threat of it? Maybe. Was it about to happen? Not if she could help it.

“Look at the trouble you get in with her. Climbing all over men.”

Charlene’s mouth dropped open but she wasn’t surprised. Not really.

“We were sparring!” She realized that wasn’t even the point. “Did you follow me?”

“I don’t need to follow you. I got you tracked, baby. Your sister is bad news and you ain’t going back to that gym either. You don’t need to be pressing your body up against guys you don’t know.”

“But …” Charlene couldn’t respond for a moment. Something inside her broke and spilled indignation across her soul. “How dare you …” she began and fought for breath. Her head fell like it was going to split open with emotions. She could barely breathe. “How dare you insinuate I’m doing anything wrong? You are actually cheating on me!” She shouted and ripped her hand from his, taking a step backwards.

She could sense his confusion in the darkened room. He thought she hadn’t known. He thought he really was hiding it that well. She opened her mouth and let him have it, not caring for the first time in her life what the neighbors could hear. “I can smell the sex in your clothes when I wash them! I know exactly when it started and I know every time you do it!”

In the dim light falling from the moon outside the window, she could see the slyness creep into his face. “So you think two wrongs will make a right?” he asked her slowly. "You going to get back at me? Is that it?”

Charlene shook her head, knowing she shouldn’t even be responding to that. Wayne took another step towards her. “Well you have fun. I’ve seen the way that man looks at you. He’ll bend you over a barrel in the back alley for a quick five pumps, then leave you with your hoohoo cooling in the breeze and cum staining your ass.”

Charlene had had enough. Enough of Wayne. Enough of everything.

“No he won’t!” she screamed. "You’re thinking of you, Wayne. That’s what you would do!”

She slipped sideways before his hands could come up again and ripped the door open, fleeing into the night.

 

***

 

Charlene returned to her sister’s house, praying Kerry was still awake. She parked her car around back so it wasn’t easy to see and returned to the front, knocking on the door. Her mind was churning.

“Can I stay here tonight?” she asked as soon as Kerry opened the door.

Kerry threw the door open wide. “Of course you can.” She peered into her sister’s face and Charlene could see the thousand questions sitting there. But Kerry didn’t ask one and Charlene was glad. It was a repeat of a few nights ago, and there was nothing more to say.

She retreated to the guest bedroom and slipped under the covers, infinitely thankful that she had a place to go. Her thoughts marched through her mind, one after another, never slowing, never stopping, not even at five in the morning when the sun finally came up and she needed to think about getting out of bed. She got up quickly and didn’t even ask Kerry to borrow any clothes. She would be changing into scrubs at work anyway. Clothes just didn’t seem important right now. Kerry watched her placidly from across the dining room table at breakfast, but still never said a word. Charlene knew what her sister was thinking, but she was glad that, for once, her sister held her tongue.

At work, she had to concentrate. The endless parade of thoughts about the rest of her life had to stop, and she welcomed the peace. Besides, she knew what she was going to do. On her lunch hour, she retreated to a park across the street from the hospital and called a lawyer - the first result with a woman's name to come up in a Google search for divorce lawyer. She was off work the next day and she made an appointment for eight o’clock in the morning.

No matter how determined she was and how right she knew she was, it was still the hardest thing she had ever done in her life. She was going to divorce Wayne. She would start over again. She would try to get it right this time. And if she didn’t, she would try again, and again. She deserved it.

 

 


Chapter 9

 

 

Charlene’s lawyer assured her that a divorce would be a simple procedure, considering Wayne’s infidelity, addiction, and history of abuse, any judge would see the value in moving on it quickly, even if Wayne refused to sign the papers, which Charlene knew he would. She knew he would see all of this as an affront to his manliness.

She purposely had asked for nothing but her car and her clothes and her sanity, like she could keep it in a box under the bed. She didn’t want anything from that life anyway. She was beginning to see exactly how far he had dragged her down with each step she took towards the light. She felt like she could do nothing but shoot upwards from this depth and she didn’t want anything holding her under the surface. Her sister would take her in. She knew it. She could always save more money. She could always buy more furniture. But could she recover the important parts of herself that he had taken from her? She didn’t know. But she was going to find out.

Charlene had a day off in the hospital with nowhere to go and nothing to do but confront her new life. She got coffee and walked through the streets for hours, convinced of the absolute rightness of her actions, but still scared out of her mind. She was trying to bolster her confidence for what she knew was coming. She knew she had to talk to Wayne.

