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Reviews
 
“Definitely a first novel to be proud of. I would not be surprised to find Deanna Frances snuggly placed among the more popular young literary voices currently publishing.”

– Diana Zwinak, Executive Director of 
Teen Writers and Artists Project
 
“Taking Chances shares a message of hope and proves that with courage and faith one can reach the light at the end of the tunnel.”

– Amy Gee, educator, Illinois
 
“Frances’s work is truly something special.”

– Heather Croyl, social work student,
Millikin University, Illinois
 
“This teen novel about the horror of family abuse leaves readers hanging on for a happy ending—one that just might include true love.”

– Mrs. Jennifer Miller, educator
 
“Deanna has written one amazing book.”
– Eli Vainowski, student, Northern Illinois University
 
“I couldn’t put it down!”
– Shelby Kroeschel, student, 
Indian Creek High School, Illinois  
 
“Taking Chances, is a young woman’s journey of new life in a small town. Through physical, mental and emotional pain, she survives it all with admirable strength.” 
– Nikki Tolentino, student, Northern Illinois University
 
“Truly inspiring.”

– Ashley Gauger, student, 
Waubonsee Community College, Illinois
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Chapter 1
TAKING CHANCES
 
 
Helping others had always been a passion of mine.
When I was little, people would ask me “What do you want to be when you grow up?” I’d say, “I want to help people.” I wanted to make the world a better place for others. 
As I grew older, I knew I wanted to be a school counselor or study child and family counseling to help kids and their families who were having trouble with things like divorce, poverty, and mostly above all, abuse. When I wasn’t working, I spent time at a local family center helping kids gain self-confidence. Whenever I did something nice for someone else growing up, it made me feel good to know that I’d made an impact on someone’s life. Although, the impact some people made on my life was not always good. 
I’d had some pretty bad days in my life, but my seventeenth birthday was turning out to be the worst so far. That morning, our landlord, Mr. Jackson showed up on the small doorstep of our south side Chicago apartment followed by two tall men in dark blue uniforms and gold badges. Policemen. 
“Hello Sydney, are your parents home?” Mr. Jackson asked me, anger in his sharp voice.
“I’m sorry, no.” I shook my head. 
“Sydney, I am sorry to lay this all on you, but if your family is not out of here in one week, we are changing the locks on the doors, and all of your belongings will be out on the front lawn!” He looked at me with his dark eyes and the threat seemed even more frightening. 
Mr. Jackson turned around, and the policemen followed as they all got into their cars and drove away into the bright sunlight. 
I knew exactly how that had happened, because it wasn’t the first time. My stepdad, Michael, had just lost his job after receiving his third DUI in the past two months, and my mother, Maddie, couldn’t hold down a job either. I guess she didn’t get the fact that if you don’t show up for work, you get fired. They both depended on alcohol to get them through every day. 
We lived on welfare in our small apartment, along with money I earned from working my three jobs. Michael and Maddie would take almost every paycheck I had to spend on their latest bottle of beer bought down at the corner liquor store that they should have been paying for the apartment with. Maddie always said Michael had so much money, so I didn't understand why the rent wasn't being paid. Well, that explained why we were getting evicted. 
My real father, Andrew Baker, left us right after I was born, leaving my half-sister Violet, my half- brother Clayton and me to our mom who could barely care for us by herself. We were not even sure who Violet and Clayton’s fathers were, and the only memory of mine was a crumpled up picture of him and Maddie on a big, black Harley in Vegas after their honeymoon. We struggled after my dad left, and Maddie found Michael soon enough. She thought a new stepfather would be nice for us, and that he’d have money to get us on our feet. 
They were married right after my fifth birthday, and I noticed a change in Maddie. She was always tired and I didn’t really know what was going on. Michael would slap her across the face and throw bottles and chairs at her, and then, as he saw her crying and bleeding on the floor, he’d say how sorry he was, and that he didn’t mean it. Then, he’d take her upstairs to get cleaned up, and they’d come back down with nice clothes, and Michael would take her out for the night as an apology. Although, as Maddie walked out of the house, she would tremble and fall, as if her legs were too weak to carry her. 
The next morning, she would be tired, and wouldn’t act like herself. She continued to get mentally and physically weak, and then she started drinking more. Violet said that she drank because it helped her ignore the pain. I asked Violet what was going on, and she told me that Michael drank too much, and got angry, and that was why my mom was getting hurt. Only a few days later, she and Clayton were the victims. I didn’t know what to do. Michael had never hurt us before, and Maddie just stood and watched them get hurt. He would yell and scream at Violet, and when she tried to yell back, he’d take her by her long hair and throw her against the wall. When Clayton tried to defend Violet, he’d get pushed against a table or wall. 
After Violet turned eighteen, she left and Clayton and I were the ones being hurt. Michael did the same things to me as he had done to Violet. Clayton left just three months before I turned seventeen, leaving me alone to care for Lillian and Rebecca, who are Maddie and Michael’s two biological children. Someone had to be the parent. We all had to stick together. If I ran away then, they would probably be living in a cardboard box on the street begging for food money because I knew that Michael and Maddie wouldn’t care for them. I knew I had to help my sisters, and the only way how was to take any abuse Michael gave me until I turned eighteen; when I could leave and take them with me. 
As for Clayton and Violet, Clayton started selling illegal drugs down in the alley behind our apartment, and Violet worked at a nightclub in the bad part of the neighborhood. To get away from the pain and torture of my everyday life, I wrote poems and short stories to escape. If I didn’t write, I would probably be depressed enough to work at the nightclub with Violet. 
Well, that was my life I guess. Sydney Baker, the mother figure, the hard-working student, the abused child, and the determined young woman who wanted to make a difference in the world. With everything I had to worry about, getting evicted from the home I paid for was just another reason to be afraid of what was ahead. 
 
 
 
 


Chapter 2
SHABBONA
 
 
The next day after my shift at a local diner, I received a phone call that gave me much needed hope.
“Sydney, it's Aunt Megan.” 
“Hi,” I replied excitedly. Aunt Megan was Maddie’s younger sister. She called at least once every week to keep in touch. 
“I have some bad news,” she said sadly. “Grandma died yesterday.” I froze. Grandma couldn’t die. She couldn’t leave me. 
I was on the verge of tears when Aunt Megan said, “We read her will this morning, and she’s asked me to take the family farm and move you and your Mom, Lillian, Rebecca, Violet and Clayton out here to Shabbona. I’ve talked to Maddie, and she says that she wants to leave Michael, but she’s not ready yet. Maybe this will give her that chance.”
My grandma was my strength, my rock. She was forever trying to make our lives better. She was my inspiration for helping people. She was always the first one I'd call if I needed help or advice. 
Grandma lived in a small town called Shabbona. It lies about two hours west of Chicago. I used to love going to her country farm. Big cities had always been too much of a hassle for me. I had been dying—literally—to live in a small town since I was a little girl.
My grandma and Aunt Megan were the only ones I could trust. They cared for us, and I think they knew that Michael and Maddie were alcoholics, but I highly doubt they knew about the abuse. After Maddie married Michael, we didn’t have as much contact with them as we’d wanted. Grandma would call and talk to Maddie until Michael yelled at her for talking to “them.” Grandma hated Michael for taking us away from her. 
“The funeral is next week, and I think it’s best if you guys move in then,” Aunt Megan said, bringing me back to reality.
“Wait, I can live in Shabbona?” I asked excitedly, having realized just what she’d said. 
“Yes, and when you turn eighteen, you inherit the farm. Grandma knew how much you liked it here. She loved having you over to visit.” 
“When do we need to come?” I asked.
“Well, actually, I sent a truck to your house. You’ll be moved in here in time for the funeral.”
“Thank you so much Aunt Megan!” I exclaimed. 
“It’s no problem, sweetie. Grandma and I wanted you out of that messy city.”
“Thank you!” 
“No problem, well, I have to go, but I’ll be there on Tuesday, okay?” she asked.
“Alright. Thank you.” I hung up. I was getting out of Chicago. I wouldn’t be getting away from the abuse, but it was a start. 
 
