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				Thursday marked something like nine days since I’d gotten high and it wasn’t getting any easier. I threw up at least once a day and I slept only an hour or two at night. I obtained most of my sleep at school and oddly enough, on Elliott. I stopped getting high because Elliott told me his world wouldn’t be the same without me in it. I’d never considered myself a “good person,” but I knew that hurting Elliott was the wrong thing to do.

				I’d never cared for anyone in my whole life the way I cared for the awkward and shy boy I met last fall when I moved in with my father. Elliott was gorgeous but he let his stutter define his existence. I wished he could see how much more he was. He was kind and compassionate, and really calm when the people he loved were in trouble. He was a musical genius as well as being one of the most intelligent people I’d ever known. I hated that his self-esteem was barely there, but I knew he hated that my self-worth was almost nonexistent. That was probably why we worked so well together.

				We’d entered the stage of boyfriend/girlfriend now. There was a point

				when I had to stop fighting the fact that there was just something about him that connected with me. It felt very natural to reveal secrets to him that I’d never spoken of before. He knew more about me than anyone else did. I’d told him stories about my mother’s abuse and now he knew what her boyfriend had done, too. He knew about what happened with Chris Anderson, the school bully, at that party, and despite it all, Elliott was still by my side, helping me be a better person.

				He was amazing and made me actually want to be free of my deepening dependence on the things that numbed me. Mainly meaningless sex and drugs. 

				Tuesday was just strange. I spent the whole day with Elliott out in the snow, eating soup and sleeping on my bed. Then I went overboard as usual with groping him, and he got weird and I said I was sorry, and then it was better until I asked him about his brother. That was when he practically seized and had to leave. Elliott had never been a casual talker. Odd things set him off. He didn’t like to be put in sexual situations, although I knew for sure he’s had sex. He rarely spoke, mostly because of his stutter, but also because there were some topics that he just didn’t want to talk about. His brother was one of those topics, but I’d asked him how he felt about Christmas and I’ve yet to get a reply. The rest of his family was likewise off limits, except when he was telling me how wonderful his heroin-addicted mother was. She blew her brains out in front of him when he was just seven.

				I didn’t get the wonderful part, but since he didn’t expand upon it, I left it alone. I never wanted to push him too far. He always seemed on the verge of breaking under the weight of the world that was pressing down on him. Usually he looked like he was going to faint or throw up or something, so I didn’t push it. I just let him go after he panicked over his brother. That’s what I would have wanted if I was him. I wished that whatever it was that bothered him so much, didn’t. Or that he’d at least tell me about it. I could help him like he helped me. I knew there was so much he kept hidden. I was either too selfish or too scared to push him into revealing the horrors that plagued him.

				On Wednesday morning my father, Tom, cooked me breakfast again. He made me pancakes and they were pretty good. He was trying and I could tell that feeding me was his way of connecting. He wasn’t exactly a skilled chef, but I ate the food anyway. If he was trying, I should probably, too. I didn’t bother telling him that I couldn’t have the maple syrup because of my diabetes. I opted for the agave nectar instead. He noticed and said something about it and we had a discussion about the glycemic index. It was annoying, but I didn’t say anything. Being a better person meant changing old thought patterns. I didn’t want to make people feel bad anymore, especially Tom for caring about my diabetes.

				Just before he put on his coat to head out to the fire station, I remembered that Jason had gotten into a fight at school and I hadn’t seen him since. Jason and I had a little thing going before I realized that I wanted to give being Elliott’s girlfriend a shot. There was nothing romantic, it was purely physical, but I was pretty sure he wanted more. He was also my weed connection and now that I wasn’t doing all that, I didn’t know how it would play out between us. Jace and I had some shared history. Every time I visited Maryland, his father, Jerry, and mine would drag us out rock climbing or hiking. His dad used to be a firefighter like Tom, but now couldn’t leave the house due to a few debilitating psychological disorders. He had major phobias coupled with obsessive-compulsive disorder. 

				Tom had helped keep Jace out of trouble for years and when I asked where he’d been lately, he told me that Jace wouldn’t be back until next week. He got suspended and was removed to a detention center.

				His words shocked me. Surely beating the snot out of Chris, the boy who’d been on top of me when I woke up after a blacking out at a party, didn’t warrant a detention center. Elliott had done it and all he got was a suspension. 

				When I asked him why, Tom said, “He put the Anderson kid in the hospital. From what everyone says, Chris did nothing …”

				I cut him off. “Elliott didn’t get sent to …”

				“Elliott’s not a drug dealer, Soph.”

				Jason only sold pot; he wasn’t a kingpin or anything. “Really, Tom? Jason’s your friend’s son and you …”

				It seemed neither one of us was ready to let the other one finish. “I had no say in it. The sheriff’s given that boy enough chances and he just doesn’t learn.”

				I thought about Jerry and how Jason had to practically do everything for him. He had to clean all the stuff that his father couldn’t. He had to make sure he took the medication that made his mental issues more manageable. “What about his dad?”

				“Friends are helping out,” he said with a sigh. “No one says it’ll be easy, but the law is black and white.”

				“And the world is a messed-up shade of gray.”

				His eyebrows rose for a moment before he shrugged and said, “Make sure you finish eating and take your blood sugar.”

				The best thing that happened on Thursday was Elliott’s smile. He hadn’t smiled since I’d asked about his brother. The thing that took the most energy out of me was my therapy session with Wallace, my nosey counselor, and Tom. It seemed like they were going to be weekly occurrences and the thought of it nearly drained any stores of energy I had. In the last one, we’d covered my drug use and my personal history of being sexually abused by my mother’s boyfriend. I didn’t think Tom quite knew how to handle it. We hadn’t spoken of it since.

				Robin Wallace was my annoying therapist who ran a little group for the screwed up youth of Damascus, Maryland. I called it the “Friday Night Screw-Up Club.” She was okay, but she pushed me beyond my bounds of comfort. Just like Elliott. Apparently now she was openly dating his adopted father. Doctor Dalton was nice looking for an older man and I didn’t see anything wrong with the two of them getting their jollies out of each other, but everyone else seemed upset by it.

				“First,” Wallace said, before I’d even gotten comfortable, “I take it, based on what your father has told me, that you have chosen to deal with your drug use on your own, and that you do not wish to go to a treatment center.”

				Of course I didn’t want to go to rehab. “Yes.”