Something Relic had said during the first class she took with him reverberated through her mind.

Don’t worry about being embarrassed. Each of you deserve to be treated with respect and caring in all of your relationships.

She examined the words, turning them over and over again. Did he really mean that? Were there men who treated women with respect and caring? And she didn’t mean out in public when everyone could see them. She meant at home, all the time, even with the world locked out behind closed doors. She’d always assumed that all marriages were pretty much like hers. Her parent's marriage had been. But what if it wasn’t true? If it was true, she would never get married again. She didn’t know she deserved more, but she knew she wanted more.

Her lawyer had said it would take a week to draw up the divorce paperwork. And once it came, Charlene had already decided that she would serve it to Wayne herself. If she hid behind her lawyer, Wayne would never leave her alone. She needed to stand up to his face and say it with her own mouth that she never wanted to see him again. Wayne responded to strength, and if he sensed she had none, he would never leave her be. She could divorce him and he would hound her at her sisters every night or her workplace every morning. She just knew it.

When her legs cramped on her walk and her feet refused to take another step, she returned to her car and drove back to her sister’s house. Kerry needed to know.

When Kerry came home from work, Charlene had a homey dinner all laid out for her.

“Wow, what’s the occasion?” Kerry asked, falling into a chair and dropping her purse on the floor.

Charlene put a plate of beef tips and braised asparagus in front of her. “I’ve decided to divorce Wayne,” she said heart slamming in her chest and adrenaline coursing through her system when the word divorce was out of her mouth.

Kerry paused with the fork halfway way to her mouth. She dropped the fork and shot to her feet, throwing her arms around her sister’s neck. “Oh thank God! Finally!” She cried and Charlene was surprised to feel wetness on her skin. She held her sister tightly.

“Are you crying, Kerry?”

Kerry wiped her eyes and sat down again and started eating with her customary enthusiasm. “Yeah I’m crying,” she said between bites. “I've never been so happy in all my life. That guy is a true douche bag and he’s been destroying you. I’m glad you’re finally going to kick him in the ass.”

Charlene laughed at the imagery even as she winced from the sentiment.

“What made make up your mind?” Kerry asked her, serious enough to put her fork down.

Charlene considered. “There’s been a lot of things happening lately. He’s been cheating on me.”

Kerry banged her fork against table and shook her head. “Fucking bastard,” she snarled.

“And he spent all of our savings. And he hasn’t sold the car in four months. And he’s been …” Charlene felt her voice grow weak. Embarrassment flooded through her. She didn’t want to admit what she was about to say, but she'd made a decision and she wanted to be true to it. That meant not hiding anymore. “And he’s been calling me names.”

Kerry grabbed her hand. “Names?”

“Stupid. Bitch. Fat. Things like that.” Charlene said, barely able to hear her own voice.

Kerry squeezed her hand and anger took over her face. Charlene held her hands up. “But it’s over. I’m going to divorce him. I’m not going to let him do it to me anymore.” Charlene thought hard and then decided to spill everything. “I think the worst part was he told me I couldn’t see you anymore.”

Kerry looked at her, her face incredulous.

Charlene nodded. “He knew we were at the class on Wednesday somehow. He said you are a bad influence on me.”

“Huh. Do you think he followed us?”

“He said he didn’t,” Charlene said shrugging her shoulders.

“Let me see your phone.”

Charlene handed it over, not sure what her sister was thinking.

In less than a minute Kerry was handing it back to her, an application active on the screen. “He installed tracking software on your phone. As long as your GPS was on he could see exactly where you were going.”

Charlene shook her head, disgusted and watched as Kerry deleted the app. It was just one more thing to let her know that she had made the right choice. There had to be men out there who didn’t do things like that, didn’t there?

 

 


Chapter 10

 

The weekend marched by quickly with no word from Wayne, even though Charlene expected him to come looking for her at some point when she didn’t return home. When he didn’t, she breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe he was too busy with his girlfriend to even go home himself. Monday after work Charlene was confronted with the hardest choice she had to make since she decided to go through with the divorce.

“Come on, Charlene, why don’t you want to go to the self-defense class?” Kerry whined after hearing her decision.

Charlene sighed. She didn’t want to get into this with her sister. But she knew Kerry wouldn’t stop until she told the truth.