* * *
 
Michael didn’t like the idea of moving, especially to a place as small as Shabbona. When I tried talking to Maddie about it, Michael stormed inside. 
“What are you two talking about?” he asked in a drunken tone. I sighed. 
“We’re talking about my mother,” Maddie said softly to him, as if to try and calm him down. 
“Oh, her. Well, she’s dead now. There’s no need to talk about her,” Michael said. 
“Well, my mother has given us her home down where I grew up, and I think it would be a good idea if we—” 
“Oh, Maddie, don’t bring up that shit again. We’re not moving.” 
“We can barely afford the rent here,” she argued quietly. 
“The landlord came over again the other day,” I murmured under my breath. “He said that if we don’t pay the rent soon, we’re being evicted.” 
“What did you say?!” Michael yelled angrily as he came towards me. 
I took in a deep breath and held it. 
“Michael, I think we should go,” Maddie said. 
“I don’t care what you think!” He screamed as he slapped her across the face. She fell to the ground and held her hand over her bruised face. I closed my eyes and stood still, hoping he wouldn’t hurt me, too. I opened them slightly after a minute of silence and saw Michael looking down at Maddie in anger. 
“Dammit, Maddie!” he said. “How can I take you out like this? Your face looks like shit!” 
Anger filled my veins as he spoke, but I stayed silent. I didn’t want to look anymore like Maddie than I already did. Michael seemed more careful about where he hit me, though, because I was out in public more than my mom. 
“Why can’t we?” Maddie said quietly. “It’s the one thing I want…”
“To move to that place?” he asked her, a little quieter than before. 
“Yes.” She looked up at him and he sighed. 
“Fine, fine. We’ll move, but I don’t want to hear another word from your stupid daughter about it.” He glared over at me and then went up the stairs. I sighed and smiled. 
We moved in the next week, and I couldn’t even believe it. I had acquired a few more cuts and bruises from Michael after my mom had left that night, but I got the family to Shabbona. Well, everyone except Violet and Clayton. They said they weren’t going no matter what. As for me, I couldn’t believe that I was brought straight to my own personal heaven. 
Aunt Megan had registered Lillian, Rebecca, and me for the Indian Creek School District in Shabbona. Lillian would be at the high school with me as an incoming freshman, where I would be a junior because of my late birthday. I would be one of the oldest in my class. My birthday was right on the cutoff date for kindergarten back in Chicago. Rebecca would be at the middle school in seventh grade. 
The town’s population was a mere nine hundred and fifty people, leaving only about two hundred and ninety in my new school. We would start school with the rest of the students the next day, Monday, August tenth. 
Grandma’s funeral was difficult to attend. I cried throughout the ceremony, and held hands with Aunt Megan as we watched the burial of the woman I admired more than anything. And I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d said “hi” to her....
I continued to cry as I settled into my new room. I emptied all of the cardboard boxes of my clothes into my grandma’s old dresser and wished my grandma was there with us. After I unloaded my favorite novels onto the bookshelf, I set my alarm clock so I would have time to get ready for school, and show up early. I fell asleep, hopeful.
While I drove to school in my old silver Toyota Corolla, I thought of what was to come that day. Grandma had bought me the car when I turned sixteen so I could come and visit more often, but that had never happened. Michael would never let me go. She would also send me gas money so I could get to work and school, and I had a feeling now that she was gone, I wouldn’t be going very far. I’d just filled up my gas tank with the last envelope of money she’d sent me. It would probably only last a week or so, if I was lucky and didn’t go many places. I would have to see how much money I’d collected in the jar under my bed that I always kept to try and scavenge a few dollars of my tips from the diner. 
I had showed up at the school a little earlier in order to find my way around without having to embarrass myself by asking for help. Lillian said she wanted to ride the bus with Rebecca instead of riding with me, so I was alone. 
When I got to the school, I looked at it briefly. It was a small school covered in red brick and surrounded by grass and trees. There was a baseball and softball diamond to the side, but nothing else was really there. It was a lot different than Chicago. Back there, there were metal detectors and security guards and police cars all around, waiting for trouble. I noticed that there were no students in the parking lot with me, just some vacant cars. I was about to step out of my car when I noticed that there was another student in the parking lot. 
He was stepping out of his black Honda. He was very handsome, with short, auburn hair, and probably about six foot two. He wore a dark blue button-up flannel shirt, blue jeans, and brown cowboy boots. He had the sleeves of his shirt rolled up and I could see that he had very muscular arms. Beside him was another tall boy with blond hair who was a little shorter and much thinner. I didn’t get out of my car until they entered the small brick building. I had noticed something familiar about the first boy.  
The school was one long hallway with two or three hallways branching off of it. No stairs. The floor was covered with shiny, white, and light green tiles. I walked into the lobby where four tables awaited, with signs that read, “freshmen,” “sophomore,” “junior” and “senior.” Above the little signs, a big red banner announced, “Welcome back Timberwolves!” I went to the back of the “junior” line, where standing in the front was the boy with the auburn hair from the parking lot. When he was done at the table, he walked past me. His light brown eyes locked with mine for half a second. He smiled, and continued on.
I smiled back softly. Where have I seen him before? I thought. There was definitely something I recognized about him. Was it his hair, or his face, or maybe his light brown eyes? Maybe I’d seen him from one of my visits here?
In Chicago, I never had time for a boyfriend, or even time to look for a boy. I was always working. I tried to tell myself to concentrate, yet my heart was pounding in my chest. I looked down at myself. I had the same short legs, built hips, and badly bitten fingernails that I’d had in Chicago. I still even had my medium length, curly, dark brown hair up in my usual headband and ponytail. I had never considered myself unattractive, but I was definitely not one of those stick skinny blond girls who had every guy begging at their feet. 
When it was my turn, I walked up to the table, and the teacher gave me my A-B day schedule along with my locker number and combination. With the A-B day schedule, I would have four classes on A days, and four opposite classes on B days, making the classes longer in length. 
I walked away from the table and down the hallway to my locker, number 123. Simple enough. I used the combination to open it up, and started unloading my backpack. I had almost finished putting some of my favorite novels onto the top shelf when a soft, sweet, young man’s voice said, “Excuse me, is this yours?” 
I looked up to see the parking lot boy’s light brown eyes looking down at me. In his hands he held one of my favorite books, a novel by Nicholas Sparks that Grandma had sent me for my birthday the year before. 
“Um…” I struggled to find my voice, failing miserably and speaking only in a whisper. I was nervous. I wasn’t really ready to talk to anyone at the new school. I was afraid I wouldn’t fit in. “Yeah, thanks.” He handed me the book, and I put it on the shelf with the others. 
“Hey, um…you’re Maggie George’s granddaughter, aren’t you?” he asked.
“Yeah. She passed away last week, and I just moved down here with my family.” I looked back over at him and he looked down at his feet, as if he was embarrassed. 
“I heard there were relatives living there now,” he muttered. “I’m really sorry about your grandma.” He looked up and smiled sweetly. 
“Thanks.” A boy I didn’t even know felt bad, when Michael, Grandma’s son-in-law didn’t even care. “About time,” Michael had said. We got in a fight over that, too. It always made it worse that he was so much stronger than me. I winced and suddenly the flashback came quickly into my mind. 
“You don’t talk back to me!” Michael had said as he pushed me to the ground. 
“Maybe if you cared, we wouldn’t be in this mess,” I said with tears coming from my eyes.
Michael had taken empty beer bottles off of the counter next to me and threw them at me in anger. I covered my face from the flying glass, but I could still feel the little shards cut into the skin of my legs and arms. Michael had continued to yell at me, but I couldn’t make out the words. I wasn’t focusing on what he said. I was trying to drown him out. I shivered involuntarily as the flashback ended. I could never win. 
I looked back up at the boy, and he said, “I’m Spencer, by the way. Spencer Stevenson.” 
I smiled politely. “I’m…wait…Stevenson? You live down the road from me, right?” I knew I had seen him somewhere before.
“Yeah, I think I met you at the bonfires your grandparents used to have in the fall.”
“That was you,” I realized. “We used to hang out with my cousins behind the silos,” I said.
“Cindy?” he asked.
“Sydney,” I corrected. I pictured him the way he used to look, with jean overalls and colored button up shirts. I smiled at the memories and then looked back up at him. 
“Oh, sorry. It’s been so long. It’s nice to see you again.”
“Yeah, it’s nice to see you too.” I agreed as he opened his locker next to mine. 
“Maybe we could hang out again sometime.” He turned towards me again and gave me a completely heartbreaking smile. You know, the smiles that you only see boys give girls in movies.
“Um…” I sighed and looked away from his perfect movie smile. “Yeah, that’d be cool.” 
Spencer smiled again, and said, “Now, how many brothers and sisters did you have again?” 
“Violet and Clayton are older and moved out. But I have two younger half-sisters, Lillian and Rebecca living with me.”
“That’s nice.” I heard him sigh quietly as his smile fell. It was like he was remembering something sad, but didn’t think to ask what was wrong. I didn’t want to pry. 
“And you had your Aunt with you a lot, right?” he asked, not looking at me anymore. 
“Yes. My Aunt Megan lives in town, down on Navaho Avenue.”
The bell rang, signaling that we had ten minutes before we had to be in our A-day first hour class. 
“I have to go, I’m sorry. I need to stop in at the office for a map.” I said with a sigh. I didn’t really want to leave when he seemed so upset. I wanted to keep talking to him. Not just because I didn’t want to seem like a jerk, but also because I felt somewhat comfortable talking to him. He knew me, or at least he thought he did. 
“Okay, I’ll talk to you later, then,” he said. “Hey!” He called out as I moved down the hall. “You won’t have too much trouble finding your way around. It’s a small school.” 
“Thanks.” I smiled and continued towards the office. At least I had made a friend. Maybe that would make my day easier. 
“Hello. You must be Miss Baker,” the secretary said at the front desk. She was a short woman with short brown hair and a skinny figure. Her nameplate said Mrs. Hillman. 
“Here is your map, and it’s labeled pretty well, I believe. Your first class is Biology, so you’ll need to turn left after you exit the office, and the lab is the room at the very end of the hallway on your left,” she said. 
“Thank you,” I said to her, taking the map and leaving the office. As Spencer said, it wasn’t hard to find my way around. I didn’t even need the map as I headed down the hall to the science lab. 
I sat down in the Biology lab at an empty blacktop table in the back of the room, and began reading one of my Nicholas Sparks books before the bell rang. 
“Good morning, students.” The older teacher, Mr. Jansen, spoke as class started. “I have text books for you right here and…” He put his hand on a large stack of books. “Martinson?” 
A skinny girl with dingy blond hair doodling on her notebook looked up.
“Help me pass these out,” he instructed. She stood up shyly, and began to distribute the old, worn textbooks. 
My second class of the day was Calculus. I took a lot of notes, expecting to have trouble paying attention. I’d never found math classes particularly interesting. P.E. came along, and we played basketball, which was never my best sport. Spencer was in my class, and he tried to include me in the game by passing the ball to me occasionally, but when I missed the pass, it embarrassed me even more. Two girls chuckled when I messed up, but Spencer just smiled and said, “Nice try.” 
At the end of class, we all went into the locker rooms to change and then came back out and stood in the hallway until the bell rang. When Spencer came out of the guy’s locker room, he came and stood next to me. 
“You did good today,” he commented. I looked down at my feet and said, “I’m terrible at basketball.” 
Spencer laughed softly. “Not everyone is good at everything, “ he said. “You’ll get better. I’ll help you out.” 
I looked up at him and he was smiling. 
When lunch came around, I stood in line behind a group of freshman girls, including Lillian, who were chatting about the cute guys they’d seen in their classes. It was nice to see that Lillian had made some friends. When it was my turn to pick up my lunch, I realized that there wasn’t a choice of what you ate. It was just the one tray of food. They were serving hot dogs and French fries with ice cream that day, and everyone had the exact same thing. That was another thing I wasn’t used to. At my old school, everything was a la carte. 
When I looked awkwardly for a place to sit in the small lunchroom, I saw Spencer waving at me from the back table. He smiled, and motioned for me to sit with him and his group of friends. I sighed and slowly walked over nervously. His friends seemed engaged in their own conversations, and I didn’t really want to intrude. When I sat down next to Spencer, I realized that the blond-haired boy I’d seen with him in the parking lot was sitting there, too. 
“Hey Sydney.” Spencer said with a smile as I sat down. “Hey guys,” he turned towards his friends and they all looked at him. “This is Sydney Baker. She just moved here from Chicago.”
“Hey Sydney.” The boy from the parking lot said. 
“Sydney, this is Dean Wickstrom,” Spencer said. 
“Hi, Dean,” I said. 
“This is my twin brother, Michael.” Dean gestured to a boy who looked exactly like him. I knew by his nice smile that Michael would be much nicer than my stepdad, Michael. 
“And that’s Michael’s girlfriend, Annie Fredricks.” She was a pretty girl with honey blond hair and blue eyes. 
“And, this is Jeremy Hall, and his girlfriend, Jacqueline Tyler.” Jeremy was a tall, muscular boy with short, curly, brown hair. Jacqueline was just as pretty, if not more beautiful than Annie with long, light brown hair and hazel eyes. Both girls had small figures, but Annie’s was not much smaller than mine.
“Hi,” Jacqueline said to me. They all went back to talking and Spencer turned to me. 
“Sorry about that,” he said. “They use this time to gossip, and they don’t like to waste time.”
I smiled. “That’s okay.” 
“So, how is your first day so far?”
I shrugged. “It’s okay.”
“Tomorrow will be better, I bet,” he said. “But it must be hard being in a new place and barely knowing anyone.”
I nodded, agreeing with that fact. If I didn’t know Spencer, I’d be completely lost.
“Well, you’ve got us now,” he said with a smile. I smiled back at the thought that our friendship would continue. He seemed like a great friend. 
The conversation continued to flow easily as we ate lunch. 
“Hey Spence,” Dean asked Spencer. “Do you think you’ll do better at the poetry slam this year?”
“I hope so. I’m going to start writing early this year. Last year really sucked because I didn’t have much time to write anything.”
“Poetry slam? Like when you all read poetry?” I asked.
“Yeah.” Dean said. “During the middle of the year, around January, all of the kids in Creative Writing compete in a poetry competition. Sometimes, a professor from NIU will come and if you do really well, he or she will invite you to the state contest.” NIU was the university in DeKalb, a city about thirty minutes from Shabbona.
“Cool. That sounds fun. I didn’t know you wrote, Spencer.”
“I do,” Spencer said. “It’s fun, and it gets me away from everything. You’ll be able to participate in the slam if you are in Creative Writing.”
“I actually have that class tomorrow,” I told him as I pulled out my schedule from my pocket and looked at it. 
“Really? What hour?” 
“Um…second,” I replied. He asked to see my schedule and I handed it to him. He glanced over it and smiled. “Yep, second hour. Well, I’ll see you in class then,” he said. 
“Cool,” I said happily. I looked forward to having another class with Spencer. Maybe I wouldn’t embarrass myself like in P.E. Apart from being super sweet, Spencer was also a very good looking boy. It was hard for me not to think about not trying to impress him. 
“I think Spence will need to start writing now,” the boy named Jeremy chuckled. “Otherwise he’s never going to beat his girlfriend.”
The rest of them laughed, but I sighed and looked down at my tray. I didn’t know that Spencer had someone already. I felt bad for being even slightly interested in him. Well, it wasn’t like I’d ever have a chance with him anyway…he seemed too perfect to be with someone like me with such a messed up life. 
“You have a girlfriend? That’s cool,” I said, trying to act like it didn’t bother me. “Does she go to this school, too?” They all laughed, and Spencer hit Jeremy’s arm.
“Aren’t you his girlfriend?” Annie asked me. My eyes widened the tiniest bit in surprise. Girlfriend? Is that who they think I am?

“First of all, she’s not my girlfriend.” Spencer snuck a quick look at me.
“She looks like it.” Dean cut him off. “I’ve never really seen you talk to new kids.” 
That’s what people think? I’ve only been here for a day and I’m already being talked about…?

“Well, she’s not,” Spencer said. Though this statement was true, it crushed me a little to hear him say it so quickly. Does that mean I don’t appeal to him at all? I wondered. 
“I know her because she’s Maggie George’s granddaughter,” he continued. “And she lives on her family farm that my uncle farms his corn at.”
“Oh, okay,” Dean said. Then, they all started laughing for no apparent reason. It was fun hanging around Spencer’s friends. They were always laughing. That was something I hadn’t done in a while. 
Fourth hour, I had a History class, which I enjoyed more than any other class that day, but I was happy to get home after school. It seemed like a long day, though I wish I could have talked to Spencer more. He was really sweet, and he seemed like he thought we could be friends. Although, his comment about not being his girlfriend bugged me a little. But why should it? It was true. I sighed, and looked back down at the Calculus notes I was studying. 
There was a knock on my bedroom door, and Lillian came inside.
“Hey, Sydney,” she said.
“Oh, hi Lil. How was your first day?”
“It was so much fun! I met these really cool girls who were in a lot of my classes and…”
I let her go on about her day without saying much. About ten minutes later, the doorbell rang, and she went to answer it. I followed her when Rebecca yelled, “Aunt Megan!” 
I smiled and almost ran down the stairs. Aunt Megan saw me and took me into her arms happily. 
“Hi sweetie,” she said. “Where’s your Mom?”
“I’m not sure. Probably out with Michael.” 
“Are Violet and Clayton here?” she asked.
I shook my head. “No, they didn’t want to come. They’re still living together in Chicago in that apartment they decided to rent after we were evicted. They didn’t want to stay with us.”
“That’s a shame,” she sighed. “It would have been nice to have you all here together. Grandma would have been so excited.” A small tear rolled down her cheek.
I hugged her tightly, giving her support. “It’ll be okay,” I soothed. 
She nodded. “I know. I just miss her.”
I nodded. “Me too.” 
“Hey girls,” she greeted Lillian and Rebecca. “I haven’t seen you girls since Clayton’s birthday. How have you been?”
“Good,” Lillian replied quietly, brushing her curls from her face. Lillian was shyer around Aunt Megan than Rebecca, who automatically began telling Aunt Megan about her day at school and all of the new friends she had met. 
Aunt Megan stayed until dinnertime, waiting for Maddie…but she never came.
“She’s probably out shopping or something. Well, I’ll come back tomorrow during the day and see if she’s here. I have to get home.” She kissed us goodbye and left the house. 
“Bye Aunt Megan,” Rebecca called. 
As usual, I was in charge of dinner, so I made pizza for Lillian, Rebecca and myself, and then went back up to my room. Lillian followed me, but didn’t speak until we were in my room.
“Sydney?” 
“Yeah?” I asked as I sat on my bed. 
“Does Aunt Megan know about Mom being an alcoholic like my dad?” she asked quietly.
I sighed. “I don’t think so, but I might be wrong. She knows Michael is, but I don’t think she knows about Maddie. It’s been too long since they’ve actually seen each other. They used to talk on the phone all the time, but I don’t know what’s going on now.”
She bowed her head. “Do you think that things will get any better?”
I was silent for a moment, trying to think.
“I’m old enough to know what’s going on, Sydney,” Lillian said. “Rebecca knows a little but not much. She doesn’t know about the things my dad does to you. She just thinks he’s yelling at you. Do you think it will ever stop? Clayton and Violet left, are you going to leave too?”
“No.” I said firmly. As I looked into her fear-filled eyes, I knew that I couldn’t leave her, or Rebecca. I needed to continue to stay strong and try to fight my way through my last years with Michael until I turned eighteen and could leave. I knew I’d do whatever it took to get us away from him. 
“I won’t leave you and Rebecca alone.” I told her. “I hope things will get better soon, and then I won’t have a reason to leave. I don’t know what we’re going to do, but I won’t let them hurt you or Becca. I promise. If things don’t change, I’ll move out when I turn eighteen, but no matter what, I’m taking you two with me.” 
She didn’t smile, she just looked at me. 
“Go to sleep, Lil,” I said. “You have school in the morning.” 
She got up without a word and walked out the door. I sighed, and knew that my plan would be harder than it seemed. I knew Michael would do anything to keep me with him. If I left, he’d think I was telling someone about him, and then he’d get arrested. I would have to stay strong for that last year or so until I could carefully get away. I knew that trying to get away from him would be the hardest thing I’d ever do, but I knew it had to be done. I turned off my light and fell asleep soon after. 
 