				Her tone was light. “That’s good, but should you need help, please let someone know. There are other options besides rehab, and you’ll need support.”

				I was sure that a sleepy little town like Damascus had several alcoholics and a thriving 12-step business, but I wasn’t interested in any of that, so I stayed quiet.

				“We covered a lot of ground last time, so let’s slow down and dig just a little deeper into some of the things that came up last week. Tom, what do you have to say in response to Sophie’s concern about where you were all those years? Do you have an answer for her about why you didn’t know what was happening to her in Tampa?”

				I hated this and wanted to be high. It felt like everyone fucking knew now.

				Tom cleared his throat, looking away from me. He shifted, his entire body conveying his discomfort with the questions, with the situation, and with the fact that he would actually have to give voice to some of these things.

				“I called every day for a while.”

				“No, you didn’t,” I replied quickly.

				“Yes, I did,” he answered right back, voice tight like he was really stressed. “Helen,” he said, then paused, sighed, and started over. “Your mother would always say that you were at your swim class or the doctor or gymnastics.”

				“I’ve never been to swim class.” 

				“Yeah,” he said, nodding, still not looking at me. “Yeah, I sort of figured that out here not too long ago.”

				“Why did you so readily believe your ex-wife that Sophie was never home? And were there any other indications that perhaps Sophie wasn’t being cared for and was being outright abused?”

				Internally, I smiled at Wallace’s questions. It seemed as though she was going to focus on my father this time, and that meant I was off the hook. As much as I hated to admit it, I was also more than a little anxious to hear what he had to say about it all.

				“Look, I wish I could go back and do everything different, but I…”

				“You didn’t want to know,” I cut him off quietly. “It was much easier for you to just have a daughter that lived out-of-state, right? It was a relief when you sent me back every summer.”

				Wallace asked another question, deflecting my soft anger. “Tom, have you asked Sophie exactly what Helen did to her?”

				Tom finally looked at something other than the large quartz crystal on Dr. Dalton’s bookshelf as he focused directly on her. “No.”

				“Do you not want to know?”

				He was quiet and then he bent his neck to one side and then another, cracking it. “No, I don’t want to know. I’m sure that makes me a horrible parent, but I don’t think I want to know the evils that my ex-wife inflicted upon my own daughter while I was dozens of states away thinking that Sophie was happier there. Sorry, but I don’t want to know.”

				“What if Sophie needs to tell you?”

				Tom sighed and looked at me. “Do you want me to know?”

				It was my turn to look away. “No.”

				Wallace chuckled lightly. “I hope the two of you can see your similarities.” Shaking her head, the small smile drifted from her face as she regarded me once more. “Would you tell your dad something if he asked about it?”

				I folded my arms over my chest, but answered, “Yes.”

				“Ask her something.”

				It took him a moment and he looked incredibly uncomfortable. I noticed that how he sat in the chair mirrored my own posture, so I unfolded my hands and brought my legs up to sit cross-legged.

				Finally, after running a hand down his face, he asked, “Did your mother help at all with your diabetes?”

				Again, I smiled to myself, finding the whole question utterly ridiculous. It took a lot of energy to keep my voice and tone calm. “No. Helen would barely take me to the doctor when she had to.”

				“Please go on,” Wallace urged.

				“Helen wouldn’t buy my test strips, my lancets, or my insulin. There were a couple of agencies where I could get free supplies but they started asking questions after I went a few times in a row. I had to go after school because if I went during school hours, they called the Department of Children and Families and …”

				When I let myself trail off, he asked, “Why didn’t you ever tell them?”

				I laughed out loud at his question, but didn’t answer it, choosing to finish my earlier statement, because telling them would’ve only caused me more pain. No one helped me and the DCF would’ve only made it worse. “I took the tips off of tables at restaurants to buy the supplies. The pharmacy kept all that behind the counter, so I couldn’t just take what I needed.”

				“Do you feel bad about doing that?”

				I looked at Wallace to find her scribbling something on her yellow legal pad. “Yes.”

				“But you had no other choice?”

				“Right.” To be honest, I was pretty numb about the whole thing at this point. It wasn’t that I was proud to have stolen money from people, usually women, who all worked very hard. My numbness stemmed more from the fact that if I hadn’t done it, I would have never gotten the medicine or supplies I needed. 

				I remembered being young and accidentally giving myself too much or not enough insulin. It wasn’t fun and I worked very hard to avoid it. Helen was never very comforting and usually just walked out of the room. She wouldn’t come back until my blood sugar returned to normal and I could function again, and then she pretty much expected me to get on with whatever I was supposed to be doing before I felt sick.

				“Tom,” Wallace started, folding her hands over the notebook, “what do you think about Sophie having to steal in order to manage her diabetes?”

				“I wish I would have known.”

				“If you had known, what would you have done?”

				“I would have sent the pharmacy money for her.”

				She sat back in her chair and I looked away. Even though there hadn’t been an onslaught of emotions during this conversation, I still felt emotionally wiped. 

				“Did you send money for Sophie?”

				I snorted. Of course he didn’t. 

				“I sent money to Helen every month. Hell, my wages are still being garnished even though she’s living with me. But I always sent a check for Sophie above and beyond what the court garnished directly.”

				That was news to me. 

				“Did your mother ever use the money from your father for your benefit?”

				I shrugged. How the hell would I know? I didn’t even know there was money until just now. “I’m sure that maybe she used some for rent or whatever.”

				“Sophie, do you wish your relationship with your father was different?”

				I rolled my eyes and focused them on something else while I shrugged. “Whatever.”

				“It’s not really a ‘whatever’ question,” Wallace said, her voice taking on an edge.

				“I don’t really give a shit about my relationship with Tom.”

				She glanced at Tom. I would not. “We both know that’s a lie.”

				“No, it’s not.”

				“Yes, it is. You care deeply about your father, as he does for you, but you have an issue respecting him. You’re very angry at …”

				I sat up straight, my legs uncurling as my fingers dug into the armrests. “Why should I respect him? He basically knows nothing about me. He’s never once cared enough to find out anything. He knows my name and my birthday. I’m supposed to respect him because he’s the ‘bare-minimum’ father?”

				Tom sat up straight now, too, his head turned in my direction, his eyes hard as they danced about. “You were seven pounds, two ounces and twenty-one inches long when you were born. You had a full head of hair and the brightest blue eyes anyone at the hospital had ever seen. When you were six months, you had this Glowworm thing that you loved. You liked anything that was …”

				“Shut up,” I whispered as my eyes watered.