“It wouldn’t be right,” she said quietly. “I’m attracted to him.”

Kerry’s mouth dropped open in a slow-motion parody of surprise. “Attracted to who?”

“You know who,” Charlene said.

“Relic? So what? Most of the women there are attracted to him. That’s a reason to go, not a reason not to go.”

Charlene shook her head. Determined. Or at least hoping she was determined. She wasn’t doing this because she was scared. She wasn’t. She was doing this out of conviction.

“Charlene, you’re getting a divorce. It’s perfectly fine to be attracted to someone, even if you weren’t. But it’s really OK to be attracted to someone when you’re separated.”

“That’s just it. We are not separated until he signs the papers.”

“So you’re not going to leave the house until he signs the papers?”

“No, I’m just not going to go to the class.” Charlene remembered what should have been perfectly innocent instruction when Relic pulled her to the front of the class, but somehow wasn’t. Her body had responded even though she hadn’t even been considering divorce then. In a week, Relic would go back to Afghanistan. And then she would be safe. There would be no relationship or chance of even a kiss with Relic and she would never have to wonder if she had ended her marriage just because some hot guy had seem to take an interest in her.

Kerry looked at her, her face scrunched up just as it had been when they were kids and she had been mad at her older sister. “Maybe that’s exactly what you need Charlene - a good fuck! Don’t look at me like that! When the last time you had some good sex? Hot sex? Satisfying sex? Sex that was about you.”

Charlene grimaced and turned away so her sister couldn’t see her face. Too long. Ever? Sex had always seem to be about Wayne, even in the beginning of their relationship. She knew it could feel good, but she’d never experienced it that way with a man.

“None of your business,” she told Kerry with her head still turned.

Kerry threw up her hands in frustration so roughly Charlene could hear it. “Argh! You’re so frustrating!” She paced through the kitchen a few times and then tried again, her voice softer. “I really want you to go.”

“And I really don’t want to go,” Charlene said just as softly.

“OK, can you at least drive me there? My car is acting up again.”

Charlene turned to look at her suspiciously, but she didn’t see any deception on Kerry’s face. “OK.”

The two women ate dinner together and then Charlene drove her to the Dojo, determined to leave without seeing Relic through the big windows. An hour later, she returned and parked outside, waiting in her car for Kerry. She could see Kerry through the glass, talking to John in the front of the room. The class was over and most of the women were filing out, talking with their friends and laughing animatedly. Kerry had sat down in a chair next to John and seem settled in. Charlene pulled up her phone and texted her.

I’m outside.

When she looked back up to the windows to see if Kerry was answering her phone, Relic came through the door. He saw her sitting in her car and his face broke into a wide smile, turning him from dangerous-looking thug to sweet, handsome soldier in an instant.

He walked to her car window. “Hey, we missed you today.”

“Oh, yeah, sorry, I had a long day …” she said lamely.

“No worries. You sister can tell you what we covered. Are you going to come on Wednesday?”

“Maybe.” Charlene swallowed hard as a question she wanted to ask him ran through her head. Embarrassment tried to stop her, but Relic's own words kept echoing through her mind, spurring her on. She had found value recently in doing things she was scared of and she didn't intend to stop now. “Hey, can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Did you really mean it when you said women should always be in charge of themselves in a relationship?”

Surprise shot across Relic's face. “Of course.”

Charlene couldn’t think of anything to say. Her embarrassment deepened. She had to be older than him, but was he wiser?

Relic broke the silence. “Don’t you know any women who are in charge of themselves in a relationship?”

Charlene shrugged. I don’t know. Maybe. You never see a relationship from the inside though, you know? I only saw my mom’s from the inside, and my dad definitely ran her life.” She dropped her gaze to her lap. “And my, uh, last relationship wasn’t that great either.”

Relic nodded as if he understood, but she could see that his reality was very different.

He looked over the roof of the car, into the dark night. “My mom was always in charge of herself. She had five boys, and she told us from the time that we were small that if we ever wanted a relationship with a good woman we always had to respect her and her decisions. My dad was in charge of many things, but he was never in charge of my mom.”