 
 


Chapter 3
CELINE DION AND MICHAEL BUBLÉ
 
 
The next day, I showed up at school early and got all of the notebooks for my B-day classes out of my locker. I looked up when I heard a familiar voice and saw Spencer walking towards me. I shifted my eyes down to my feet, hoping to hide the excitement burning my cheeks. 
“Hey Sydney,” Spencer said. 
“Hi,” I said, still looking down and trying to quiet the beating of my heart. Even though I had tried to tell myself not to get my hopes up, I still felt the need to try and impress Spencer. 
“How are you?” he asked.
I could see him look away out of the corner of my eye, so I stood up on my toes and reached into the top of my locker for my pencil bag.
“I’m okay. You?” 
I glanced over at him and saw him taking textbooks out of his backpack. He wasn’t looking at me, but at some pictures in the side of his locker. 
“Fine,” he replied. “We lost our soccer game last night though,” 
“You play soccer?” I asked, impressed. 
“Yeah. I play on the school team.”
“That’s cool.” I said trying to conjure up some soccer expertise I didn’t have. 
“Yeah, my friend Jeremy plays on the team with me. It’s fun. I’ve been playing for a few years.”
“I used to play soccer when I was younger.” I told him. “It was only for a little while though.” 
“That’s cool. Was your first day alright?” Spencer asked me as he shut his locker and leaned back against it. He glanced over at me, and our eyes finally met. 
“Yes. Thanks.” I looked at my schedule, trying to figure out where I needed to go that day.
“What’s your first class?” he asked. “I’ll show you around if you want.”
I beamed at his offer and said, “Okay, I have English with Mrs. King.” 
“That’s my first class, too. Here.” He took my hand in his like he did when we were younger. “Follow me.” 
While we walked, people stared, but I didn’t really care. I was holding hands with the most amazing boy in the world. Even though I think he was just doing it as a kind gesture, I thought into it more than I should. I had just begun to actually talk to Spencer again, but I felt like I had known him my whole life, and holding hands with him didn’t seem weird at all. A live wire shot through my body at his touch, but it wasn’t bad, it felt warm and filled me with comfort. 
When we reached the English room, he led me over to one of the desks where I sat down next to him. The class went by faster than I wanted it to, mostly because I had always loved English class, but also because I had Creative Writing the next hour. I knew that Spencer was a writer, too, and I hoped we wouldn’t have to read anything aloud. I was nervous that Spencer would be ten times better at it than me. 
The English teacher went over the class syllabus, and then we just talked for the rest of the class period. The first few days weren’t really used for learning, but more for introductions. Spencer started talking to some other people in the class, and I sat and read for the rest of the hour. The teacher assigned an autobiography paper, but that was about it. 
The bell rang, and Spencer stood next to me as we walked down the hallway. Jeremy walked with us, and Spencer talked to him most of the time.  
Spencer sat by me in Creative Writing too, and I felt like the live wire was still between us. I sighed and wondered why I felt that way, and if Spencer felt the same. During class, the teacher, Miss Aberly, had us write anything that was on our mind at the moment, or turn in something we had already written. I copied a short poem I had written about the abuse from Michael.
 
 
Tell me why you hurt me so much.
Explain to me why.

Tell me why I have to be afraid.
Help me see why.
Tell me how you live with yourself,
When you barely let me live.
 
I looked over the poem a few times, and then Spencer asked, “What did you write?” 
I handed him the poem hesitantly. I was nervous to see his reaction. I watched his eyes as they read it. What would he think of it?

“Wow. That’s amazing.” he said, handing it back to me. “It’s really deep.” 
I could feel my cheeks getting warm as I blushed. No one had complimented me on my writing before. 
“Thanks. Can I see yours?” I asked. He handed me a piece of paper. I read it carefully then noticed what it was called.
 
Outsider
There you were, the outsider in the crowd.
Around everyone else, you stood out.
Your eyes sparkled like the stars in the sky,
Please don’t ever tell me goodbye.
 
“I hope you don’t mind that I sort of used you to write it,” he said shyly. 
“What do you mean?” I asked. 
“Well, the poem sort of says how I felt when I first saw you,” 
I looked at him and he was giving me his movie-like smile. 
“Um…thank you,” I said, not sure how one is supposed to answer when told they’re the inspiration for a poem. 
“No. Thank you. I know that we’ve just met up again, but for some reason, I feel like I can trust you.” When I didn’t say anything, he continued, “I know it’s stupid. Never mind, forget I just said that. I’m just still grieving and looking for someone to talk to I guess. I’m sorry. Forget—”
I cut him off. “No. It’s not stupid. But, what do you mean grieving?”
“I’ve been alone for a while now, that’s all...I mean, I have my uncle, but I used to live with my brother, Joey, and my mom and dad, but…”
“But what?” I asked.  
“My family…the three of them, died in a car accident last year. It was last winter, and the roads were really icy, and it was snowing like crazy. They went to go see my mom’s dad in the hospital. He was really sick at the time. My brother Joey was nineteen then. He said that they were taking chances by going out on the roads that night, but they went anyway. I was in Phoenix visiting my dad’s parents for winter break, so I wasn’t going with them. I told them to be careful…I got a call from the police department that night…Not only had my grandpa passed away…” He trailed off. 
Taking Chances? That is my favorite song. I thought: What do you say to taking chances? What do you say to jumping off the edge? Celine Dion sings it. She’s my favorite singer! That song is pretty much the theme song of my life.

“Oh. I’m—I’m really sorry, Spencer. I didn’t know.” I said sincerely. 
“Don’t worry about it. Just be happy you have a family. You have two parents, and four brothers and sisters. I would happily die for your family,” he said. 
I felt a little anger at his comment, and I wanted to tell him that I had been “taking chances” just living with my family. I wanted to tell him the truth about Maddie and Michael and Lillian, Rebecca, Clayton and Violet. I wanted to make him take back what he had just said. But I wouldn’t hurt him like that. I couldn’t. I didn’t want to put him in more pain than he already was from remembering his troubled past. 
“I’m really sorry,” I said again, breaking the small silence.
“It’s fine.” He shook his head, looking back at his notebook. 
We didn’t talk for the rest of that class period and sadly, Creative Writing was the only class besides English that I had with Spencer on B-days, but I sat with him in lunch again. He didn’t talk much, though. He just sat there and ate. He smiled once or twice at a comment his friends made, but for the most part, we both ate in silence. I was afraid his silence was my fault. 
That night, I went to sleep crying and listening to a Celine Dion CD. It was one of the only CDs I owned. I had saved up money from my grandma to buy it when it came out. I used my mom's old CD Walkman player to listen to it. I had just had another fight with Michael, and it was worse than the last. 
Michael started yelling at me for talking back again and punched me across the face, forcing me to fall to the floor. He continued throwing beer bottles and cups and books at me. I tried to run, but he pulled me back by my hair and threw me against the wall, and started burning my stomach and my arms with his cigarettes. Maddie just sat and watched it happen. I ended up blacking out, and I couldn’t remember what else happened. 
The first song I listened to was “Taking Chances.” As I’d thought to myself earlier that day, it was pretty much the theme song of my life. What do you say to taking chances? What do you say to jumping off the edge? Never knowing if there’s solid ground below, or a hand to hold, or hell to pay. What do you say? That night, there was definitely hell to pay. Back in Chicago, I lived every moment just hoping that I wouldn’t get hit that day. And when I was hurt, I felt hopeless and physically weak. Most of the time, I would just lie on the ground until I felt strong enough to move. The next day, I’d be sore, but I’d still act as if nothing was wrong, but my ignorance only made my mind confused. 
I hoped that when we moved to Shabbona, I would get stronger, and that being in a place I loved would bring me confidence and hope. Spencer had helped me get a little mentally stronger that day, before one of the worst nights I’d had brought me down mentally and physically. Michael had come up with a new way to hurt me for not giving him the respect he deserved as the “ruler of the house”. I was still not able to defend myself from the abuse. I wasn’t sure if I would ever be able to. I figured, after that night, if the fights kept getting worse, I wasn’t sure I would make it through my junior year. It scared me that I might not be around to help Lillian and Rebecca. So much for Shabbona being my own personal heaven. 
The next morning, Spencer was already at his locker when I arrived at mine. 
“Hi Sydney,” he said, greeting me.
“Hey Spencer,” I replied.
He gasped quietly. “Are you okay?” 
“Yes, why?” I asked curiously. I looked into the small mirror in my locker and saw the purple bruise that covered my cheek and neck. 
“Oh, um…I’m fine. I just fell off my dirt bike last night, that’s all.” I made up a quick lie as I tried to cover the bruise with my hair.
“I didn’t know you rode dirt bikes,” he said. His face looked a little confused, so I looked away, hoping my worried expression wouldn’t give my secret away. If someone found out Michael was hurting me now, I wouldn’t live to be a witness. He’d find out and punish me for giving it away. I didn’t have anywhere to run if he found out. 
“Um…I really don’t. That’s why I fell. It’s my brother’s, and I was bored last night.”
“Oh. Are you sure you’re okay?” 
“Yeah. I’m fine. Um…did you do that autobiography paper for English?” I asked, changing the subject. I felt the soft bruise lightly with my fingertips and winced at the pain. I didn’t know how I hadn’t noticed it. 
“Yeah. I mostly talked about my writing, music and singing.”
“You sing?” I asked, glancing over at him. 
“Yeah. I write my own songs,” he said with a proud smile. 
“Me too,” I said happily. I looked back at my mirror and saw that the bruise was still showing, so I kept trying to fix it. 
“Have you ever thought of performing them?” he asked. 
“What?” I had forgotten I was still talking to him. I was too preoccupied with the bruise. 
“Your songs, have you ever thought of performing them? I bet they’re pretty good,” he said. 
I sighed and looked down at my feet. “Um…no. I mean…my songs usually turn into poems. I sing other stuff though. Like Celine Dion,” I babbled. 
“Celine Dion?” he wondered. 
“Yeah. She’s my favorite singer. Her songs relate to me a lot,” I explained. 
“Yeah, I know who she is. She has a really great voice. I bet you’re just as good singing her songs as she is.” He smiled.
“Um…thanks.” I said.
“You know, we have a talent show at the end of the year. You should sing one of her songs.” 
“Uh…I don’t know. I mean…” 
“The first place winner goes to a regional competition.” Spencer really must have wanted me to be part of that talent show. 
“I guess I could.” I said shyly as I finally looked up at him. 
“Cool. I’m going to be in it too. I usually sing music by Michael Buble.” 
“Seriously? He has the best voice.” I said with a smile. I used to listen to Michael Buble a lot because they played his CDs at the diner. 
“Yeah. You said that Celine Dion is your favorite singer, Michael is mine.” 
“Cool. He’s probably my second favorite,” I said. Spencer smiled at my comment, and then noticed the time.
“Hey, I’m going to head to class, but I’ll talk to you later,” he said as he walked away to his first class. Before I headed to Biology, I went into the bathroom and tried to see if makeup could cover up a little bit of the bruise so it would be less noticeable. I always kept some cover-up in my bag for times like this. It didn’t cover much, but if anyone asked, I’d use my dirt bike excuse.
 
* * *
 
“So, are you bored of Shabbona yet?” Spencer’s friend Jacqueline asked me during third hour P.E. I realized that she was in my class along with Spencer.
“No. This is actually my favorite place in the world. In Chicago, it…wasn’t a very good life for me up there.” 
“Oh. I’ve always wanted to live in a big city, but my parents are holding me back. I really want to go to school at New York University to be a choreographer for Broadway musicals and movies and stuff, but they want me to stay here in Illinois. Maybe go to Illinois State University to major in Ag Communications. They want me to continue the family business. My dad is a corn farmer, and my mom works for the Farm Bureau in Chicago. She travels to different schools in Illinois to tell them about how fun agriculture can be.” 
“Oh. That stinks. My parents don’t really care about me. They…they don’t really care what I do, I mean.” I sighed.
“Lucky. I wish my parents would just let me follow my dreams. If agriculture isn’t what I want to do, I shouldn’t have to be a part of it.” As we entered the gym and took our seats on the bleachers, she asked me, “What do you want to do?” 
“I want to help people,” I said. “Ever since middle school, I’ve wanted to be a counselor for a school or for a place that helps kids and families.” 
“That’s really nice. I like helping people, too, but I don’t think I could take all of the pain those kids go through. I mean, there was one girl when my mom went to school that was sexually abused by her uncle. Like, he raped her all the time. It was terrible. I don’t think I’d be able to handle things like that, abused kids, and people who are so poor they are on welfare. I just feel so bad for them.”
“Yeah…” I muttered quietly. I tried to change the subject as I felt tears coming to my eyes at my memories. “Well, I mean, I bet you will be able to do what you want, Jacqueline. Maybe your parents just need time to realize that they need to let you do your own thing,”
“Maybe. Oh, and I want to apologize for lunch the other day. I know Jeremy sort of embarrassed you and Spence with the whole girlfriend thing. He just likes to joke around. You and Spence seem pretty close, though. I saw you guys holding hands today.”
“He was just showing me the way to class,” I said. 
Jacqueline smiled. “He likes you, I can tell.”
“Really?” I wondered. 
“I think so. I’ve known Spence since kindergarten. I’ve seen him go through crushes and relationships, and I think he might like you as more than just his friend from down the street.” She laughed.
I smiled. “Thanks, Jacqueline.” 
“Oh, you can call me Jacquie if you want. I don’t know why Spencer used my full name. He never does anywhere else.” She laughed.
“Alright.” I grinned. Jacquie seemed like a nice person I could get along with. 
After P.E., I was excited for History, which, I realized, I had with Michael.
I sat down next to him when I saw him in the room. 
“Hey, Sydney,” he said. 
“Hi Michael. You know, my stepdad’s name is Michael too.” I tried to make it sound like a positive thing. 
“Yeah, it’s a really common name. I don’t really like it. You can call me Mike if it makes it easier.” 
“Are you sure?” I didn’t want him to lose his name just because my stepdad had it. 
“Yeah, people call me Mike all the time.” He smiled.
I smiled back. Mike was sweet. 
The next week was surprisingly—safe. Michael and Maddie had been out somewhere on “vacation” using one of my last paychecks from Chicago. At school, I hung out with Spencer and his friends. They were all nice and welcomed me into their group with open arms. 
One day before class started, Spencer stopped me at my locker.
“Hey, Sydney?” he asked. 
“Yeah?” I replied, facing him.
“Um…I was wondering if maybe you’d want to, well, go out with me sometime? Just the two of us?” He didn’t look at me; he looked into his locker, grabbing his books. 
I smiled. “Like a date?” I thought back to just the other day when Jacquie had been talking about the rumors of Spencer and me being together…did that alter his thoughts about me? I wondered. Or has he always felt this way?
“Sort of, I guess. Well…yeah.” 
“Sure,” I replied. “That’d be nice.” 
“Cool, um…how about this Saturday? There’s this new movie coming out that looks pretty good.”
“Fine with me.” I smiled again.
“Alright, I’ll pick you up at seven?” 
I nodded. 
“Okay, I’ll see you in P.E.”
“See ya.” I watched him walk away, with a big grin on my face. I let out a deep breath and smiled. I’d just been asked out by Spencer Stevenson....
 