				I pushed back the ridiculous tears and went for something else, although it seemed the only thing I was able to do tonight was roll my eyes. “What was my favorite movie when I was ten? Or my favorite subject in Junior High? Or hell, even now? Do you know any of that? Do you even give a shit what my opinion is on … anything?”

				He slumped back down in his chair and dragged a hand down his face, then focused on Wallace. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. I can’t ever make up for not knowing. I can’t ever take away anything that happened. She’ll always feel like I wasn’t there for her.”

				“Because you weren’t,” I added, knowing that it wasn’t a helpful addition to the conversation.

				“Why don’t you ask Sophie what she needs from you?”

				Tom looked at me expectantly, as if I should just answer the question, but I was going to make him ask. He sighed. “Sophie, what can I do to make it better?”

				I hardened my voice and my expression even more. “You can do what you’ve always done: leave me alone and realize that apart from sharing some DNA, you’re not my father. I barely know you and you know shit-all about me, and at this point I’m pretty much cool with that.”

				The room was silent for a while before Wallace finally broke it. “This is difficult for both of you and I know that it seems as though the gap between you is so wide that it will never be bridged, but it’s obvious that you both love each other; you just have no real understanding of how to show it.”

				She focused on Tom. “Sophie’s never really experienced what it’s like to have a parent who cares. Regardless of the reasons, you weren’t there and she’s had no experience with parental affection.” Turning to me, she said, “You don’t know your father’s feelings or what he’s gone through in his life as a whole. You are so closed-off that even the idea that Tom cares about you is frightening.” 

				I shook my head, but she continued. “What would you do if you actually let yourself believe that he cares about your well-being? What would you do if you let yourself see the guilt he has over not being able to protect you?”

				“He doesn’t care about me.”

				“I love you, Sophie.”

				I ground my teeth together and trained my eyes on the spot where the baseboards joined in the corner of the room.

				“Even if you don’t believe it, I love you.”
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				For ten days, I hadn’t popped a pill, put fire to dried leaves, or snorted anything up my nose, and for ten days my tooth hurt like a bitch. It made the whole left side of my face feel like hell. I woke up on Friday with major pain and took an Extra-Strength Tylenol, but that didn’t help at all. Neither did two more.

				Obviously, Friday started out shitty and as my tooth continued to throb during my breakfast with Tom, I kept telling myself that I’d be better with Elliott and he’d be here to pick me up soon. I just had to get through Tom’s oatmeal. 

				Then my throat began to hurt. I didn’t bother mentioning it to Tom. Why would he care?

				I slept through all of my morning classes, except Photography, but that was only because Jane and I were in the darkroom and I was on my feet the whole time. I made the mistake of trying to eat at lunch. There was pineapple in the stupid fruit salad and it burned my tongue. I never ate school food. I was an idiot. I knew that highly acidic foods never felt good.

				I threw up after Horticulture. The pineapple had stung, but the bile seared.

				I didn’t tell Elliott any of this because he would worry. 

				I thought my luck had changed when I wasn’t called to have a session with Wallace, but I still had to sit through horrible stories about fathers. Rebecca’s dad was an abusive drunk and David’s dad never looked at him.

				It turned out that my luck hadn’t changed at all. Wallace stopped me before I made it to Elliott’s room.

				She asked me about drugs. I told her that if it were up to me, I’d be high right then, but I was staying sober for Elliott. I just didn’t want him to worry about me. That kid worried enough about everything else.

				“Do you find it difficult to refrain?”

				“Sometimes.” That was only partially true. Every minute was a challenge because getting high was so easy.

				“Well, even the tallest mountain is conquered one step at a time. You just have to push through and keep going.”

				She sounded like one of those motivational calendars, but I countered, “It’s not hard, like, physically.” That was sort of a lie, but she didn’t need to know about my irregular heartbeat and the night sweats that kept me up. She certainly didn’t need to know about the voice that was louder than ever inside my head.

				“I just don’t see the point,” I finished.

				“You don’t see the point of being sober?”

				I didn’t answer and I could practically see her mind shifting gears.

				“What did you think about group tonight?”

				I shrugged.

				“Your expression was very interesting when the others spoke.”

				“Did you make any connections?”

				“What?”

				“While Rebecca spoke about her dad, did you connect with any of it?”

				I swallowed hard because I had made a connection. “Yes.”

				“Will you tell me?”

				I felt sick and I really wanted to be high. “Um …”

				“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

				My brow creased as I looked up in shock. It was the first “out” she’d ever given me. “Your husband was an ass.”

				“Yes.”

				“But he only hit you and Rebecca when he was drunk.”

				“Yes.”

				“And he only ever hit you guys.”

				“And?” Her voice was remarkably calm.

				It took me a few moments to answer, but I finally did. “Helen wasn’t like that.”

				“What was Helen like?”

				“She was …” 

				I really wanted to be high. I felt agitated and it was making me angry that I wasn’t buzzed. I couldn’t make sense that Wallace’s husband was just mean but my mother was … something more.

				“Sophie?”

				“Yeah?”

				“You were saying something about Helen,” she prompted.

				“Yeah.”

				“What was it?”

				I didn’t really want to say. “Um, she wasn’t … I mean, she was … sadistic.” I could think of no other word or term for the woman who burned my tongue for fun and laughed when she hurt me enough that I begged her to stop.

				“What would she do?”

				“No.”

				“No?”

				“I’m not telling you.”

				She sighed. “I can’t help you if you don’t let me in and tell me at least some of the painful secrets you’ve held all your life.”

				“You can’t help me anyway.”

				She studied me for a moment and when she spoke, she used the softer tone she’d been using lately. “Can we talk about help?”

				I didn’t understand exactly what she was asking, but I nodded.

				“Did anyone ever help you? Did you ever report your mother? Did you ever tell a school counselor or a teacher about what happened?”

				I held back my snort and stopped myself from rolling my eyes again. She didn’t really get it. 

				“Why? So they could call the DCF and they’d send an overworked, underpaid case worker who would be snowed over by Helen’s at-will charm? So that Helen could have fun being a liar and tell them about how it wasn’t her? So she could create random reasons like my fictional boyfriend when I was old enough or how clumsy and stupid I was when I was little? All so when the case-worker left, I got shoved into walls or choked by a foot on my neck?”