Charlene gazed at his face, fascinated to hear more about his childhood. She wanted to ask him out for coffee or something. Instead, she got out of her car. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to come on Wednesday. This may be the last time I see you, and I wanted to say goodbye and thank you.” She saw pain in his eyes but she ignored it. She hugged him lightly but broke off quickly and took a few steps away from him. “I have to go inside and get my sister! Bye!” she cried while turning and running to the door. She saw him wave one hand slightly and then she was inside, grabbing Kerry by the arm and pulling her into the car.

 

***

 

The rest of the week passed quickly for Charlene. She worked as much overtime as she could, and even worked a double shift for Marie on Wednesday night. Charlene was glad to do it. It removed the decision of whether or not to go back to the self-defense class. Kerry would just have to find her own way there.

On Friday, before work, she received a call from her lawyer. Her paperwork was ready. Did she want to hire a sheriff to serve the papers? No, she wanted to serve them herself. There were a few things that she knew needed to be said between the two of them before Wayne would acknowledge that they were no longer going to be married.

She would do her own dirty work.

 

 


Chapter 11

 

On Saturday at precisely noon, Charlene pulled into the driveway of the house she shared with Wayne for the last four years. She had purposely picked the time as her best chance to catch him at home and not drunk or violently hung over.

Charlene parked behind his car and walked inside. He was sitting in his favorite chair, the TV on low, a beer beside him already.

“So you’re back,” he barked at her and she noticed his words were slurred, but not as badly as they could’ve been.

“I need to talk to you.” She walked quickly to him and dropped the papers in his lap. “I want a divorce,” she said before he had a chance to look down. She watched his face carefully and it registered no surprise at all. He had known this was coming. She wondered if he was looking forward to it. Maybe he wanted to marry his other girlfriend. Surprisingly, the thought caused her no emotional pain whatsoever. That would make things a lot easier on her. But then he threw acid on that possibility.

“Fuck your divorce,” he snarled and ripped the papers in half, then threw them on the carpet.

I guess not, she thought and squared her shoulders for the confrontation. “The divorce will go on whether you sign the papers or not,” she said softly but with strength behind her words.

Wayne stood and took a step towards her, and she sensed the coiled violence within him. Fear shot through her. Just hang in there. This is the last time. The last time he or anyone ever makes you feel like this. Just say what you want to say and go. Then it will be over.

Wayne cut into her thoughts. “You don’t have any fucking right, you goddamn bitch.”

Charlene stood her ground. “You didn’t have any right to cheat on me. You didn’t have any right to take the money out of our account without asking me. You didn’t have the right to call me those names and try to tell me what I could and couldn’t do. And you’ve done it for the last time. Sign the papers Wayne and you’ll get everything in the house but my clothes and my car. Don’t sign them and I make no promises what will happen. I’ve got a great lawyer and she says the law is on my side. You are one hundred percent in the wrong here.

Wayne took another step towards her, forcing her back. “You threatening me, bitch?”

Charlene straightened her shoulders. She was done hiding. Done cowering. Done shying away from him. Even if he hit her, she was done. She made a decision in that instant, to always try to do the things she feared the most. From now on.

“No, I’m not threatening you, but I’m done with you.”

“Goddammit Marie!” He yelled and he pulled back one fist in a threatening and terrifying gesture.

Charlene kept her head straight and didn’t flinch. She refused to cower. She’d never taken a punch, but she would if she had to. Then, she realized what he had said. “Marie? My friend Marie! You’re the one who hit Marie? You're Marie’s boyfriend?”

She could tell by his face that she was right. Anger, indignation and righteous rage shot through her. She turned and stepped to the corner of the living room. “I’m calling the cops. If Marie won't report it, I will.” He followed her and knocked the phone out of her hand before she could dial one number. It shattered against the fireplace.

“What are you doing this to me, Charlene?” he said in a pathetic, whining voice.

Charlene knew better than to stand and argue with him. As much as she wanted to tell him that he had done everything to himself, she could still feel the violence beneath the surface of his words. Her anger commanded her, but she would call from outside, or from her car. She turned and ran for the door.

With a shout of rage, Wayne’s hands closed around her throat from behind, cutting off her precious air and blood. This was it. What she had feared or sensed was possible from him for at least the last year, maybe longer. The caged violence and callous disregard for anything but his own anger. Time hung on gossamer threads of her mortality. She would die now or maybe she wouldn't, but he was in complete control of her and even if he felt sorry later she could still be gone.

Charlene’s body reacted differently than her mind. Her muscles tensed and did what Relic had instructed the class a week ago. Meet violence with violence. Break fingers. Gouge eyes. Fight. Then run.