 
 


Chapter 4
FIGHT
 
 
After school on Friday, I decided to go shopping for groceries. There wasn’t a Wal-Mart or anything in Shabbona, just a little, overpriced market store, two ice cream shops and two gas stations. The closest Wal-Mart was in DeKalb. 
I went into my room and reached under my bed to find the jar of money I kept there. I counted the cash and sighed as I realized there was only fifty dollars left. Well, it would have to do. I took the cash and shoved it in my coat pocket as I ran downstairs.
I knew I needed a new job, so when I was shopping, I picked up job applications at a few places including my favorite bookstore, Lakeview Books. I was surprised that there was a Lakeview this far away from Chicago, but apparently they were expanding. While I was picking up an application, I began to recognize the boy standing at one of the registers. He was about my height, maybe taller, with dark skin that showed he was either Filipino or Thai. His dark brown eyes stood out, and I couldn’t help but know who he was. 
“Matt?” I asked softly. 
The boy looked at me with curious eyes.
“Sydney? Is that you?” he asked incredulously. 
“Yeah,” I smiled excitedly, walking over to the register where he stood. 
“What are you doing here?” he asked. “Don’t you live in Chicago?”
“Yeah, but I just moved down here to my grandma’s farm,” I replied. Matt Johnson had been another one of the kids I hung out with at my grandma’s bonfires, like Spencer. Matt and I had been closer than Spencer and me, though. Matt’s mom had been a friend of my mom at one time. 
“Cool.”
“Why didn’t I see you at school?” I asked him.
“Oh, I moved up here to DeKalb a few years ago,” he explained.
“Oh, well it’s great to see you,” I noted. 
“Yeah. It’s good to see you, too. You look great. It’s weird seeing you without the short pig tails, ribbons and the little dresses you used to wear.” He smiled. 
“Yeah, I think I’ve grown out of them.” I giggled.
“You’re what…sixteen now?” he wondered. 
“Seventeen.”
“Me too,” he said. “Hey, we’ll have to hang out sometime.”
“Yeah,” I replied. 
“Are you applying here?” Matt noticed the application in my hands. 
“Yeah. I love to read, so I think it would be cool to work around books.”
He nodded. “You know, I’m junior assistant manager. I might be able to pull a few strings to make that happen.” He gestured towards the application.
“Could you?” I asked, excited.
“Sure,” he shrugged. “I just have to tell my manager, Isaac, that I know you and how good you would be for this job.”
“That would be amazing, Matt.”  
He shrugged again. “I’ll see what I can do. Hey, do you have a cell phone or anything?”
“Um…yeah,” I reached into my back pocket and pulled out my phone. It was an old black flip phone my mom had given me a year before.
“What’s your number? I’ll call you, and we can hang out later.”
“Okay,” I smiled, giving him the number. He gave me his, and I stored it in my contacts. 
“Thanks, Matt.” 
“No problem, Syd. Well, I’ve got to get back to work, but I’ll talk to Isaac about the job.”
“Cool. Thanks so much.” 
He winked at me and smiled widely. “As I said, it’s no problem. It was great to see you again.”
“You too.” I walked out the door, shoving my phone back into my pocket. 
That night, after I filled out my applications, I listened to my Celine Dion CD again. 
On Saturday at seven, I saw Spencer’s car in my driveway. I’d dressed in my favorite ivory sundress for the occasion. I’d never been on a date before. 
“Hey Sydney,” he said brightly as I got into his car. 
“Hi Spencer. So, what movie are we seeing?” 
“I think it’s some action slash romance flick. I’m not really sure, but Jacquie recommended it, so I thought we’d see it.”
“Sounds good,” I said as he turned on the radio quietly for background music.
“Sydney?” Spencer asked. I looked over at him and he continued to stare out the front windshield. 
He waited a long moment before he spoke again. “You look really pretty tonight,” he said.
I looked down at my hands folded in my lap and smiled.
“Thank you,” I said quietly. Butterflies filled my stomach and I couldn’t stop smiling until we got to the theater.
In the movie theater, Spencer bought our tickets and we sat in our seats. He put his arm around me and I smiled shyly at the screen. 
When the movie ended, we walked back outside, and Spencer’s hand took mine. I looked down at the ground and smiled. My teeth lightly bit down on my bottom lip in anxiety, but I kept his hand in mine until we got to his car.
“That was fun,” I said truthfully on the ride home.
“I’m glad you liked it. I had fun, too.”
It was silent for a few minutes, and then Spencer said, “Hey Sydney?”
“Yes?”
“I was wondering…do you think that maybe you might want to…”
“What is it, Spencer?” I asked, hopeful.
“Maybe you’d like to do this again sometime…as well….my girlfriend?” he asked quickly. “I know it’s a little fast, but I mean, everyone’s been talking about it, and I just think it would be great to have a relationship with you, and well if it doesn’t work then…I’m just going to stop talking…” 
I smiled, and thought about it for all of about two seconds. I’d never really had a boyfriend before. Well, when we were younger, Matt and I used to consider ourselves “married” for the few weekends I’d visit a year, but that didn’t really count. 
“Sure. I’ll be your girlfriend.” I figured I could give it a try. What was the worst that could happen? My first boyfriend. It was all happening a little fast, but that sounded nice. Spencer, my boyfriend. He was a nice guy. More than nice actually. Very…um…I didn’t know the right words but he was kind, handsome, smart…the kind of guy I would have wanted if I’d had the chance to think about it.
“Cool, ‘cause I’ve been wanting to do this without hesitating.” He he took my hand in his. “For a while.” He smiled his heartbreaking smile at me once more, and then looked out the window. 
 
* * *
 
The next school week went by fast, probably because I was only there for two days. I went to school Monday and Tuesday, but Michael didn’t let me go after Tuesday night when he got home from vacation. He told me that I hadn’t kept the house clean enough while he and Maddie were gone, and he made himself very clear that he was not happy. I’d been having such a great time with Spencer, and then they came home and ruined it. I sat on my bed and winced at the pain as I remembered that night two days ago. 
I was in the kitchen cooking dinner when they arrived. Michael was drunk and slammed the door shut when they came inside. Maddie went straight upstairs and Michael came over to me and pushed me away from the stove. 
“This place looks terrible,” he told me in an angry tone. “You’re worth nothing. I leave for a week and you can’t even clean the house!” 
He pushed me against the counter and I fell to the ground. My head throbbed from hitting the cabinets above the counter. I felt tears running down my eyes, and I felt like I was in a haze. Nothing was clear. I closed my eyes and the next thing I felt was a scorching burning on my hands that covered my face. I screamed louder than I ever had, and I tried to throw away what ever was burning me, but the burning didn’t stop. I heard Michael storm away screaming, “Useless girl!” 
I continued to scream, but I felt like no one could hear me. After what seemed like hours of screaming, I finally was able to stop and open my tear filled eyes to look down at my hands, that were bright red and swollen. They still hurt terribly and I looked around at the dark room and noticed that the clock said 12:45 A.M. I sighed and stood up to turn on the cool water in the sink. I slowly ran my hands under the water and winced at the pain it caused.
Later that morning, I woke up in my bed and my hands throbbed. It was noon, and I realized I had missed the beginning of school. I got out of my bed and went over to my dresser to pick up a clean shirt and it hurt to even pick up something as thin and soft as a T-shirt. I sighed, and went back into the bed to try to sleep. 
When I woke up again, my hands were sore and still red. I went over to my door to go downstairs and tried to open it, but realized I was locked in. 
“Hello?” I yelled. “Lillian?” 
I tried to open the door again and I heard Michael’s voice. 
“You’re not leaving that room until you don’t look so much like shit. You can’t go out like that.” 
Tears fell from my eyes and I sighed, turning around and leaning back against the door. I spent the rest of the night in my room alone. I heard when Lillian and Rebecca got home from school, and I heard Michael leave for the night, slamming the door behind him telling Maddie he was going out for a few drinks with the guys. 
Spencer called later that night and asked why I hadn’t been at school. I told him I hadn’t felt good all day, and that I might not be back for school the next day. He asked if there was anything he could do, and tears came down from my eyes as I told him, “No.” 
Spencer called every night that weekend and asked if we could hang out, but I had to continue to tell him “no.” Michael wouldn’t let me leave the house while my bruises and burns were still fairly new. I was worried that I might lose Spencer, although, when I got back to school the next Monday, I could tell that he was definitely excited that I’d agreed to be his girlfriend. He held my hand firmly as we walked to P.E. and also during lunch. It was like he never wanted to let me go. It was a little too tight for my own comfort because of my recovering hands, but all of our other friends noticed, and were so happy to see us together. 
After school that Friday, I went to DeKalb to turn in some applications. While I was at Lakeview, Matt said he was going to a party with some of his friends the following weekend, and invited me to go. 
“Um…actually sorry Matt, but I already have plans on Saturday, so that wouldn’t really work for me,”
“Oh, well, that’s cool. We’ll hang out some other time,” he’d replied with a curious expression. “Who are you having plans with?”
“Some friends,” I replied. He looked at me curiously, and I just smiled. 
Lillian and Rebecca were at friends’ houses spending the night, so I didn’t have to be home to make dinner at any certain time. It was only six, so I decided to stay at Lakeview. I didn’t want to go back home now that Michael was there. 
I looked down at the table and saw that my phone had a new message. I picked it up and read the text. 
Hi Sydney,
It’s Jacquie. Hey, I know you and Spence were going to go out tomorrow, but all of us are going to go see that new Batman movie at 4 up in DeKalb. You should come!
I replied:
Hi Jacquie, 
It’s Sydney. I’ll come to the movie tomorrow if you want. Just let me ask Spencer. 
I texted Spencer, and he said he would be fine with changing our plans, so I let Jacquie know that we'd meet them at the movie theater the next day.
I drove home listening to my Michael Buble CD. I wasn’t as addicted to him as I was to Celine Dion, but by the time I got home, I was singing along. I was having so much fun that day…that is, before I saw Michael on the back deck waiting for me. The dark color of the wooden deck seemed to almost blend into the pitch-black sky, and only the white shingles of the house were visible.
I took my backpack with my CD player and text books in it, got out of my car, slung the backpack over my shoulder, and started walking slowly towards Michael; who stood smoking another cigarette with one hand, and holding a half empty plastic bottle of whisky in the other. I shuddered as I saw him chug down the last of the whisky. I tried to walk into the house without making contact with him, but as my hand was about to grab the doorknob, he said, “Sydney, we need to talk.” 
I was silent as I slowly put my hand on the door.
“Don’t you dare walk away from me,” he warned. I took a deep breath and turned around to face him.
“We need to talk about your rent,” he told me.
“Rent?” I asked.
“Oh, don’t play dumb. While you are living in this house, you need to pay the rent. That’s how life works.” 
I stared at him angrily. “It’s my house. Grandma left it to—” 
“I don’t care who your stupid grandma left it to!” he yelled. “As long as I am living here, you will be under my rules, which means you have to pay for the time you spend here. You are always wishing to get away and live on your own, well that is what you’ll have to do when you’re alone! You need to take responsibility and pay your rent!”  
“No.” I whispered. 
“NO?” he asked, taking my chin in his hand and making me look straight into his dark eyes. They were filled with hate and anger as he removed his hand and pushed me to the ground. The force from his hit pushed me onto the hard deck. Through the tears, I saw my backpack about three feet in front of me. I heard Michael’s footsteps come towards me again. His hand grabbed my ponytail and yanked me off of the ground, pushing me back against the house. The only thing I could see through the tears was a blurry version of his angry face. 
“You will respect me as the head of this house, and follow my rules! Do you understand?” he screamed. I was silent as tears fell down from my eyes. 
“Answer me!” This time, he hit me as hard as he could. He then took the lighter out of his pocket, lit the cigarette in his mouth, and pressed the hot end against the skin of my stomach. A scorching pain ripped at my skin, and I screamed. He pulled me toward him then threw me back at the house. My head slammed against the wall, giving me the worst headache I could imagine. I could taste the blood in my mouth from me biting my tongue by mistake. 
“Do you understand me?” he pressed himself against me, squishing me against the house. I started losing my breath. 
“YES!” I screamed with the rest of the air I had. He dropped me, and I landed on my knees, coughing and trying to breathe. I didn’t hear him walk away. The only thing I could hear was the ringing in my ears and the pounding in my head. The pain was too much to bear, so I crawled off of the deck and tried to lie down on the cool grass, hoping the queasiness in my stomach would go away, but I threw up onto the grass. I clenched my hands together in fists to try and stop them from shaking, but my whole body seemed to tremble, even though it was not at all cold. 
That was the worst experience I had ever had with Michael up until then. Will this get worse? I thought. What more can he do to me?

I sighed heavily as my breathing started to slow to its normal rate. I wanted to just lie in the grass and die. I knew if the abuse kept getting worse, I would never make it to my eighteenth birthday, but I knew I had to keep trying, for Lillian and Rebecca. Tears continued to fall from my eyes as I sat up. I stood slowly and my head spun, making the dark night seem as if it was moving. I went back up to the deck and grabbed my backpack. I wobbled over to my car, opened the trunk, took my favorite blanket out, and headed slowly over to one of the barns. 
 