				I shook my head and still did not look at her. “What’s your next question? Why the gym coach never saw any bruises? Because the gym teacher was a man who was too busy moaning about how he could’ve been in the NFL if his knee had just held out one more year.”

				Wallace took in a deep breath and nodded at my words. “I understand that people have failed you, but how do you feel about reporting Helen now that you’re away from her and safe?”

				“Safe? Right. Are you safe? Is Rebecca safe? Just because you’ve hidden away and started a new life doesn’t mean that asshole won’t come back.”

				Before anything else was said, the topic shifted abruptly. “Statistically speaking, victims of childhood sexual abuse have a higher-than-average rate of being victimized again later in life.” 

				I picked at my cuticles.

				“Has that happened to you, Sophie?”

				I pushed the cuticle on my left index finger down until it hurt.

				“Sophie.”

				I finally looked up and bit the inside of my cheek, focusing on the sharp pain that contrasted with the dull ache of my tooth and throat.

				“What?”

				“Has that happened to you?”

				“Has what happened?”

				Her head was cocked to the side and the fingers of her right hand loosely held the ballpoint pen that she normally used to jot down things during our sessions. “Apart from your mother’s boyfriend, have you ever been sexually assaulted?”

				My knees started bouncing. Her definition of assault could have been very different from mine, but I didn’t want to ask her to clarify, so I looked back down and picked at my nails some more.

				“Sophie?”

				“What?” I asked a little too loudly, wishing she would just let me go to Elliott’s room. I wanted to look at his books and listen to his music and hold his hand and forget about the shit that Wallace seemed determined to pry from me.

				“Sophie?”

				“What?” I answered, even louder than before. I wished she would just stop saying my stupid name for a second and let me be.

				“Will you tell me about the party you went to the night your father brought you here?”

				My heart felt like it stopped for a few seconds. Why the hell was she asking about sexual assault one minute and then wanting to know about the party where Anderson fucked me the next? It was a strange shift in topics. She couldn’t have known about it. 

				Unless Elliott told her.

				Although it felt as though I couldn’t breathe, I was sure that my chest continued to rise and fall rapidly. It was as if some kind of band was around my torso, squeezing everything inside.

				Elliott wouldn’t have told her.

				Would he?

				Shit. I hoped he hadn’t told her. Why would he have told her? He would’ve known that I wouldn’t want people like Wallace and my father to know I’d drank enough to black out. He should’ve known that I wouldn’t want anyone to know that I woke up with Chris Anderson having sex with me.

				“Why do you want to know about that party?”

				“Did anything happen that night that would have played a part in triggering …”

				Angry tears burned in my eyes. My toes curled in my shoes as my fingers tightened together, causing my knuckles to go white. 

				“Tom in my goddamn room was the fucking trigger. Why do you want to know about the party?”

				“Sophie, you need to relax, it was just a simple question.”

				My jaw clenched and I swallowed back the rising bile. 

				It wasn’t just a simple question. No one here just asked simple questions. They all had points, meanings, things they were supposed to draw out.

				She asked me for a reason.

				Elliott told her. I was sure of it.

				“What was the name of Helen’s boyfriend?”

				Screw that. If Bitch Wallace thought I was going to answer anything, she could answer some of my questions for once.

				“What the hell did Elliott tell you?”

				She blinked. “About what?”

				I took two poorly measured breaths and tried to keep my insides from streaming out in red hot liquid hate. “About the fucking party.”

				“I asked about the party because it seemed like …”

				I wasn’t going to let her finish spewing her stupid lies. I wasn’t an idiot. “You and Elliott are liars.”

				My whole body shook.

				“Elliott has nothing to do with this, Sophie. I asked a question about an event on the night you had such a violent reaction to someone being in your room. It was a simple question to help me understand if the two were related in some way. Your reaction right now validates that something did happen that night, other than just finding your father in your room.”

				I felt like throwing up until there was nothing left inside of me. I wanted to swing my fist into something very hard. I wanted to snort a bunch of coke until my brain and nose cartilage were nothing but mushy goo.

				I wanted to be anywhere but here.

				“Sophie?”

				“Quit saying my name.”

				The bitch’s voice was soft and nurturing. “Will you please talk about what’s going on inside your head right now?”

				“Fuck off. You and Elliott have no right to talk about me.”

				Wallace nodded. “Okay, let’s just back down a bit and we can talk about something else.”

				“You can talk about whatever the hell you want. I’m done.”

				She tried to talk to me for a little while longer, but I remained silent. 

				I tasted my anger in my mouth when she finally released me and I made my way to Elliott’s room. 

				I knew his door would be unlocked, waiting for me, but I knocked anyway. No matter how pissed I was, I didn’t want to barge into someone else’s room. He could either let me in or not.

				I didn’t look at him when I brushed past him, but I bet his brow was creased and his hand was in his hair. Although I wanted to be soothed by his books, I couldn’t let myself go to the bookcase because I was mad at him.

				“SSSSSoph-phie?”

				Normally, I really enjoyed the sound of his voice, but tonight it sent me into some kind of rage. All I could think about was his betrayal of my trust. Wallace wasn’t meant to know the things Elliott knew. The thought that he’d told her something like that made me sick.

				“Did you tell Wallace about Chris Anderson?” 

				He looked so fucking guilty. I didn’t really have to wait for an answer to know.

				“SSSSoph-ph-phie …” he said again, as if saying my name would explain it all and make it better.

				“Don’t say my goddamn name like it’ll get you out of fucking answering the question.” He backed away even though he was nowhere near me. “Did you tell her about what Chris did?”

				“Y-y-y-yes, b-b-b-b-but …” He was practically panting and as much as he needed comfort, my anger kept me from giving it to him. I wanted to make it better for him, but I stomped that feeling down.

				That was precisely what had gotten me into this mess. 

				“That’s some shit, dude.” 

				“Th-they asked m-m-m-me w-w-why I hhhhhhit Ch-Ch-Ch-Chr … hhhhhim.”

				I shook my head. “I would never tell anybody anything you told me. Ever. Even if they ‘asked.’ That’s fucked, Elliott.” 

				I should’ve just left the room, but I had an overwhelming need to release this emotion on someone. Elliott had told Wallace something he had no right to tell her. He always pushed me to tell him shit and yet rarely gave me anything back. He fucking took and I knew it was the kettle and pot scenario, but it pissed me off. I’d given him information, fucking power, and he’d just given it away like it belonged to him, like he had a fucking right to it.