Her right hand reached up and curled around his right index finger, ripping it backwards with all the strength she had in the world. She heard and felt it pop. Dislocate. Maybe break. He screamed again, but in pain this time.

The hand loosened. Charlene whipped her head from side to side, feeling her vision blacken, knowing she didn't have long. She dug with her hands and found the finger again, the same finger, and tried to rip it completely off his hand. He let go with that hand but curled his other elbow around her neck. Charlene thrust her head backwards, trying to meet bone, meet cartilage, meet anything that would hurt.

"Goddamn bitch!" Wayne roared as he pulled her off her feet. Charlene fell to the ground, but tucked her legs upwards immediately and kicked out, connecting solidly with his chin. She heard his teeth click together and saw his head fly up. But more importantly than any of that, he let go.

In the same second, she was up scrambling for the door again. Her fingers found the doorknob wrenched it open, then fell out the other side, her lungs screaming for air, precious blood beating in her head.

She ran several steps, to the center of the street, completely unaware and not caring what she looked like. She had surpassed embarrassment. She was fighting for her life. She chanced a look over her shoulder and momentum carried her to the opposite sidewalk. The neighborhood was as quiet as usual, but she did see a couple walking a dog on the far side of the block, coming her way. Good. She had witnesses.

But Wayne wasn't coming anyway. The walk behind Charlene was empty, and the door to the house still stood open. It all looked so harmless now. Her fingers scrabbled at her neck and she felt the tenderness there. Nothing harmless about that. Charlene pulled her phone out of her pocket and called 911.

 

 


Chapter 12

 

 

 

Charlene spent the rest of that Saturday at the police department, spilling out her story to Officer Oakes. Officer Oakes was fiercely pretty with dark hair and gorgeous eyes, but she was tiny, and Charlene couldn't imagine trying to be a police officer as a woman, especially a tiny woman. But then she couldn't imagine fighting a man either, and she had done that a few short hours before.

Just before she was done with everything the police had asked of her, she had a question for Officer Oakes. "You are going to interview Marie Fielding also, right?"

"Yes, I've called her, she's on her way down."

Charlene nodded and thanked Officer Oakes for everything, She was pointed to a door, where she passed into the waiting area. Marie was sitting in a chair across the room. Marie's eyes lifted and locked with Charlene's. Marie dropped her gaze immediately and Charlene could feel her embarrassment and shame from across the room. Marie had so much to be afraid of. Without thinking, Charlene crossed the room and sat down next to her. Marie was trembling. Charlene took Marie's hand and thought of what she could say.

"I'm not mad at you. Just don't get back with him, OK? He's a jerk," she said, knowing that Marie wasn't ready to hear it. Marie nodded her head mechanically.

"You deserve better. Both of us do." A tear slipped down Marie's face and Charlene knew she'd done the best she could. She squeezed Marie's hand one more time and got up to leave.

 

 

***

 

Charlene went back to work the next day, and thought almost constantly, on every break she had. Her life would be completely different from now on. And she wanted to go into it with open eyes. She had to work again on Monday, but internally she was wrestling with a huge question. Should she go to the self-defense class? She wanted to thank Relic, but she was still scared of her attraction to him.

Finally she convinced herself to go by telling herself that he was not attracted to her. And that made everything safe.

Kerry and Charlene drove to the dojo together, Charlene was so nervous she could barely sit still. Class started, but only John was at the front. A woman in the back asked the question Charlene was thinking. "Where's Relic?"

"He's gone," John said. "Back to Afghanistan."

"We thought he didn't leave till tomorrow," the woman said.

"He doesn't, but his unit is having some equipment issues so they called him back early. He said he was sorry to have missed you all."

Charlene felt a great sadness settle inside her chest. She went through the motions of class as best she could but was happy when was time to leave. She wanted to ask John for Relic's address but she didn't quite have the energy. She trudged out to the car and decided to come back to class on Wednesday and asked then.

 

 


Chapter 13

 

 

Charlene woke up late the next morning, almost at noon, stretching deliciously after sleeping in. She had a day off from work and absolutely nothing planned. She padded into the kitchen to decide on breakfast. She heard the rumbling diesel engine of a delivery truck and went to the front door. The delivery man handed her a large envelope. She thanked him and headed back into the kitchen table where she sat down.