 
 


Chapter 5
ACCIDENT
 
 
I woke up late the next morning and got up from the cold, hard barn floor, barely able to walk straight. I could see the bruises on my arm because my sleeves were rolled up, so I pulled them back down. I did not want to see the damage. I was still shaking and wondered if I had even slept five hours. Probably not. My eyelids drooped, and my whole torso felt sore. 
I grabbed my backpack and when I got to the yard, the sun hurt my eyes. I looked over to the driveway, and Michael’s truck and Maddie’s car were gone. The only car in the driveway was mine. 
I walked over to the sidewalk that leads up to the house, and my vision got a little clearer. As I neared the sidewalk, I saw a figure walking toward me. Spencer. I forgot that he would be there, helping his uncle farm.
“Sydney?” he asked concerned. 
I looked down in embarrassment. I didn’t want him to see me like that.
“Sydney, what happened to you?” He walked closer to me. I could see his clear, shocked face. He was in jeans and a thin, dirt-stained white T-shirt, and he was wearing a baseball cap. 
I lost the rest of the energy I had, and collapsed. Spencer caught me, and held me in his arms. 
I wanted to tell him the truth. I wanted to tell him all about Michael and what he had done to me. I wanted to give him the real explanation for why he was holding this mangled person in his arms. But I couldn’t get myself to say it. I couldn’t tell anyone about Michael. He would find out that I told. I wasn’t brave enough, so I used a new excuse.
“I...”  I was still having trouble breathing. “I was trying to put some things up in the barn but I fell…and blacked out.” I started coughing. I could feel Spencer’s grip around me tighten, making me wince as he pressed on the bruises without knowing they were there. 
“Where are your parents?”
“They probably think I’m still sleeping. They left for work early this morning.”
“Are you going to be alright?”
I nodded.
“Are you sure?” he asked, concerned.
“Yes.”
He was silent for a moment and then said, “Here, let’s get you inside so you can clean yourself up.” He lifted me into his arms, and carried me into the house like a small child. When we were in the entry way, he set me down carefully. 
“Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” he asked, still holding my shoulders, probably afraid that I would collapse again. 
“I’ll be…fine.” 
“Do you think you’ll be alright to go to the movie today? I don’t want you to go if you’re hurt.”
I had forgotten about the movie. “Yeah. I’ll be fine by then. I just need to take a shower,” I said.
“Are you sure?” His light brown eyes stared into mine. 
I nodded.
“Hey, I’ll be here working until about three. I'll have to go home and shower but can I drive you up to DeKalb?” 
“Um…sure.”
“Okay. I’m sorry, but I really don’t trust you with a vehicle right now.” He chuckled. I tried to laugh with him, but it hurt my chest, so I smiled instead. 
“Go clean yourself up.” He smiled. “I’ll see you later,” he said as he leaned down and kissed the top of my head. I smiled. That was the first time he had kissed me, and I felt a spark run through my body. Even if it wasn’t on the lips, it was special to me. I watched him as he let go of my shoulders and walked out the door. 
I carefully walked upstairs and into my bathroom to take a shower. I looked at myself in the mirror as I walked in. I looked like crap. I felt like it too. My cheek was slightly bruised and my hair was all frizzy and messy. I looked at my arms again and saw they were pinkish purple and there were also scratches covering parts of them. My right arm wasn’t bad; it was just red and had the same scratches as my left. My stomach was aching because it was so sore. I couldn’t believe Spencer had seen me like that.
I took a hot shower, and the warm water loosened up some of the sore muscles in my body; but it also hurt the cigarette burn on my stomach. After my shower, I got dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. I put my wet hair up in my usual ponytail and went to sit on my bed. It was a little easier to walk since my muscles were less sore. 
On my bed, I opened my backpack and grabbed my phone. I checked the time; it was one thirty. So it must have been about one o’clock when I woke up that day. Well, I wasn’t really sleeping, more like crying while lying down.
I got out my CD player and listened to my Celine Dion CD.
I began listening to a song called “This Time”. The song is about a girl who is being abused by her lover. 
This time is the last time. I know that my eyes have seen too much. This nightmare, it’s not fair, and I’ve had enough.
Realizing that the song reminded me of my life, I started crying as I sang along to the second part of the chorus.
You break me, and as I bleed, you just say you’re sorry. You call this love, but this time, your lies are not enough, this time.
And then I realized there were two exceptions to the similarities between my life and the song.
One: She was talking about being abused by her lover; my stepdad abuses me.
Two: Her abuser says he’s sorry after he hits her; Michael doesn’t. 
Listening to that song reminded me of my mom. At first, Maddie was just an innocent young woman who decided to make bad choices with Violet and Clayton’s dads. She actually married mine, and she thought they’d be together forever. When she met Michael, it was just an innocent marriage again. She was a victim, too. But all the times that Maddie had told me things would get better, and that she was going to get rid of Michael never came true. I shook my head. Obviously, that wasn’t happening. 
I decided to go downstairs and watch TV afterwards. I put my stuff back into my backpack, and carefully walked downstairs. I sat on the couch, and set my bag down next to me. I turned on the TV and started to watch one of my favorite movies, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire.Grandma always kept DVDs in the cabinet next to the TV. I was able to watch almost the whole movie before Spencer came to drive us to DeKalb. He had changed into jeans and a clean white T-shirt.
As we walked out to his car, Spencer must have still been worried about how stable I was, because he kept one arm securely around my waist as we walked. He helped me into the car and went over to the driver’s side. 
The drive up to DeKalb was a little quieter than I would have expected. Spencer and I talked a little bit; but there were times of deep thought and silence.
I put one of Spencer's Michael Buble CDs on, and listened to him sing along to it. I loved hearing his amazing singing voice. He was probably better than Michael Buble himself. 
When we arrived at the theater, the rest of the group was already there, crowded around Dean’s black BMW convertible. Spencer and I got out of the car and headed over toward them. After a few minutes of talking outside in the parking lot, Spencer held my hand as we all walked inside. 
I enjoyed the movie a lot more than I thought I would, even though I’d never been one for thrilling horrors. I had only seen a couple of movies in Chicago; I never really had enough money to go to the theater. 
Spencer had his arm around my shoulder the entire time, and I kept my head cuddled next to his chest. About fifteen minutes before the movie ended, Spencer whispered my name.
I lifted my head, and looked up at his face. His light brown eyes were staring into mine. I began to lose my breath. He looked like he was concentrating on something. 
“I’m glad you came today.” He smiled. 
“M…Me too.” Looking into his eyes was making me lose my train of thought. He slowly brought his head down and hesitated, making my heart pound faster and harder than it ever had before. His warm breath washed across my face as he sighed softly. His eyes closed at the same time mine did, and his soft lips pressed lightly against mine. My heart thundered in my chest, and I lost my breath. I pressed my lips against his with more enthusiasm, yet just as soft as he had. Even though it was our first kiss, it was not just a little peck on the lips. Although, he kissed me as if I was the most fragile thing in the world. He was probably just nervous. I knew that I was. As I kissed him back, my heart seemed to fill completely. It was like I had everything I ever wanted. He was refilling the pieces of my heart that Michael and Maddie had taken away. I had felt weak all of my life; not anymore. He gave me hope, and that was all I needed at that moment. I needed him. When the kiss ended, I wished that it hadn’t. He smiled my favorite smile and lightly stroked my face with his hand. I rested my head next to his chest again, blushing and smiling.
 
* * *
 
When the movie was over, we all walked back out into the parking lot. Jacquie and Annie were talking about how scared they were by the Joker, while Jeremy and Mike were laughing at them and trying to convince them that he wasn’t that scary, and that it was just an actor in make-up.
“He’s not real.” Jeremy laughed as he wrapped his arm around Jacquie’s waist. 
“I know that. It was just creepy.” 
“Girls are such wimps.” Mike chuckled.
“No we’re not!” Annie protested. 
“Never mind.” Spencer laughed. “Where do you guys want to eat?”
“It doesn’t matter to me.” Mike said. 
“Me either. I just want to eat.” Jeremy laughed, hitting his stomach. “Dean, do you have any suggestions?” 
“Um, how about Applebee’s? It’s just down the road,” he replied.
“I’m good with Applebee’s. How about you, Annie?” Michael asked.
“Fine with me,” she said. 
“Okay, let’s meet at Applebee’s. As I said, it’s just down the road,” Dean said.
“Alright.” Jeremy said as they walked towards Jacquie’s Lincoln Navigator. 
We all walked into the restaurant and were seated at a long table. We talked and ate, and we had a lot of fun. As we were finishing our meal, I saw Matt and a couple of his guy friends all walk into the restaurant. 
“Hey, Syd,” he called as they walked towards us. 
“Hi, Matt.” I smiled.
“Who do we have here?” he asked, looking around at our table. I saw his eyes lock with Spencer’s for a second. 
“Spencer Stevenson,” Matt muttered. 
“Spencer’s my—”
“I’m her boyfriend,” he finished for me. “And how do you know Sydney?” He took my hand under the table.
Matt smiled. “I used to be best friends with her when she’d come visit. You should remember. We met up again a few weeks ago.” 
I smiled shyly. 
“Hey, Jacquie,” Matt said.
“Hello,” she replied dully. 
I could see the tension between my friends and Matt, and wondered what could be going on with them. 
“Sydney, you didn’t tell me you were with Spencer,” Matt said.
“I didn’t know you wanted to know,” I said shyly. 
He smiled. “Yeah, you should have told me. Spencer and I used to be good friends before I moved.” He then turned to me and said, “Hey, well, call me, and we’ll hang out sometime.” 
I caught the glare Spencer threw at Matt. “Geez!” Matt held his hands up in surrender. “She’s my friend. She always has been. That’s it.”
“Matt, come on, we’re gonna order!” One of his friends called as they sat down in a booth near ours.
“Coming,” he replied. “See ya, Syd.” He winked at me, and walked away.
Spencer was silent as he drove me home. I didn’t know why he was so furious about Matt, but I didn’t want to make him mad by asking, so I kept my mouth shut. Spencer didn't call me or text me on Sunday, and I was afraid Matt was the reason.
At school the next Monday, Spencer walked up to my locker with a painful expression.
“Sydney?” he asked as I pulled out my Biology textbook.
“Yeah?” I murmured, closing my locker and looking at him.
“I want to apologize for Saturday night,” he said with a sigh.
“Why?” I asked. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I should have told you about Matt. It’s my fault—”
“No, it’s not. I—I just don’t get along with Matt Johnson very well.” he explained. “I made a big deal out of it, and I’m sorry. If he’s your friend and you trust him.... “
I smiled shyly. “I just started hanging out with him again. I just want to know him better.” 
Spencer smiled. I was glad that I could make him happy.
“Hey, so what’s up with you and Matt Johnson?” Jeremy asked me during lunch.
“He used to be friends with me when I was little, sort of like Spencer was.” 
“Oh, well, I hope he doesn’t try to—”
“Jeremy?” Spencer cut him off. “Do we really have to talk about this?” 
“About what?” I questioned. What was going on? 
“Nothing, just…nothing,” Jeremy replied. 
Jacquie and Annie looked at me with an unfathomable expression. 
I didn’t know what they were hiding from me, but it seemed as if everyone knew but me. What had happened with Matt and Spencer? 
“Don’t worry about Jeremy. He just has the need to fill every silence,” Spencer said, as we walked to P.E.
“I don’t mind. He’s a nice guy.”
“Yeah. He’s always been a good friend. I met him in kindergarten. He was already friends with Jacquie, and I joined in.”
“And what about Annie and Mike and Dean?” I asked.
“They came in a few years later. We had some other friends in middle school, who hung out with us too, but some moved away, and some just moved on.” 
“It’s nice that you were all able to stick together,” I told him. “In Chicago, I really didn’t have any friends. I was really quiet, and no one ever talked to me.”
Spencer took my hand in his. “You have friends here.”
We decided to go out to DeKalb to eat the next week, just Spencer and me. It was nice to get more alone time. We ate at a nice restaurant downtown, and I tried not to say anything about Matt. 
“So, what’s your favorite sport?” Spencer chuckled as we asked questions back and forth over dinner. 
“Probably soccer.” 
“Okay, favorite food?” 
I thought for a moment. “Cheese ravioli and garlic bread.” 
“Italian, nice.” 
“What’s yours?” I asked. 
“Popcorn.” 
I laughed. “Is that really even a food?” 
“I don’t know.” He shrugged, grinning widely. “It’s the first thing that came into my head.”
Spencer drove me home in my car. He took one look at my gas gauge and pulled into a gas station. He insisted on paying to fill up my gas tank. I told him my parents had left early that morning for work, and I had forgotten to ask them for gas money. I told him not to, but he was very stubborn. 
We glided down the empty roads in the darkness, singing along to Michael Buble CDs. 
“Can I ask you something?” Spencer said after a deep silence. 
“Sure.” 
“Are you happy here in Shabbona?”
“Yes. Why?” 
“You look so sad. Every day when you get to school, you have this sad look on your face. It makes me worried. Is something wrong?” he sighed. “I want to make you happy, Sydney.” He didn’t look at me; he looked straight out the windshield, into the black night. There were many things I wanted to tell him. I wanted to tell him that he was the best boyfriend a girl could ever want. I wanted to tell him that the reason I was so sad every morning was because of my parents. I was ready to trust him with my secret; I was finally going to have a chance to do what I wanted to do. But I would have to wait. 
 
 
 


Chapter 6
RECOVERY
 
 
My eyes opened to see a bright, white, ceiling. I tried to lift myself up to see where I was, but something stopped me. I looked over and caught a glimpse of IV needles in my arm. Off to my left, Matt and Spencer stood arguing. 
“What did you do?” Matt asked Spencer as he saw me. I’d barely opened my eyes, so he probably didn’t know I was awake.
“I didn’t do anything! Some drunk driver did it! How much do you want to bet it was you?” Spencer asked harshly. 
“I wasn’t drunk last night, Stevenson, so it couldn’t have been me. If you’d been more careful, none of this would have happened. Some boyfriend you are.... “
“It’s not my fault! Why are you even here?!”
I was about to stop them, but they continued as if I wasn’t there.
“Because I’m her friend! We’ve been friends longer than you two have.”
“Whatever Matt, think how you want. I don’t care about you.”
I sighed and put my head back on the pillow, closing my eyes.
“What’s wrong with her?” he asked Spencer.
“She hasn’t woken up yet, Matt. What do you think is wrong? Just leave, Matt.” 
“No, she’s my friend. I have a right to be here. Just because Belle—”
“Just shut up, Matt,” Spencer said angrily. 
I’d had enough of this. I opened my eyes and looked at them. “Hello,” I said. “I’m right here.”
Spencer looked at me with bright eyes, came over to me, and took my hand. 
He had a huge gash across his forehead covered by red stitches. Bruises covered his neck and arms. I looked at my own body. I was in a hospital gown with a white blanket over me. I must be worse than Spencer; but I don’t feel any pain. I looked up again to see him looking at me, his expression filled with relief. 
“You’re okay,” he sighed. 
I still wasn’t sure what had happened to us. Why were we in a hospital? The last thing I remember was that I was about to tell Spencer the truth about Michael and Maddie, and then everything went black. The gash on Spencer’s forehead looked pretty deep, but it didn’t seem to be bothering him. 
“You are okay, aren’t you?”he asked me. 
I threw my arms lightly around his neck and pulled his face to mine. He kissed me as softly as possible, like he had at the movie the week before during our first kiss. I let go of him when I had to catch my breath. 
“What happened?” I asked.
“We got in a car accident on the way home last night. Some drunk driver was going too fast and ran a stop sign…” He trailed off.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
“I’m fine. This isn’t that bad.” His hand lightly brushed across the stitches on his forehead.
“Matt?” I asked softly as I saw him still standing behind Spencer. Why couldn’t they get along?
“Yeah?” He came up behind Spencer and smiled. “How are you feeling?”
“I feel fine.” 
One of the doctors came in and signaled for Spencer to come to him. He told him something, and as Spencer came back to us he said, “Come on, Matt. He wants to talk to Sydney alone.”
“Okay,” Matt said, moving past Spencer and the doctor. “See ya, Syd. I hope you feel better.” 
Spencer looked back at me once before he followed Matt out of the room. 
“Well, Miss Baker, I am glad to see you are up and well. We were all a little worried about you.” The doctor said to me. 
“I’m okay,” I told him.
“Well, we will have to see. Can you sit up please?”
I sat up on the bed and he shined a small, thin flashlight in my eyes. 
“Your vitals look good,” he noted. “Do you have a headache? Do you feel any pain at all?”
I shook my head. “I just feel tired.” 
He nodded. “Well, that’s perfectly normal. I think you will be alright.” 
I nodded. “So I can go home?”
“In a moment. Your mother is out in the waiting room, ready to take you home.”
“My mom?” I asked. Maddie was there? 
He nodded. “Well, I would like to talk to you for a moment before you leave. While the nurses changed you into the gown, they noticed various marks around your body, especially on your stomach. Now, I want you to be honest with me. If there is something going on in the household that I should know about…if someone is hurting you…I would like to know. No harm will come to you, I promise. I only ask because it is required for me to question it if I see unusual things.” 
I tried to take deep breaths to keep my expression calm. No harm? I thought. You can’t promise that.