				“You’re such a hypocrite. You hide every chance you get, a hell of a lot more than I do, and then you expect me to be completely bare before you like it’s no big thing.”

				I moved closer to him, my anger at my own stupidity boiling over. I hated myself for being so naïve to tell some fucking guy anything about myself. 

				In this moment, I hated Elliott.

				“Fuck you.”

				I left quickly, trying not to care that he was obviously upset. It was ridiculous that I had to fight back this urge to comfort him. He betrayed me. He got me to tell him about shit and then he told everyone about it. I didn’t need to comfort him.

				It didn’t take me long to walk to the bus stop, mainly because my anger propelled my legs to move faster. The bus dropped me off close to the Quickshop, the grocery store where I worked, so I went in and asked Carol at the customer service desk if I could use the phone. 

				I called Jason’s house. Jerry answered and when I asked to speak to Jace, he told me that he wouldn’t be home until tomorrow. I was pissed that I’d ever flushed those last pills from Aiden! While I still had Jason’s glass bat, I had no pot to fill it with. I could’ve gone home and cleaned it, collecting all the resin and smoking it down.

				Resin was nasty as sin, but it got you higher than shit. 

				But it smelled … bad. Tom would definitely smell it.

				I hung up and went to find Brody. He was in the back. I watched him for a moment as he finished restacking cases onto a cart. I had a detailed fantasy about banging him in one of the hidden spots in the backroom.

				Then Elliott’s puppy face interrupted my sexy-Brody-in-the-backroom fantasy. 

				I clenched my teeth and my hands curled into my side.

				“Young? You don’t work Friday nights.”

				“Do you have any weed?”
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				“Do I look high?” I asked Brody as we sat outside Tom’s house in his old pick-up truck.

				Brody laughed at my question. “Of course you look high. You blazed.” 

				He was right. I’d smoked more than I needed. I was sure the smell clung to me as well. “Damn.”

				“Don’t tell your dad it was me that got you high if you get caught.”

				I shook my head. “Pussy.”

				Brody smiled but explained, “Everyone in town knows your dad and he’s a badass.”

				Whatever. “Tom’s like a big dog or something. He barks but in the end he just wants to lick your cheek, smell your ass, and get scratched behind the ears.”

				Brody laughed but I didn’t know if it was because my words were slightly incoherent or if he really thought I was funny. “Maybe for you, but for the rest of us, he’s a scary man who’s in good with the local law enforcement.”

				Whatever.

				I let my eyes slip closed. I could screw him right now in his truck, outside Tom’s house. No one had to know. It would feel so good.

				Elliott appeared behind my eyelids again. “Shit.”

				“What the hell’s with you tonight?”

				I shook my head as I popped open the door. “Nothing. Thanks for smoking me out, Brody.”

				He said something, but I was already out and swinging the door closed. Tom was passed out in the recliner, an old football game from the 1980’s casting blue shadows on him, beer cans surrounding him.

				I didn’t even look at the computer when I entered my room.

				Although the pain in my tooth and throat had lessened, there seemed to be an ache somewhere deep inside of me, roughly the size and shape of Elliott Dalton.

				It was ridiculous and I hated that it hurt.

				I was so stupid. Why did I think that I could break all my own fucking rules without consequences? I’d been setting myself up for this for many, many weeks now.

				I was so stupid.

				I could not believe that I had done the things I did with him. That dance! That silly dance should have never happened and certainly not the hand-holding of the past week or so. What the hell had I been thinking?

				I had even fallen asleep on him more than once. 

				I’d let myself trust him and it was just messed up because now look. I was all hurt and damn-near in tears over some high school guy. 

				This was exactly why I’d tried so hard not to be ‘friends’ with anyone. It didn’t matter who they were or what they said to your face, people were out to screw each other over.

				Now what was I supposed to do? Who the hell was I supposed to sit with during Study Hall and lunch now? I couldn’t stand to sit with Andrea anymore because Anderson sat at the same table. Every time I thought about or saw Chris Anderson, I was reminded that he’d banged me. His disgusting, twisted dick had been inside of me.

				Damn!

				I should have never told Elliott what had happened. Yeah, momentarily it felt good to share that shit with someone. I wouldn’t lie and say that I wasn’t happy that Elliott had beat the shit out of him at least partially because of what he did, but now look at what happened. Other people knew. All because I opened my big mouth. 

				And for what? Comfort? I’d never needed that shit before. This whole thing was messed up.

				Brody’s weed wasn’t all that great. It was Mexican brick weed that’d travelled way too far and was meant for people who didn’t know any better or had no money for the good shit. The buzz only lasted about a half-hour. 

				Now I was stuck.

				Tears pricked at the edges of my eyes until I could no longer contain them.

				Shhhh. No tears, beautiful Sophie.

				I shook my head, not wanting his fucking voice inside of it.

				Shhhh, stop crying. It doesn’t hurt that bad.

				My eyes were shut tightly as my stomach churned at the words that reverberated in my brain.

				Don’t worry, dirty girl, your mom’s gone. It’s just me and you. She can’t hurt you when you’re with me.

				Why wouldn’t this just end? My body was so tight it ached as endless tears fell.

				My mind raced as I tried to remember if I had stashed anything around my room. I was pretty sure all the weed Jason last sold me was gone. I couldn’t risk the resin smell and I’d flushed the pills down the toilet in my moment of mental insanity. Stupid me, trying to be good for Elliott.

				I told you to come here.

				I sank down the wall next to my computer and clutched at my head and hair as if the pain of tugging on it would be enough to drown out that asshole’s voice.

				It wasn’t.

				Do you want me to tell your mother, dirty girl?

				I threw up in my trashcan. 

				What do you think she’ll do to you when she finds out what you’ve done and how dirty you are?

				After I cleaned the trashcan and myself up in the bathroom, I took three Extra-Strength Tylenol PMs and an hour later, my body was heavy and my mind was quiet.

				But I still couldn’t sleep.

				I stared at the corner next to my door until dawn broke.
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				It was nearly noon when knocking woke me up. I hadn’t realized that I’d finally fallen asleep.

				“What?” I croaked none too nicely.

				“Work’s on the phone.”

				Shit.

				“Tell them I’m sick.” There was no way that I was going in there today.

				“Are you?” Tom asked.