She expected it to be from her lawyer, but it was from Wayne. Curiously, she opened up the package. She didn’t feel mad at him anymore, just glad that soon her life with him would be over.

She pulled the papers out. They were her divorce papers, painstakingly taped back together and signed in his sprawling script. A small piece of notepaper fell out and she bent over to get it. There was one word in his handwriting. Sorry.

She didn’t know how to feel about that word. He had never been a horrible guy when he wasn’t drinking. He'd never been arrested before. Maybe it woke him up. She just wished it had happened a long time ago and in a different way. Maybe both of their lives would be very different.

She paged through the rest of the papers and discovered every single one had been signed by Wayne. This was it. She was free. They were officially separated and would be divorced as soon as the state of California let them. A whole new life opened up in front of her and she felt how a child must feel on Christmas morning. What now? Would she take her old name again? Would she move out of her sister’s house and live somewhere on her own for the first time since college? Anything and everything could happen now. She grabbed her phone, planning to take a picture of the papers to send to Kerry.

The doorbell rang, distracting her. She ran to open it, a flush of happiness still on her cheeks. It could only be good news on this good day.

Relic stood there, looking devastatingly handsome in camouflage cargo pants and a gray army T-shirt.

Charlene stood, dumbfounded.

“Hi, uh, Charlene,” he said, rubbing the back of his head nervously. “I’m flying out tonight at eight, I just wanted to, uh, I, well, you seemed upset the other night …”

He dropped his hands and stared straight at her, his soul on display. “I can’t stop thinking about you,” he said.

Charlene’s knees buckled slightly. She’d never had a man say something quite that sweet her ever before. Emotion shot through here, but the most urgent thing she felt was fear. Fear of becoming involved again. Fear of what would happen if she invited him in. Fear of men in general. But this was a man who would never hurt her, a man who would tear the world apart to protect her, and anyone else who needed it.

Her body urged her forward while another part of her mind screamed for her to stay put. But she'd been exercising that new fearless part of her lately, that part that wanted something more than everything she’d ever had.

He was watching her, his gaze blank.

“I’m married,” she said. His face fell lightly and he took a step back. “Your sister told me,” he said dully. “But she also said you were getting separated.”

“We are. I am. The papers came today,” she said quickly, hating the sad look on Relic's face. “He wasn’t a very nice guy, you know?”

He nodded solemnly and she thought to herself just exactly how blue his eyes were. He couldn’t stop thinking about her?

He shifted on his feet. “Uh, but what I said, just forget it.”

“I don’t want to,” she said. “I think about you too”

He smiled then, and innocence broke over his face like the sun after rain cloud. It made her heart sing to see it. He really was an open book.

She took a small step backwards. “Want to come in for …” For what? She racked her brain. Coffee? Breakfast?

He was nodding already though and walked in the door, just past her. She reached out, not able to help herself, as if her were a magnet to her. She traced a finger down the tattoos on his arm.

He turned, his eyes liquid and deep, his gaze going on forever. He dipped his head and she pressed forward gladly. She wasn't a princess, he wasn't a prince charming, but he was good and strong and handsome and she hadn't had enough of any of that in her life lately. She wanted him. She wanted to be near him. She wanted to touch him and be touched by him. She wanted to do everything she'd feared for so long now. Their lips met and Charlene’s breath stuttered in her lungs. Her brain and nerve endings exploded in color and light and fear fled an instant.

The kiss went on and on. It had never been like this for her. He pressed her back against the wall and lifted her slightly. She ran her fingers up and down his taut muscles, feeling the strength there, the wonderful, protective nature of it. Her mind screamed at her and she told it to shut up, take a hike, fuck off. She was doing this and she refused to feel bad about it.

His tongue pressed inside her mouth, meeting hers lightly, and her body lit up with passion, sensation shooting down her torso to her lower belly. Heat licked her core, filling her with want and need.

She tugged at him madly, wanting him closer, wanting him as close as he could possibly be. Wanting him inside her. Wanting to know, to experience, to selfishly take and participate fully in life for the first time in forever. "I don't want a relationship," she gasped into his mouth, trying to kiss him and speak at the same time

He didn't slow, just kissed her more feverishly, his hands running down her sides and under her bottom.

"Ok," he breathed, his breath rasping out of his lungs.

"I want time to be single and alone," she managed between kisses.