I shook my head. “Nothing’s wrong. I ride dirt bikes with my brother,” I told him. “And I tend to fall off a lot,” I gave him a soft smile of reassurance, and he sighed.
“Well, Miss Baker. I suggest that you reconsider your extra-curricular activities if they harm you so much.” 
I nodded. “Thanks.” 
He seemed unsure, but said, “Alright. Your clothes are over on that chair.” He pointed to a chair next to the small bathroom. “Your mother is outside waiting for you.” He left the room and Spencer came in after he left. 
“Hey,” I said as I got off of the bed and went over to the chair where I got my clothes. I went into the bathroom and changed. When I came back out, Spencer was still there. 
“I should go,” I told him. “My mom is waiting outside. Thanks for staying with me, though.”
“Alright.” He said softly. He walked closer to me and I stood up on my toes to kiss him. 
“I’ll see you at school tomorrow.” I told him.
“Bye,” he said with a smile. “Will you call me tonight?”
I nodded. 
“Oh, I gave your backpack to your mom. I figured you might need it.”
“You talked to my mom?” I asked him with wide eyes.
“Yeah,” he said with a soft smile. “Well, not really. I just gave her your backpack. I don’t think she knows who I am.”
I nodded and sighed. “Well, I should go.” 
He smiled and led me out of the room.
When we both got to the waiting room, Spencer led me over to a man who looked a lot like him, but a little thinner. 
“I want you to meet someone,” Spencer told me. We got up to the man and Spencer said, “Uncle Justin, this is Sydney.” 
The man looked down at me and smiled. He held out his hand and I shook it softly.
“Hello, Sydney. I’m Justin, Spencer’s uncle.” 
I smiled. “It’s nice to meet you.” 
“Sydney!” I heard someone call my name from behind and I turned around to see Maddie walking towards me. She took me in her arms and sighed. 
“I was so worried about you,” she said. She sounded genuinely worried. She let me go and looked down at me. “Are you alright?” 
I nodded. “I’m okay.” 
She smiled. “I had your car towed to a mechanic here in town. Michael is paying for it to get fixed.” 
I didn’t smile or nod. I stayed silent. I didn’t want to talk about Michael. 
“Well, we should get going Sydney. Michael is waiting at home.” 
I sighed. “I’ll be out in a second.” She smiled, and went out to her car. I turned back to Spencer and his uncle and smiled softly. 
“I should go. It was nice meeting you, Mr. Stevenson.” I told his uncle. “Bye, Spencer.” 
“Bye, Sydney.” Spencer’s uncle said as I unwillingly walked away. When I saw Maddie’s car, I walked over and got into the passenger’s side. We began to drive away and I saw Spencer and his uncle walk out to the parking lot. 
I looked out the window of the car, and tried to ignore who I was with. 
“So,” Maddie said after about ten minutes.
“So, what?” I asked her.
“I don’t know. How are you?” she asked.
I sighed. “I just got out of the hospital.” I told her. 
“I know that,” she said. “I mean, how is everything? I don’t even talk to you anymore.”
“Yeah, that’s because you’re always getting drunk with Michael.” I mumbled under my breath.
“Sydney,” Maddie said angrily. “You know my situation.” 
“Why did you marry him in the first place?” I asked, looking over her. “Obviously there was a sign that he wouldn’t be right.” 
“That’s what you don’t understand, Sydney. There wasn’t a sign.” She sighed. “There was nothing. He seemed like the perfect gentleman.” 
I sighed. “Well, he’s not.” 
“He’s doing a lot for us, Sydney. He pays for your insurance, for your car repair, your phone, for the house.” 
“The house is mine,” I reminded her. “And I don’t want him to pay for my insurance. How does he pay, anyway? He has no job.”
“He used to have a lot of money, Sydney. Most of it, he still has.” 
“Then why does he take mine?” I asked angrily. “Why were we on welfare in Chicago?”
She sighed. “I don’t know, but you know, everything will get better eventually. Michael just got a new job.” 
“When?” I asked with wide eyes. “Things will not get better at this rate.” I told her. I could see the tears start to fall from her eyes and she picked up a cigarette from the cup holder and lit it.
“You’re smoking now, too?” I asked her. I shook my head and looked out the window again. I didn’t talk to her again for the whole ride back to Shabbona. 
When I called Spencer that night, he asked how I was feeling, and talked about school and soccer practice. We were both lucky that we weren’t badly hurt in the crash. Indian Creek was too small to have football, so we have two homecoming games in the fall: volleyball and soccer. I would have been angry if I had to watch Spencer and Jeremy play the soccer game in a wheelchair. Spencer reminded me that there were only a few weeks until the dance. I realized I would have to go through my closet and see if I had anything to wear, because I couldn’t afford to buy a new dress. I had turned in some job applications, but I hadn't gotten any calls. I sighed as I realized that acting normal had gotten much harder than I'd ever thought it could be.
 
 
 


Chapter 7
WORRIES
 
 
The next morning, Aunt Megan came to see me at our house before school, with a car full of groceries. 
“Oh, honey! Are you alright?” she asked as she came into the house. “Your mom told me about the accident.” 
“I’m fine,” I assured her. 
She took me in her arms and sighed. “I would have come and seen you in the hospital, but I had to work all day.” 
“It’s okay.” I told her. 
“Where’s your mom?” she asked. 
“I don’t know where she is,” I admitted.
She sighed, understanding that she was somewhere with Michael. 
“I’m really getting sick of Michael. I am ashamed to say that he is my brother-in-law. Your mom gave me money to pick up groceries.”
“I’m glad you came, Aunt Megan,” I smiled, trying to break away from the topic of Michael and Maddie. 
She held my hand tighter. “I am too. Lillian told me about your boyfriend.” She chuckled. “So, what’s his name?” 
“Spencer.” I blushed.
“Ooo! How long have you been together?” 
“A few weeks.” I kept blushing. I knew my face was probably bright red.
“That’s sweet. He sounded nice. They said that he was in the crash, too.”
“Yeah,” I nodded. “But we are both okay. We will both be at school today.” 
“I want to meet him soon,” she told me. “You can’t just hide these things from me.” 
I smiled. “Alright. I’ll make sure he meets you.”
Aunt Megan’s watch beeped. “Oh,” she said. “Sweetie, I have to go, but I’ll come see you guys later tonight.” 
“Okay. Thanks for coming Aunt Megan.”
“No problem. I’ll call you later.” She hugged me and walked out the front door. 
I began to put the groceries away and saw an envelope on the counter with my name on it. I opened it and saw a stack of twenty dollar bills. There was also a note next to the envelope:
Sydney,
Megan said there was a dance at school soon. I wasn't sure if you had anything to wear, so I asked Michael to leave you this.
Love, Mom
 
I smiled. Maybe my mom was changing. Maybe she cared more than I thought.
Lillian, Rebecca and I rode the bus to school that morning, since I didn’t have a car, and when I got there, Jacquie and Jeremy were at Spencer’s locker with him. 
“Sydney!” Jacquie said as she saw me. She came up and hugged me and I smiled.
“Are you alright?” she asked. I nodded.
“I’m fine,” I told her. 
“Hey, Sydney.” Jeremy said as I got to my locker. 
“Hey Jeremy, hey Spencer.” I said. Spencer smiled at me, and Jacquie and Jeremy left to go to class.
“Are you feeling alright?” Spencer asked me when they left. I nodded.
“How about you?” I asked him.
“I’m fine,” he replied. “I never actually met your mom yesterday,” he said. 
“Oh, yeah,” I agreed. “Well my stepdad wanted us home for some family stuff, so she was in a hurry.” 
“Oh, well I'd like to meet her sometime,” Spencer said.
“Sure,” I said hesitantly.
Spencer then went on to tell me that we had been invited to Jacquie's on Friday for a little party she was throwing.
The rest of the week went by fast and I felt terribly...normal. Michael wasn't home all week, but my mom and Aunt Megan were there. Everyone began acting like a perfect happy family.
On Friday after school, Aunt Megan came over so she could meet Spencer before we went to Jacquie's. Maddie had left for the night, which made Spencer upset. He was planning on finally meeting my mom.
Spencer arrived just before six.
“Hey, Syd,” he said as I let him into the house. 
“Um…Spence, I want to introduce you to my Aunt Megan. Aunt Megan, this is Spencer.” 
“Sydney has told me a lot of good things about you, Spencer,” she said, shaking Spencer’s hand. 
He smiled. “It’s nice to meet you. Sydney has told me many nice things about you, too, Miss…” 
“George. I’m not married. But you can call me Megan. When people call me Miss George I feel too old.” She laughed. Aunt Megan looked at me and smiled. “So what is your last name Spencer? You look very familiar.” 
“Stevenson.” he answered. “I live just down the road.”
“John Stevenson’s boy?” she asked, amazed for some reason.
Spencer smiled, “Yeah. You knew my Dad?” 
“Yes, of course I did! He used to come over and help plant corn with his brother…Justin, isn’t it?”
“Yes.” Spencer looked at me and smiled, excited that he was known.
“I’ve never met Justin, but I did know your mother, Lilly. She was a lovely girl. I knew your older brother, Joseph, too. I believe I’d seen you as well, but you wouldn’t remember. You were only a baby.” 
“It’s nice to hear that you know me.” Spencer smiled kindly. “Sydney barely had a clue who I was.”
“That’s little Sydney for you,” Aunt Megan smiled. “Well, she’s not so little anymore. But she’ll always be my little Sydney Nicole.” She brushed a piece of my dark hair away from my face, and tucked it behind my ear. “You’d better take good care of her now, Mr. Stevenson.” Aunt Megan was jokingly stern as she looked at Spencer, her eyes raised in warning. 
“I promise I will, ma’am.” He smiled.
Aunt Megan laughed. “Well, he knows how to be formal.” She shook his hand again.
“Are you ready to go, Syd?” Spencer asked me, still smiling at Aunt Megan’s comment. 
“Yeah. I’ll see you later Aunt Megan,” I said as I walked out the door, taking Spencer’s hand. 
Jacquie’s house was just down the road from mine; the opposite way of Spencer’s, so it took only three minutes to get there. The house was bigger than mine and painted blue with white shutters just like Aunt Megan’s in town. Jacquie’s long, concrete paved driveway was filled with cars and trucks. Loud party music could be heard from the inside of the house, and almost all the lights inside the house were on.
“Just a little party?” I asked, nervous. Spencer had said it was going to be like a little party. I didn’t know that Jacquie threw big parties. 
“You know Jacquie,” Spencer said, just as nervous as I was.
Spencer parked in the driveway, and we both got out of the car. He wrapped his arm around my waist, and led me into the house. Once we got inside, Spencer said, “Wow!” 
I nodded in agreement. 
He led us through the crowds of people, and some greeted us as we passed, trying to find one of our closer friends.
“I’m going to try and find Jeremy. He has to be here somewhere.” I could barely hear him over the loud music. 
“Er…I’ll go find Jacquie,” I replied. He left me, and I wandered around the big house. 
There were people everywhere. People I didn’t even know. I had never been in Jacquie’s house, so I didn’t know where to look for her. I continued looking through the groups of talking and dancing people, trying to find a familiar face. Finally, I found Jacquie. She was standing in the white tile kitchen alone, taking cans of soda pop out of the fridge, and putting them on the counter. The kitchen was quieter than anyplace in the house. Jacquie turned around and saw me. 
“Oh, Sydney! You’re here! I thought you and Spence were never going to show up!” She came over and hugged me. “Is he here?” she asked, looking behind me.
“Yeah, but he went to go find one of the guys,” I said. “Since when do you hold huge parties at your house?” I asked.
“I don’t do it very often. I’ve only had one or two, but I thought it was time for another. It’s cool, isn’t it?”
“Um…yeah, I guess. Where are your parents?”
“Out of town. Daddy is on a golfing trip in Arizona with some of his buddies from work, and Mom’s out of town until Monday, down in Springfield at another agriculture conference.”
“Oh,” I replied, looking around the large kitchen. “Your house is really nice,” I mused.
“Thanks. “She smiled. “Hey, can you hand me that box of cigarettes over on the counter?”
My eyes widened, and I winced at bad memories as I handed her the small white box. “You smoke?” I asked, disbelievingly. 
“No, silly! Definitely not! My Dad does occasionally, and I don’t want these out where anyone can get them.” She stored them in a cupboard below the sink. 
I sighed in relief. “You scared me for a minute there, Jacqs.”
She smiled sheepishly. “Sorry,”
“Um…So, how do you find these parties fun exactly?” I asked Jacquie. Looking around at the dancing people and hearing the loud music almost noisy enough to hurt my ears, I wondered how anyone could like that. 
“You’ll have fun sooner or later. This is just the beginning. The pizza hasn’t even come yet. Everyone here loves pizza.” She saw the nervousness in my eyes. “Syd,” she said. “Don’t worry. It’ll be fun. There’s no alcohol or anything, just pizza and pop. I promise. My parents take all the alcohol with them when they go. Don’t get worried, okay?” 
“Okay.” I sighed. 
“I’m surprised at you, Syd.”
“Why?” I asked.
“You’d think that since you’re from Chicago, you’d be used to big parties.” She opened a two-liter of Pepsi and poured herself a glass.
“I’ve never been to one,” I admitted.
“Really?” Her eyes widened. “Wow. If I were in your place, I’d be at all the big parties.”
“I’m more of a quiet person,” I told her.
“I know.” She smiled. “But I just figured…Well, that doesn’t matter. The real fun will be when everyone is gone and it’s only Annie, you and me having a sleepover!” She sounded super excited. 
I nodded. The sleepover would be more fun than being around a bunch of people I didn’t even know. I was used to being alone, and I didn’t really like big crowds. Sometimes I’d be afraid of getting claustrophobic.
Jacquie took a sip of her pop, and said, “Now, go have some fun, girly! I’ll be out there in a bit.”
“Okay,” I said as I walked out of the kitchen. 
I walked back into the living room, where everyone was dancing to the loud music. 
“Sydney?” Matt called my name through the crowd. 
“Matt?” I asked. 
“Yeah. Hey!” He came over to me and put his arm around my waist.
“What’s up?” he asked me. 
“Not much. What are you doing here?”
“Jacquie invited me. I used to go to school here, remember?” 
“Yeah,” I mused. 
“Here.” He began to lead me into one of the smaller rooms. “I can barely hear a thing.”
We entered a small family room, and sat down on a couch. 
“There, that’s better.” He sighed. “How are you feeling?”
“I’m fine. Just a little sore.” 
He nodded. “I’m glad you’re okay. I was worried about you,”
“I’m okay, thanks. You didn’t need to worry.”
He smiled. “I’m glad. So, what’s up down in Shabbona?”
“Not much.” I shrugged. “Just same old Shabbona.”
Matt laughed. “Yeah, I remember those days. DeKalb’s a little better, but not by much.”
“Yeah,” I muttered, unsure what to say. 
“Oh!” Matt exclaimed. “I talked to my manager, and you should be receiving a call soon about your application.” He smiled proudly.
“Are you serious? Thank you so much!” I leaned forward and hugged him. 
“No problem.” He chuckled, adjusting his black square glasses, and baseball cap like the one Spencer usually wore. “I think it should be fun working together.”
“Yeah,” I replied. 
“Sydney?” I turned around to see Spencer walking through the doorway of the room. 
“Oh, hey Spence.” I stood, and he wrapped his arm around my waist. “Matt,” he said tensely as he saw him. Matt nodded in acknowledgement. 
“Did you find Jacquie?” he asked me, again stealing a glance at Matt quickly. 
“Yeah, she was in the kitchen.”
“Okay, I found Jeremy. Mike, Dean, and Annie are here, too.”
“Cool,” I replied. 
 “Well, Sydney, I’m going to go meet up with some friends. I’ll see you later.” Matt smiled before walking away. “Hopefully soon.”
“What’s Matt so anxious about?” Spencer asked angrily as Matt left.
“He got me a job at Lakeview.”
“Oh.” He looked back to where Matt had just been standing. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“I don’t like that guy at all.” He shook his head angrily.
“Why?” I asked. “It seems as if everyone knows but me.” 
“Bad memories, that’s all.” He didn’t look at me. 
“Don’t worry,” I told him. “You’re my boyfriend. Not him.” He smiled and calmness came back into his amazing light brown eyes. 
I stood up on the tip of my toes, threw my arms around his neck, and brought my lips to his. He put one of his hands on my back, and his lips moved eagerly, yet lightly restrained with mine. Most of his worries were gone. I would never leave him, and he knew that.
 