				“Who fucking cares? Just tell them I’m not coming in.”

				Around two, I called Jason to see if he was there. Thankfully, he answered the phone.

				“Holy shit, it’s Sophie Young. Nice of you to call,” he said, his voice saturated with sarcasm with a bitter twist.

				“Come pick me up.” I heard him sigh. “Please? I need you.”

				He was silent for a moment and then asked, “You need me?”

				“Yes,” I pleaded, hating how absolutely needy I sounded.

				“You don’t need me.”

				“Yes, I do.”

				“Don’t you mean, you need some weed?”

				That was true, but Jason had the weed and thus, I needed him. “No.”

				“You need me?” he asked again.

				“Yes.”

				“Not Elliott?”

				My teeth clenched at the name and I stopped myself from snarling at him. “No.”

				“I’ll pick you up in twenty minutes.”

				Forty minutes later, I sat next to Jason inside the car. The heat was blasting, but I was still freezing

				“How was the detention center?”

				“Same as last time,” he said with a shrug. “One big pissing match.”

				I turned to him and studied his black eye. “Is that from Anderson?”

				“Nah. That prick couldn’t land a punch to save his life.”

				“Why did you fight with him?”

				Jace rolled his eyes. “Oh, come on.”

				“What?”

				He shook his head. “It was all over school, Soph. He told everyone how he fucked you in the bathroom. And that night you were all fucking weird and said you passed out or whatever. I beat the shit out of him because what he did was messed-up and it kind of sucks that you’re all shocked that I’d do that for you.”

				He was sitting, leaning forward with his arms draped over the steering wheel. I didn’t know what to say, so I turned my eyes back to the foggy window. 

				“I’ve known you since before I can remember. Tom used to tell us that you’d be coming up and I’d get all excited because I’d get to spend time with you.”

				I ignored Jason’s little declaration of excitement over my past visits to Damascus and asked, “You didn’t tell Tom, did you?”

				“Tell him what?”

				“About Anderson.”

				He sighed and I wished he’d break out the fucking weed already.

				“Of course I didn’t tell your dad. I didn’t say shit to anyone.”

				It was more than I could say for Elliott.

				“Thank you,” I said sincerely.

				Silence loomed until I had to ask. “Can we smoke?”

				His face was blank for a moment before he smiled. “Yeah. I didn’t offer because … well, last time you said … I mean, with Dalton and all.”

				“Yeah, well, screw that, right?”

				I watched impatiently as he rolled a perfect joint with some terrific-looking pot.

				Later I found myself back at his house, pressed up against his bedroom door with his mouth attached to my neck.

				He felt so good. 

				My feet were planted on the floor and he was sort of bent over me, one hand gripping my hip as the other palmed my breast. Jason was panting, his breath tickling my skin. He pulled away just slightly. He was telling me how much he’d missed me. I just let his words bounce off of me. I didn’t want to hear him; I just wanted to feel him. 

				I reached for him, sneaking my hand down the front of his jeans to really grab him. “Shit,” he must have said, but to my ears, it was “shhhh.”

				My breath caught and I felt sick. 

				Quiet, Sophie.

				His hands kept moving even as I froze. One hand was up my shirt, the other making its way down my pants. My eyes were shut, and if I could’ve opened them, I would have searched the corners for spiders because I knew it wouldn’t be fair to him if I stopped.

				I felt like throwing up.

				“Jesus, Sophie.” His teeth scraped at my neck. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”

				So beautiful.

				I pulled my hand back from him and pushed at his chest. He didn’t stop, so I pushed him harder, my hands higher, fingernails scratching his neck.

				“Dammit! What the hell’s fucking wrong with you?”

				I slipped away from him and stepped down the hall. “I have to go.”

				He scrubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “Is it your goddamn life’s mission to fuck with me?”

				“I’m sorry,” I whispered. Hot tears leaked from me and I couldn’t stop them. 

				“Shit,” he said, his voice much softer. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

				I shook my head, looking down at my feet. This shit was so messed up. “I don’t know.”

				But that was a lie. I did know what was wrong with me. It was what had always been wrong with me.

				Jace reached out as if he was planning on cupping my face in his big hand, but I jerked my head away. “Soph,” he said, his face portraying his hurt.

				“I’m never going to like you the way you like me, Jason.” I shook my head and moved away. “I’ll never be your girlfriend.”

				“But you’re Dalton’s?”

				I didn’t know if I was anymore, but I wanted to be. “It’s just different with Elliott.”

				We were silent for a long while, just standing there in the hallway. Finally, he stood up straight and sighed. “Do you need a ride home?”

				I shrugged. “The bus’ll be by soon.”

				I cried all the way home. While there were only a few people on the bus, they all eyed me cautiously. Jason was the furthest thing from my mind now. 

				I cried all night, except when I shouted at Tom. He wouldn’t stop asking me what was wrong, as if I knew or could adequately communicate it.

				I fell asleep out of sheer exhaustion around five on Sunday morning. I woke five hours later. Tom made me eat sausage and eggs. It took everything I had not to puke it all back up. His eggs were runny and the sausage oily. 

				I sat staring at my computer for several hours before allowing myself to turn it on. The emptiness pooled and welled inside of me. I could no longer feel anything but the void and as he spoke to me again, telling me that he wouldn’t tell my mother if I showed him how dirty I could be, I could do nothing but listen.

				As I opened my e-mail, I realized that even though I was mad at Elliott, I needed him.

				I missed him, yes, but I was going insane without talking to him, without looking at him, without touching him.

				There were two e-mails from Elliott. I had to read them.

				The first one was simple.

				I’m sorry, Sophie. I didn’t mean to tell Robin something private like that, but they needed to understand why I did what I did to Anderson. They needed to know that he deserved it and that it was a worthy cause for violence.

				I’m so sorry.

				Please don’t be mad. At least don’t be mad for long. 

				I need you.

				Elliott

				I decided I had to let go of my anger. I had to go see him. I needed to be near him because his presence made me feel better and he needed me too.

				His second e-mail was shorter.

				Sophie,

				Please don’t be mad. Don’t leave.

				Your silence hurts.

				Elliott

				I felt like complete shit, because honestly, I could understand why he told Wallace and Dr. Dalton. It wasn’t like he had a choice or could lie about it all. He wasn’t a good liar and he’d probably gotten picked on by Anderson for years and never stood up for himself. It would make sense that they needed some kind of explanation for what happened.