"Good plan," he growled, lifting her again and pressing his center into her. She felt his hard erection against her middle and her eyes flew open. It was steel, iron, rock, pressing wantonly against her. It scared her. And she was drawn to it.

He paused for a moment, pulling his lips back from hers and she felt worry spear through her. "Will you write to me?" he asked, "No strings, just letters?"

"Yes, I want to write to you," she told him, smiling lightly, her heartbeat coursing heavily through her body, reminding her of her flesh and want and need.

His beautiful blue eyes closed again, his dark lashes kissing his cheeks, and his lips settled back on hers. She could kiss him forever! How long did he have?

"Bedroom," she panted.

He picked her up again and she cried out, wrapping her legs around him. He was so strong.

"Where?" he asked, walking through the kitchen.

"That way," she pointed.

He walked them through the house and into the guest bedroom, where the covers were still thrown about. He set her gently down, next to the bed.

"I don't want to pressure you, Charlene, or push you into anything. I didn't come by looking for this."

"I'm offering," she said, surprised at her own boldness. She grabbed his shirt and tried to pull it off of him. "I want this. I've wanted it since I first saw you."

He groaned and ripped his shirt over his head, his lips moving. She hadn't heard what he said, but thought it might have been, "Me too."

The tattoo on his right arm marched across his pectoral muscle, and she ran her nails over it, fascinated, loving the color and the curve of his muscles. He brushed her hair away from her face with the backs of his hands and leaned in again for a kiss. Their lips locked together and Charlene felt her passion build higher. Even if all they ever had was this one day, this one glorious early afternoon with the sun streaming in through the windows, it would be worth it.

His hands dropped to her breasts and she stiffened in surprise, then relaxed almost immediately. His thumbs circled her nipples roughly through her clothes, creating a delicious friction that threatened to move her towards an edge she could sense.

She wanted to take off her shirt, but she was scared to at the same time. Was she really going to do this? Go all the way with a man she barely knew? A man who was leaving the country in seven hours? Even as she asked the question she answered it in her head. She was. She wanted to. There was nothing she wanted more than to celebrate her new life with something as primal and basic as sex with a good man. If things were different, maybe they would have waited. But things weren't different, and she didn't want to spend the next six months regretting her decision.

She reached down to grab her shirt, then pulled back from him long enough to lift it over her head. They came together again, kissing, exploring each other. She unhooked her bra and dropped it to the ground. This time he pulled back to look at her, to drink her in with his eyes.

"You're a goddess," he rasped and she could hear the sincerity in his voice. It cut through to her very being, spurring her on, making her want him even more.

She undid the clasp of her jeans and pushed them down, then sat down on the bed, kicking them off, and scooting backwards, lifting her chin at him as if to say, your turn.

Relic shed his pants in an instant and she drew in a breath when she saw he was commando under them. His thick cock jutted straight out from his body and her eyes went wide at the sight of it. It looked harder and bigger than she'd ever imagined it could be. She'd only seen one other man before in her life, but she didn't want to think about him, didn't want to compare. She just wanted to enjoy, to drink this in, to experience all of it without any taint.

Relic climbed onto the bed and she watched him come, his every move fluid and wonderful, like a jungle cat. Her mind flexed with desire for him. God he was gorgeous.

He knelt slightly and fastened his lips around her nipple, one hand caressing her stomach lightly, occasionally dipping down lower to her sex, lightly tracing a hand over her panties. She arched her back and her hips, wanting him to have access to everything, to everywhere. "Oh God, Relic," she breathed as his fingers grazed her clitoris, sending bursts of thick pleasure through her body.

He released her nipple, but fastened his mouth on the other one, his hand still blazing a lazy trail from belly button to clitoris, to back again. She crossed and uncrossed her legs and bucked her hips, suddenly needing to come, needing release with every cell in her body.

"Relic," she cried.

"Charlene," he rasped, only releasing her nipple long enough to say her name.

"Relic, please,"

"Anything, Charlene," he said and she wondered if he was playing with her. He had to know what she wanted. Did he want her to say it? Could she say it?

"Relic, I want you inside me."

His mouth disappeared from her breast for a moment and she almost moaned with disappointment, but then he kissed her roughly and slid off the bed. She sat up on her elbows, tracking him with her eyes. He was retrieving something from his pants pocket. His wallet. A condom.

Oh! A condom! She had never even thought of that.