 
 


Chapter 8
INDESCRIBABLE LOVE
 
 
Somewhere near eleven, everyone but Jeremy, Jacquie, Annie, Michael, Dean, Spencer and I were gone. We all sat on the couches in the family room, watching TV. The guys left around midnight.
Jacquie, Annie and I decided we would sleep down in the gigantic living room, so we made a huge bed out of three blankets and a bunch of pillows. We ate chips and salsa, drank soda pop, and watched the chick flicks P.S. I love you, with Gerard Butler, You’ve got mail, with Tom Hanks, and No reservations. Watching No Reservations made me think about Spencer, because some of Michael Buble’s songs are in it. That night was probably one of the most fun nights I had ever had. Jacquie was right, the fun came eventually. We fell asleep at three-thirty in the middle of our third movie. 
When we woke up, it was extremely bright out. I figured it had to be at least ten-thirty in the morning. I looked at my cell phone. It was eleven forty-five! Well, that was what we deserved after not falling asleep until three in the morning.…
“That’s the latest I’ve ever slept in,” I told Jacquie and Annie. 
“This is my latest, too,” Annie said. 
“Not mine. I slept in until three in the afternoon once,” Jacquie said.
“Are you serious?” Annie said.
“Yep. I had been at a party until about two-thirty in the morning, I came home wasted.” 
“Wait, wasted, as in…you were drinking?” Annie asked, shocked. 
“Yeah. I didn’t drink anymore after that, though. It was my first and last time.” 
“That’s good that you don’t do it anymore.” I said, thinking back to that pack of cigarettes on the counter. 
“Yeah. Even when I turn twenty-one, I’m not sure if I’ll drink. It made me feel like crap, and then it made me do things that I still regret.”
“Like what?” Annie asked.
Jacquie sighed. “I lost my virginity that night, with a college guy I didn’t even know.” she said, ashamed. 
“How old were you?” Annie asked sadly, feeling genuinely sorry for Jacquie.
“I had just turned fifteen. But even though it was a few days after my fifteenth birthday, I was pretty much still fourteen.”
“I’m so sorry, Jacqs,” Annie said.
“It’s not your fault. It was mine. But that’s why I strongly suggest that you guys don’t drink until you’re legal. And even when you are, don’t get wasted. I love you guys too much to want you to do something stupid like I did. If you’re married by then, go ahead.” She giggled. Annie and I smiled. “But, my life plans were thrown away because of stupid alcohol. I was planning on not losing my virginity until I got married. It would be something that would give me pride. I would know that I was responsible enough to not do anything bad as a teenager. My cousin ruined her life and lost her pride, and I didn’t want to be like her. She was the one who threw the party. She was seventeen then, now she’s twenty and she’s already screwed up her life. She is single and raising two young children because their fathers abandoned them. She lives in Rockford, and her mom is taking care of the kids most of the time.” 
“You’re only seventeen, Jacquie, you can still change your life. You already have since then. I’ve been best friends with you since the end of our freshman year. Now we’re juniors and I would have never guessed that you had done any of that stuff. You’re a really good person, Jacqs.” Jacquie sat sullenly, and Annie continued, “You’re not the one with two kids. You have a long-term boyfriend who really cares about you. Jeremy would never leave you, even if you did get pregnant as a teen. He would stay with you, no matter what.” She stressed out many of the words to prove her point. 
“I guess you’re right.” She sighed. “My baby loves me.” 
Annie and I smiled.
“Well, now you guys know my secret.” Jacquie said. “Now, who’s hungry, ‘cause I’m starving,” she said with a laugh. 
The girls decided to go up to DeKalb for lunch. We ate at the Junction or “The J” as we called it. I didn't have money to eat, so I told them I wasn't hungry. I didn't want to spend the money my mom had given me, because it was for a dress. After lunch, we went shopping. Jacquie and Annie love to shop. 
At around three-thirty, Annie and Jacquie took me home. When I got into the house, Aunt Megan was watching TV in the living room. 
“Where are Lillian and Rebecca?” I asked.
“Oh, they went to friends’ houses to spend the night…again. They have a lot more friends than I thought they did. You have the house to yourself until tomorrow afternoon. Well, unless your parents finally decide to come back. Where did they go anyway?” she asked as I went to sit on the couch with her. 
“I don’t know. Probably to another casino. Michael loves to gamble.”
Aunt Megan sighed. “I don’t know why they leave you alone.”
“Um…they usually have us with a baby-sitter,” I lied. “But this time they told me I was old enough to watch the girls for a few days…Um…Thanks for watching them last night.” I said, getting off topic. 
“No problem, sweetie. Now, you have the house to yourself until tomorrow. What are you going to do now?” she asked as if she were a reporter asking the quarterback of the football team who’d just won the Super Bowl…”You’ve won the big game, what are you going to do now? I’m going to Disney World!” 
I thought about my answer for a minute. I could invite Jacquie over to have another sleepover. I could just stay home and have a night to myself, or I could have the night to myself, and Spencer. 
“…Um…I think I might have Spencer over to watch a movie or something,” I replied.
“Oooo,” she said. “Have fun.” She laughed. I punched her playfully on the shoulder. 
“I didn’t mean it like that!” I said.
“Sure you didn’t.” She laughed. “I’ll be watching you, Sydney Nicole…if he does anything out of line…” She laughed.
“Don’t worry. I know how to handle myself if he ever does. I’ll see you later, Aunt Megan.” I said as she walked out of the door, still laughing.
“Bye, Sweetie. Have fun!” She kept laughing until she got into her car. 
I shook my head as I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and sent Spencer a text.
Hey, do you want to hang out at my house tonight, just u and me? - Syd
I received a reply about one minute later.
Yeah, sure. What time? - Spence
I checked the time. It was about four P.M. I replied,
Anytime, I’m home alone until tomorrow afternoon. 
I put my cell phone back into my pocket, and went over to sit on the couch. 
About three minutes later, Spencer drove into my driveway. I guess he was eager to see me. As soon as he got into the house, he kissed me. He must have been just as excited as I was to be alone. We had the entire night to ourselves. 
One thing I learned about Spencer that night is that he loves chick flicks. We must have watched three of them by eleven. We watched everything from The Perfect Man to The Notebook to The Wedding Date, and everything in between. Of course, I wasn’t always paying attention to the movies. I spent some time kissing Spencer. We didn’t go far. After hearing Jacquie’s story earlier that day, I was all for not loosing my virginity until I was happily married. 
I didn’t think I’d ever have a guy spend the night at my house, I was wrong. I didn’t even realize it, but in the early hours of Sunday morning, I fell asleep on the big couch, in Spencer’s arms. 
We woke up that morning at ten-fifteen. Spencer’s arms were still wound snugly around me, and I felt the safest I had ever felt in my entire life. I never wanted to move. I wanted to stay in his arms for the rest of my life. I wanted to be with him forever. He mattered more to me than anyone else. 
Eventually, Spencer had to leave. Neither of us liked that. When he left, he said he’d be working at my farm later that night, and that he’d be sure he stopped and talked to me if he had time. Otherwise, he would see me when he picked me up for school the next morning. I still didn’t have my car back. Spencer also offered to drive me to school for the rest of the week. 
Later that day, I got a call from the manager of Lakeview Books. He offered me a job and asked if I could start on Friday.
Lillian and Rebecca came home around five when their friends’ parents dropped them off. And Michael and Maddie came home just before them. I was expecting Lillian and Rebecca, but not my parents. 
Michael came into my room, almost breaking the door in the process. He came over to me and started yelling about how Lillian and Rebecca weren’t supposed to leave. He pushed me off the bed and threw his beer glass at me. The glass shattered into tiny pieces onto the hardwood floor, and I felt the glass cut deep into my arm. He took my books off of my bookshelf and threw them at me, and tears fell from my eyes in pain and fear. He finally left, screaming about how Maddie needed to raise me better and I was afraid of what he was going to do to her. I fell asleep after cleaning up my room and washing out the cut on my arm. I put a big Band-Aid on it and tried not to sleep on my side. 
Spencer came to pick me up at seven forty-five the next morning for school. It seemed really dangerous to have him there when Michael could go on a rampage at any moment, but Michael and Maddie had already left for the day, and I was sitting alone on the deck waiting when he arrived. He sat down next to me. I was tired, angry and sad from the fight the night before, wondering how long I’d have to deal with that. 
 “What’s wrong?” Spencer asked, putting his arms around me. 
“Nothing.” My voice cracked. I hadn’t noticed that I’d been crying.
“I know you better than that, Syd. You know you can tell me anything,” he said, pressing his face in my hair, and kissing my head. 
“It’s nothing.” I sniffled. I didn’t realize I was that sad. 
“Sydney?” He turned to face me. “Seriously. I don’t want there to be any secrets in between us. If there’s something…anything that you need to talk about, I’m here. That’s what a boyfriend is for. A boyfriend is supposed to make you happy, and seeing you like this…it makes me feel like I’m not doing a very good job.” He looked like he was ashamed of something.
I put my hand on the back of his neck, playing with his hair, and looking deeply into his eyes. 
“Spencer, you’re the best boyfriend a girl could ever ask for. I should have told you that before. You’re my life. You mean more to me than my own family. I know that you’re going to say that I should be thankful for my family, but…the truth is that…my parents are—” 
Spencer cut me off when his lips pressed anxiously against mine. He kissed me like it was our last moment together, like one of us was going to die any second. My lonely hand lying on my lap reached up to join the other at the back of Spencer’s neck. I might not have been able to tell him my secret, but the feeling I got while kissing him was like I had skipped dying from the abuse. I had gone straight to heaven. All I needed was Spencer. He didn’t know it, but he was already helping me with my problems. Without knowing it, he had kept me away from Michael and Maddie’s abuse. He was saving me, inside and out. 
Spencer’s phone rang. I kept my arms around him, kissing his forehead, and watching his face clearly. I could hear Jeremy on the phone. I suddenly felt angry for not telling him my secret. I did not want anything to come between us anymore. 
“Where are you guys?” Jeremy asked “First hour starts in ten minutes.”
“We’ll be right there,” Spencer sighed. I sighed too, not wanting to stop kissing him. He hung up the phone and kissed me once more before standing up, taking my hand, and leading me over to his car.
The drive to school was interesting. Spencer and I were talking and laughing the entire time about random things that came into our heads. When we got to school, we walked hand in hand to our lockers where Jacquie, Jeremy, Mike and Annie were waiting for us. 
“Hey Spence. Hi Syd,” Mike welcomed us.
“Hi,” I replied, opening my locker.
“Where’s Dean?” Spencer asked them.
“He’s already in class, talking to his newly acquired Homecoming date,” Annie said.
“Who is it?” Spencer asked, closing his locker and coming over to mine.
“Emily Martinson,” Jacquie said.
“She said ‘yes’?” Spencer and I asked at the same time. Emily Martinson was in my Biology class. She was the one who had passed out the textbooks on the first day.
“Yep. He asked her this morning,” Jacquie replied. 
“That’s so cool,” I said, taking Spencer’s hand again. 
Today was an A-day, so I was off to Biology without Spencer. I told him that I’d see him at lunch.
It was also Spirit Week. There were red and black signs everywhere around the school reminding us about it. I had completely forgotten that the Homecoming bonfire was on Friday, and that the big Homecoming dance was Saturday. I was supposed to work at Lakeview Books for the first time on Friday. Crap! I’d have to call later that night and figure something out. 
I walked into Biology and sat down at my seat just as the bell rang. We had cut it really close. Note to self: Don’t leave five minutes before class starts. Class that morning was basically a review, so I didn’t really pay attention. Instead, I wrote down some new poems in my journal. 
“So, how was Biology?” Spencer chuckled as I stood next to him in line for lunch.
“Boring, as usual.” 
“Well, P.E won’t be as boring.” 
“I guess. I don’t really like P.E, but I never get tired of being with you.” 
“I guess that’s a good thing.” He gave me his amazing smile.
We got our lunches and sat down next to each other.
The next two days were fun. In Creative Writing class on Tuesday, people gave me more compliments than criticism on my “Love” poem. And on Wednesday, I had a Biology test. It was easy, so I know I passed. 
On Thursday morning, Jacquie picked me up. I gave Spencer a break from driving me to school, because he had already offered to take me to get my car afterwards.
“Hey Jacquie,” I said as I stepped into the Navigator. “Where’s Jeremy?” 
“I asked him to ride with Mike.”
“Why?”
“I need to talk to you alone.” She didn’t smile, she just stared out at the road.
“Oh,” I said. “What’s wrong?” 
“Nothing.” She laughed. “I just wanted to talk to you about Spencer.” She kept laughing. “You…believed…my mad face…didn’t you?” she asked through laughter.
“What?” 
She stopped laughing. “I made you think something was wrong. Never mind, I wanted to talk to you about Spence.”
“What about him?” I was curious.
“I think he’s like totally in love with you. I’ve known him since kindergarten. I’ve grown up with him, and I’ve helped him with all of his relationship problems for the past few years. He’s never even looked at another girl the way he acts around you.”
“What?” I was totally confused.
“Spencer really, really loves you, Syd. I’ve never seen him like another girl the way he loves you. I believe he might be thinking of a very long-term relationship between you two. I want to know how you feel about him.”
I was silent, still taking all of her words in.
“How do you really feel about Spencer?” she asked again.
“I’m in love with him,” I whispered, truthfully. 
She smiled. “Really?” 
I nodded. 
“Cool. You see, Spence and I are like brother and sister. We look out for each other, and I don’t want him to be completely in love with you if you’re just going to end up breaking up with him soon.”
“No. No, I would never.” I couldn’t even think of the possibility of Spencer and me breaking up. I loved him too much to ever even think of hurting him. 
“Good.” She smiled. “Don’t worry. I just wanted to know.” 
“I really do love him, with all of my heart.” I smiled back. 
“I’ll always remember that,” she replied. “You’d better watch it, girly…” She laughed.
When we got to school, I went to my locker, hoping to find Spencer there. He wasn’t. I looked at my cell phone; it was only seven-thirty. I got all of my books and decided to go out to the Memorial Garden in the backyard of the school. At about seven-fifty, I got a text message.
 