				I was an ass. I’d yelled and called him a hypocrite. I was mean to him. 

				I was mean to the nicest person I knew, all because I didn’t like what he’d done.

				Yes, he could have told me he’d said something to them. Yes, it wasn’t his information to tell, but it was horrible of me to beat him up over it. I hated being without him. It hurt and I didn’t like it.

				Being with Elliott was like being warm. It was calm and peaceful. It was natural.

				It was late afternoon when Jane let me into her house. We were at the foot of the stairs and I was about to go up to Elliott’s bedroom, but she stopped me. “Did you and Elliott fight?”

				Jane’s eyes were locked with mine. She wanted me to answer, but I stayed silent.

				“Sophie,” she tried, her voice soft. “He typically gets weird during the holidays, but it’s not even Thanksgiving yet.”

				“What do you mean, ‘he gets weird’?”

				Jane shook her head and shrugged. “He just gets weird.”

				I sighed, realizing that she probably wouldn’t tell me Elliott’s business even if she knew. “Can I see him now?”

				“Um,” she said nervously as she glanced up the stairwell. “He’s … I mean right now is probably not the best time.”

				“Why?” 

				Her head cocked to the side and again her eyes traveled up the stairs. “He was really upset and wouldn’t talk to anyone. You have to understand that with Elliott there’s a point where nothing will work and those panic attacks are horrible.” 

				“He’s upset and what about panic attacks?”

				Jane’s whole body sighed and she bit her lower lip. “Stephen sedated him.”

				“What?”

				“There’s just not a lot of choice when he’s like that. It’s … it’s scary because he can’t breathe and his body’s all …” Jane looked down. “It’s just scary, Sophie, and I don’t know if it’s a good time for you to see him.”

				“Well, I need to see him.”

				“Sophie, I …”

				“Look, thanks for telling me that he’s sedated or whatever, but I’m going to go see him because I’m not mad at him anymore and I need to talk to him.” 

				I took two steps up and then looked back at Jane. She looked resigned that I was going up to Elliott’s room, so I continued on my path. When I got to his door, I momentarily wanted to be very high, but I remembered quickly that he didn’t like that and it wouldn’t help the situation. Instead, I took a deep breath, knocked softly, and waited. 

				I’d never seen him sedated before. Hell, I’d never even known he needed sedation.

				The door slowly opened.

				He stood there in front of me, wearing only loose black pajama bottoms, his brow creased on his otherwise blank face. I’d never seen him like this. He was only partially dressed and even in the low light, I could see how well-defined his upper body truly was. He was wiry, yet muscular. 

				“Hi,” I greeted softly. What else could I say?

				Elliott didn’t say anything, so I fidgeted. I realized that I had messed up. I had messed up big and I was nervous. Maybe he wouldn’t forgive me. I’d said mean things to him. 

				His body blocked my entrance and I supposed that I shouldn’t have assumed that he’d let me in. But I had to try. I couldn’t resolve anything with him by standing out in the hallway while Jane blatantly listened at the foot of the stairs, and I was sure Dr. Dalton and perhaps Wallace were probably listening in from another room. “Can I come in?”

				Again, he was silent. His only reaction was a minute deepening of his furrowed brow. Shit. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean what I said.” I sounded just like every other asshole in the world. I didn’t deserve to be in his space, but still, I tried. “Please?”

				Elliott’s face never changed its expression. He just backed away from the door, swallowed hard, and let me in. I closed the door behind me and watched as his eyes moved to the door knob. I turned the lock and saw him relax just a little. He turned and moved toward the bed. That was when I saw his back for the first time.

				I couldn’t help but gasp, my breath catching in my throat dramatically. Before I realized it, I was reaching out in front of me, my fingers just grazing his skin. Elliott stiffened as he felt the brush of my fingertips over the raised flesh, but kept moving toward the bed. His back was a sea of scars, raised bits of skin in winding patterns and familiar shapes. My eyes had yet to find a patch of skin that hadn’t been marred.

				The darkness of his room did nothing to hide the obvious mutilation of his body. The glaring reality hit me like a swift kick to the gut. 

				Someone had done that to Elliott. 

				Suddenly the shy, awkward kid with a speech impediment who’d knocked into me on my first day of school was now much less of an enigma. Without a word spoken, I knew instantly who Elliott was in a way that no other student at school would ever know.

				I wanted to cry.

				I couldn’t help but think, as I stood motionless watching him sit down against the headboard and pull his knees up to his chest, that Elliott probably wouldn’t have shown his back to just anyone. Jane said he was sedated and I could tell that he was, but there was no way, with or without drugs, that he would show me his scars unless he wanted to.

				Now really looking at his chest, the part that wasn’t covered by his knees and arms, I saw that it too was scarred by healed wounds. “Jesus, Elliott,” I let out before pressing my lips together.

				“Who did that to you?”

				I hadn’t really expected him to answer, so I wasn’t shocked when he didn’t. Carefully, I sat down on the bed, facing him. He looked so incredibly sad and I felt so amazingly guilty. I had no right to be in his room, but I had to remind myself that he wouldn’t have let me in if he didn’t want me in here. 

				I needed him, and he said he needed me, so here we were.

				“Elliott,” I said softly. “I think I might’ve, um, overreacted. I’m sorry.” My voice cracked as I fought against the tears that threatened to spill. 

				I wondered if I would get a response. I was shocked when I heard his voice. 

				“Sophie.” 

				I whipped my head up to find him finally looking at me. He blinked and for a moment I recognized that he hadn’t stumbled over my name.

				“Dddid you get hhhhhigh?”

				I moved closer to him. I took his right hand with my left and held it, my thumbs smoothing over his skin. Ordinarily, I hated this kind of contact, but in this moment, it felt right and good.

				“I’m sorry,” I whispered. I didn’t want to say “yes,” and I figured that my apology was as good as an admission.

				Elliott nodded, his fingers tightening just slightly around mine as he tilted his head to the side and laid it on his knees. Moving my free hand to his head, I threaded my fingers through his hair. I could feel the shiver that ran through him.

				I didn’t know how much time had passed before anything else was said, but when he spoke again, he confused me. “Mmmy dddd, ffffather”

				“What?” He wasn’t stuttering so much as drawing out the words, and while I understood what he’d said, I had no idea why he said it.

				“Mmmy bbbaaaack.” 