He was back on the bed in an instant. He dropped the condom on the bed and lightly pulled off her underwear, his eyes devouring her every curve. Then he ripped the condom wrapper open with his teeth, then positioned himself between her legs. She watched, fascinated, as he grasped his cock with one hand and rolled the condom onto it, then maneuvered it right where she wanted it the most. He pressed his cock silkily against her several times, dragging the head up and down and making her moan. She could feel her own wetness.

Lightly, finally, he pushed against her entrance and she felt a delicious filling stretching sensation. Better than it had ever been. She threw back her head and lifted her hips slightly, then almost screamed as his thumb pressed on her clitoris.

"I want to make you come, Charlene," he whispered, leaning over her, his thumb lightly pressing against her, sending spasms of pleasure washing over her. "Tell me what you like the best."

She couldn't though, because she was so close all thought and ability to form words were driven from her. Spirals of bliss coiled their way up her spine, retreating, then washing back harder and thicker. She pulled at the sheets and pressed against the mattress. She couldn't take it. She couldn't handle it. She would die of the pleasure. She detonated, her orgasm riding over the top of her and driving every particle of the universe out of existence for a few short moments.

Finally, it was over, and she dropped to the bed, almost confused as to who she was. She opened her eyes and looked at Relic. He had the most self-satisfied grin on his face that it would have made her laugh if she'd had any energy or will left.

As she watched, the grin gave way to passion and he set a leisurely pace, still thrusting in and out of her. "Oh God," she managed, feeling the after waves of pleasure harden and coalesce into something more. She squeezed her legs together lightly, testing. She was going to be able to come again. A first for her for sure, but she could feel it building already.

She lifted herself slightly, then ran her fingers over Relic's chest again. She couldn't get enough of his hard soldier's body. His muscles were hard won, from tough, grueling situations, she could tell. His was a wiry, tense, fighter's body and just the sight of it made her lick her lips.

He groaned deep in his throat as she moved her hips to meet his thrusts. "Yes," she urged him on.

He dropped forward to kiss her again and she smelled his scent of strong soap and heady spice. She wanted to remember that smell forever. She wanted to fix it into her mind so she could call it up on nights when she was alone and wanted to look back over this experience, assure herself it wasn't all a dream. That she had done it. That she had taken her soldier, and let him have her, that she had laid aside her fear and her manners and all she was supposed to do, and instead did what she wanted to do.

His tempo began to increase and she saw the building passion on his face. She dropped her own hand to her sex, knowing she could come again, and easily, with just a little bit of help. But did she dare do that in front of him? The look in his eyes let her know he thought it was sexy as hell, so she continued, her hand creeping towards that spot that she knew well. She pressed experimentally and he groaned again, his hips moving faster, pressing into her, his cock filling her till she almost couldn't stand it. She pressed lightly and rubbed, her very fingertips grazing him as he slid in and out of her. The sensations were too much. She crossed the edge again, even as he jerked hard into her, a sound of satisfaction coming low and deep from his throat. They came together and Charlene felt her soul lift and fly in the beauty of it.

 


Chapter 14

 

Charlene and Relic lay together on the bed, talking softly and laughing together as they tried to get to know each other in the short time that they had.

At 4 o'clock, just before Kerry was scheduled to get home, he had to leave.

He wrote down the address that would get mail to him for her and handed it to her solemnly. She took it, and felt the tears well in her eyes.

She kissed him lightly on the corner of his mouth. "Thank you for coming to say good-bye to me."

"Thank you for my good-bye present," he told her, pulling her in for a deeper kiss.

She smiled. "Be safe," she whispered as he headed towards the door.

"Always," he said. He tipped her a wink and flashed his innocent smile at her and was gone.

Charlene let the tears flow as she heard his jeep start up and leave the driveway. He had opened her up like a flower, and now she was to live in the sun without him. It was good, and it was necessary, but it was also scary as hell. But she would look her fear in the face and do what frightened her the most. He had taught her that much. And if they were meant to be, they would be. She was sure of it.

 

<<< >>>

 

 


Notes from Lisa

 

I LOVED this story so much, and although I was happy with the ending, my readers wanted a happily ever after, so I finally did write it, here within MS Parker’s Club Prive world! I really hope you enjoyed it!!!
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If you are new to me and wondering what to read next, I would suggest either my Edge of the Heat Series
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Or the Billionaire’s Secret Kink
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