				Now I could really tell that he was sedated. The way he spoke was completely different, but I pushed those thoughts away and concentrated on what it was that Elliott was telling me.

				It wasn’t until he lifted his head and ran a finger over a small raised line on his collar bone that I realized he was answering my question from earlier. “Your dad did that to you?”

				Why had I not felt that raised flesh before? I loved his collarbone.

				His nose wrinkled as his eyes closed. I could barely see the nod he gave me. “Why?” 

				It was a stupid question. I knew as well as anyone that there was no rhyme or reason as to why someone would do something like that.

				“Ffffffrom p-paaaain cccccomes p-pppur-purity,” he whispered after lying his head back down on his knees. His words shocked me. 

				“What?”

				He sighed and I hated it. “Mmmy ddd, fffffather sssssssaid I w-wwwasn’t clean enough. Mmmmy soul w-w-was t-t-t …” His words died and were replaced by something that sounded like a rumble.

				It took everything I had not to get as loud as I had in the car when he’d told me about his mother. He hadn’t liked that reaction and I didn’t want to do anything else to set him off. I’d already done enough. 

				“So he hit you?” I looked at the scars I could see, the ones on his shoulders that curled up from his back. Hit wasn’t the appropriate word. “Whipped you?” 

				“P-paaaain is c-cleansing.” 

				I looked at his hands and saw fresh bite marks. They were red and swollen.

				His shoulders rose as he shrugged. I hoped that his father’s bullshit didn’t make sense to him. I hoped he knew that his father was fucked up. 

				“Ev-every night d-d-during mmmy pr-praaayers.”

				His stuttering had started back up. “Every night what, Elliott?”

				He lifted his head and my hand fell away from his hair. “I-I c-couldn’t t-talk r-riiiight. I mem-mem-memorized every p-praaayer and vvvvverse he told m-me to, b-b-but the Devil m-made m-me the way I was,” he finished in a hurry.

				It was the most messed up thing I’d heard in my life. Even when Helen was going on and on in one state of paranoia or another, her insanity made more sense to me than a father beating his son in the name of someone’s idea of god. 

				“Elliott,” I whispered. “What do you mean? What way?”

				His eyes locked with mine. He looked as if what he said next should have been abundantly clear. “W-w-w-wicked.”

				His eyes were dead. “He wwwwwould p-p-p-p …” The repetition continued until he stopped and took a deep breath. “Put a b-broom d-down and I w-w-would kn-kneel on it t-to s-say m-my prayers. It w-would be hours and I w-would cccccry. I c-couldn’t go m-more thaaaan a f-few wwwwwords wwwwithout st-st-stuttering and I w-would have to st-start over.”

				I wanted to hug him. I wanted to hold him more than I had ever wanted anything in my life. I inched closer, my hand still linked with his. “Damn, Elliott.”

				“B-but he said that the p-pain w-w-would w-w-w-wash away the sssssin, j-just l-like J-Jesus on the cross.”

				A tear slipped from my eye and I watched with blurry vision as he shook his head. “D-don’t b-be mmmad, Sophie.”

				I answered him with a shake of my head. How could I have been mad at him? I knew that I wasn’t the only one in the world to experience pain at the hand of someone I should have been able to trust, but hearing a first-hand account from Elliott was nearly too much to bear. 

				“No,” I whispered to him. “I’m not mad at you.”

				Moving closer still, I was able to put my hand on his knee. His eyes were locked with mine. They made me want to break down. I had never meant to have this kind of relationship with him. I had never wanted to know his secrets. I never wanted to care like this about anyone in Damascus. But here I was, neck-deep in the shit with him. There was no way I could deny how connected I was to Elliott. There was no lying about my feelings now.

				I couldn’t help but think of the contrasts between Elliott’s childhood and mine. 

				Elliott’s father was methodical, whereas Helen was passionate. I didn’t know which was worse: a father who you knew would beat you at regular intervals or a mother who could snap at random. 

				“Elliott?” I kept saying his name. I didn’t know if I did it to comfort him or myself at that point.

				He moved slowly, sliding down the bed until he was lying, facing away from me. I took this as the sign to leave. He was finished talking. He’d already revealed a lot to me. More than he’d probably told anyone else.

				I let my hand rest on his bicep, my eyes carefully taking inventory of the scars on his back. I could tell his father had whipped him with a belt. The square indentation with a small, thin line in the middle could have only been a belt buckle. It must have hurt. Some of the other scars, the winding ones, could have been made by any number of things. A wire hanger, an electrical cord, a wooden rod, a thin tree branch, a rope.

				I couldn’t help but sigh. 

				This sucked. 

				I felt incredibly helpless. “I’m sorry,” I whispered to him. 

				He didn’t respond, so I let out a deep breath. 

				I moved to get off the bed. I had to accept that I had damaged him and my relationship with him. Before I could stand up completely, I felt his fingers wrap around my wrist.

				I hated being grabbed like that, but I fought with my instincts, remembering that it was Elliott. He was safe.

				Turning, I found him twisted around, his hazel eyes fixed on me. “C-c-can you st-stay?”

				I was confused. He wanted me to stay, even after I had yelled and was mean to him.

				“Yeah,” I answered in a soft breath.

				He tugged me gently before letting go and lying back down. My lips pressed together as I crawled into his bed. I hoped that this was what he wanted. I wasn’t sure if I could or should be this close to him, or if I should go sit on his couch, but he had pulled me to him, so I lied down behind him.

				After a while, his breathing evened out. I wasn’t sure if he was sleeping or not. I let my fingers trace over his scars again before draping my arm over his side and hugging myself closer to him.

				It felt unnatural to hug someone like this. I had to fight against my instinct to either break the contact altogether or intensify it into something sexual. Neither would have been appropriate, but I had to keep touching him because Elliott needed this type of contact. He needed some kind of connection that was safe.

				I didn’t want to think about everything he hadn’t told me. So I closed my eyes and focused my thoughts on my silent apology. 

				I knew when I heard his whispered breath of a voice that the words he said were not his own. “And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain.”

				I had no idea how to respond to that. What the hell was I supposed to say to that? It was a programmed response that had been embedded into his mind. I didn’t understand it; the words or his reason for saying them. It felt like the weight he carried around had been transferred to me. While I had my own burdens to bear and never asked for more, it felt right to help lighten his load.

				This stuff with Elliott was heavy, but I wanted to help.

				“I mmmmissed you, SSSophie.”
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