Syd,
Where are you? - Spence 
I replied:
I’m in the back of the school, sitting in the Memorial Garden.  
 
A few minutes later, Spencer came into the Garden, and sat at the table with me. 
“Hey, Syd.” he said. I sat, silently, thinking about what Jacquie had said to me earlier. I think he’s totally in love with you.

“Hi,” I replied. 
“What’s wrong?” 
“Nothing’s wrong.” I wasn’t sad. I wasn’t mad. I was relieved that he felt the same way about me that I felt about him. We were in love with each other. He’d never told me he loved me, but I believed Jacquie. I stared down at my hands that were resting on the table. Spencer took my hand in his. I looked up at him. He was smiling my favorite smile, and staring into my eyes. They were full of questions. 
“Hey, um…I was wondering, are we going to the dance on Saturday?” he asked.
“Did you want to?” 
“Well, I think that it would be fun.” Spencer smiled. “Do you want to go with me?”
“Who else would I go with?” I laughed.
“Matt Johnson…” he muttered under his breath, looking down at the table. I don’t think I was meant to catch his short comment, but I replied to it anyway.
“I love you,” I told him for the first time. “Matt is a friend. Please, realize that.” I smiled as he looked up at me. 
“I love you, too.” When he said this, I felt a new love inside of me, a true love. Both of us meant what we had just said. I didn’t really know how to describe the way that I felt. It was indescribable love. His kiss broke my concentration. His lips moved slowly and eagerly with mine. One of his hands cradled my face, while the other rested itself on my back, and pulling me closer to him. My hands went from resting on his chest, to wrapping around his neck, pulling him closer to me. I don’t think we could have been any closer than we were. It was definitely indescribable love. 
 
 
 


Chapter 9
HOMECOMING
 
 
Later that day, I realized that I still didn’t have a dress for the dance. I didn’t want to go shopping alone, so I tried to call Annie and Jacquie, but they were busy. I wanted my dress to be a surprise to Spencer, so I called Matt instead. 
“Hey Syd,” he said as I picked him up from his house in downtown DeKalb. It was definitely nice to have my car back. 
“Hi, Matt. Hey, I want to thank you again for getting me that job.” 
“It’s really no problem. So, what are we shopping for today?”
“My dress for the Homecoming dance. I was going to bring one of my girl friends, but they were busy.”
“That’s alright. I helped my little sister pick out a dress for her sixth grade dance. I’m sure I can help with a Homecoming dress.” He chuckled.
I smiled. “Oh, so I wanted to talk to you about working tomorrow.”
“What about it?” he asked. 
“Well, we have our Homecoming games tomorrow, and I was wondering if I could start another day so I wouldn’t have to miss them.”
“Oh, um…well, it might be hard to replace you on short notice.”
“Oh, it’s okay. I was just wondering. My friends just wanted me to be there since it’s my first year here and everything.” 
“Well, I mean…I could try and see what I can do,” Matt said.
“That would be amazing, Matt.” I smiled. “I feel really bad that you got me this job, and that now I’m sort of blowing it off.”
“No, you’re not. You just asked for a day off. Everyone does.” He put his arm around my seat.
I smiled. 
 
* * *
 
“How about this?” I stepped out of the dressing room in a short, light blue strapless dress and silver heels.
“I like the last one better,” Matt commented.
“Okay.” I walked back into the dressing room and put on the black and white dress and black heels.
“This one?” I asked Matt.
“Yeah. It’s simple, but nice. You look really good in it,” he said with a crooked grin.
“Thanks,” I said, somewhat hesitant. I ended up buying the dress Matt liked, and we decided to go out and get something to eat before I dropped him off back home.
“So who are you going to the dance with?” Matt asked as we ate at The J. 
“Spencer…he’s my boyfriend. You know that.” I noted.
“Oh, yeah, that’s right. You’re with Stevenson. I told you we used to be friends, didn’t I?” he wondered.
“Why do you say ‘used to’?”
“Some stupid fight freshman year tore us up, and then I moved, so I didn’t really have a chance to be friends with him again.”
“What happened?” I knew it might be easier to get the story out of Matt than Spencer.
“Some girl got in between us, that’s all. We both had a crush on her, it was stupid.”
“What girl?” 
“It doesn’t matter. I’m not even sure she goes to school at IC anymore. She might, but I haven’t talked to her much since.”
“Oh,” My face fell slightly, and I no longer wanted to pry. 
The next day was the day of the Homecoming volleyball game, and the Homecoming bonfire. Matt had called me about work, and said I could start one day later. I thanked him. He told me to have fun and to be at work at ten on Saturday. 
We didn’t have any of our classes that day at school. It was Spirit Day, so as soon as we got to school, we had a big pep rally in the gym where the cheerleaders did some of their cheers and the Poms team performed their dance routine. I had fun watching Annie and Jacquie dance with the Poms. They were really good. 
That night, I stayed after school with Jacquie and Jeremy to watch the Junior Varsity Volleyball game. Mike, Annie, and Spencer had gone home and planned to be back for the Varsity game at six. I had never gone to any big school games in Chicago, so it felt really nice to stand in the bleachers and cheer on our team. We watched the JV game, and then the Varsity game started. The gym was completely filled. People went really crazy with school spirit. Students wore our colors, red and black, and some even painted their bodies those colors. Everyone cheered and that made the game even more exciting. 
Indian Creek won both the JV and Varsity games, so everyone was happy when the bonfire began. The bonfire was pretty much a big make-out session for most people, but if you didn’t feel like making-out with your boyfriend in front of the entire school, you sat around the gigantic fire, and just sat next to your boyfriend. That’s what Jacquie, Annie, Emily and I did. Emily and Dean weren’t dating, but all of us had a feeling that they would be soon. I sat snuggled up to Spencer. 
“I can’t believe that Jessica would do that...” I heard Jacquie say. I hadn’t been paying attention to the conversation about some girl named Jessica who happened to be from my History class. I was just watching the orange flames of the fire in front of me. Though I was sitting right there, I was still a little cold. I shivered involuntarily and Spencer rubbed his hand up and down my arm, trying to warm me with the friction. 
“You’re cold. Here, take my sweatshirt.”
Spencer backed up a little more and took off the red hooded sweatshirt he had on. It was his soccer sweatshirt with his last name and number on the back, and big black letters that said, Indian Creek Soccer on the front. 
“Are you sure? Won’t you be cold?” I wondered, looking at him in his jeans and a gray T-shirt.
He shrugged. “Not really. Here I’ll help you. Sorry if it’s a little big.” 
He helped me put on the sweatshirt, and it wasn’t that big on me. It was a little long because Spencer was almost a foot taller than me, but not enough to make me fret about it.
“Thank you,” I said, snuggling up against his chest again. His arms wrapped around me, and I felt warm at once.
I left around eleven-thirty. I told Spencer I had work in the morning, and that I needed to get some sleep. He said that Jeremy had driven him there, and that Jeremy would probably spend the night at Mike and Dean’s house just outside the north side of town. So I drove Spencer home. 
Spencer’s family farm was just down the road from mine, so even though he was in the car with me, I barely needed directions. I kissed him goodbye, and dropped him off. I offered him his sweatshirt back, but he said I could keep it for a while. He didn’t need it anytime soon. He said that the one I was wearing was from last year. I couldn’t really tell the difference. They both had the same name and jersey number on them. On the drive down the street back to my farm, I listened to Celine Dion, and sang along to “Taking Chances”. When I got home, Lillian and Rebecca were gone again, and there was a note from Aunt Megan.
Syd,
I’ve talked to your mom, and I’m taking Lillian and Rebecca shopping up at the mall in Rockford tomorrow, and they are going to spend tonight and Saturday night at my house. Have fun with Spencer at the dance! 
Aunt Megan
I laughed. Aunt Megan liked Spencer, and she liked even more how much I loved him. I would have fun with Spencer at Homecoming. I couldn’t wait until the next night. Well, I couldn’t wait to work at Lakeview Books either, but Spencer was more special to me than books. I fell asleep soon later, and woke up the following morning. 
I took a shower and got dressed in jeans, a T-shirt, and Spencer’s sweatshirt. I ate some cereal, then took my cell phone off of the charger, and got into my car. Annie called as soon as I got inside and asked if I could give her and Jacquie a ride up to DeKalb on my way to work, because they both needed to go shopping for shoes to go with their Homecoming dresses. I agreed, and also agreed to get ready with them at Jacquie’s house after work. 
In DeKalb, I dropped the girls off at Kohl’s, and they told me to have fun. I drove over to Lakeview Books and found Matt at the front desk.
“Hi Sydney,” he said.
“Hi Matt,” I replied. 
“Come around over here,” he told me. I went around the desk and behind the front counter where Matt was standing. He gave me a lanyard with my nametag, putting it on my neck as if it was a royal necklace, and I was the princess of his fantasy world. He showed me around the store, even though I didn’t need to be showed around. He gave me a key to get into the “Employees Only” room, and told me that since it was my first day, I would be sorting books with him and he would have some other employees work the counter. 
Work went by quickly as Matt and I stored books on the shelves. It was nice that I knew who I was working with. Before I left, Matt gave me my work schedule. “Have fun at the dance.” 
“Thanks.” 
He winked as I walked out the door to my car. 
I picked up Annie and Jacquie and we headed back to Shabbona where the second Homecoming game, soccer, was being held at the middle school’s field. The high school only had a practice field for soccer, but we did have softball and baseball diamonds where Spencer would play baseball in the spring. We were about thirty minutes late, but we sat down on the metal bleachers and blended in as if we’d been there the whole time.
“Go Jeremy!” Jacquie called as he scored a goal. Annie smiled, and I watched the wooden bleachers where our team sat in their white, red and black uniforms. Spencer was being put into the game. I caught his eye for half a second, and he smiled my smile, obviously happy to see me there.
“Come on!” Jacquie yelled in unison with many other angry fans as a penalty was called on Jeremy in the end of the fourth quarter about three minutes before the end, and was taken out for the remainder of the game. We were down by one point, and the other team tried as hard as possible, running almost as fast as lighting to pick up the score so that we had no chance of winning. The crowd cheered as an IC senior named Blake ran past the opposite team’s defenders and scored, tying the game 11 to 11. The whistle blew. The game was put into overtime. The ball was put in the center of the field, and the first team to score would win the game. The center forward kicked off and passed the ball to Blake. A boy from the other team stole the ball and ran towards our goal. He tried to shoot, but Spencer took it from him, and headed the other way. He and another boy named Adam passed the ball back and forth, weaving in between the other team’s defenders closing in on the goal. Our boys were much faster. They wove between the last few defenders and Adam yelled, “Shoot it!” 
Spencer kicked the ball as hard as he could though he was almost twenty yards from the goal. It was a long shot. Everyone in the stands stood in anticipation, and watched the soccer ball miss the goalie’s hand by a mere few centimeters, and fly into the goal. The crowd cheered in victory, and the other players on the benches stood up excitedly and ran over to Spencer, whose face was filled with disbelief and excitement as his teammates ran over and joined in a group hug. 
“Woo!” Jacquie yelled. “Go Spencer!” 
“I love you, Spence!” I screamed, laughing. Jacquie and Annie joined in my laughter. I usually wasn’t the one for cheering out loud, but this was an exception. Spencer had just won the game for us, and I could see the boys hugging him and patting him on the back. Even some messed with his hair in congratulations. They all ran back over to the coach and dumped the large, orange cooler of water onto his head like in football. The crowd laughed and the coach smiled, charging at the boys jokingly. Some of the parents went out onto the field and found their sons, and Jacquie took my hand and led me out to find Jeremy and Spencer. She found Jeremy and ran into his arms, hugging him tightly as he kissed her. 
Spencer was covered in crowds of people, and I smiled, waiting for them to disperse. He must have seen Jeremy and Jacquie together, because he called my name. He looked over the crowds of people, and smiled as he saw me. He pushed through his group carefully, taking congratulations from everyone that passed. He found me, and ran to me, picking me up and spinning me around. I yelled quietly at the surprise. I hadn’t expected that. 
“Congratulations, soccer star.” I giggled, kissing him, my fingers tangling into his hair.
“Thank you. Thank you very much,” he impersonated in an Elvis Presley voice, setting me down, but still keeping his arm around my waist as he was greeted with many bright, smiling faces. 
“Great job, Spencer!” Adam and his mom came up and smiled. “We were all scared for a minute there,” his mom said. 
“Thanks, Mrs. Jeffries. I was nervous, too.” He smiled sheepishly. “I couldn’t have done it without you, Adam.” 
“So who’s this?” his mom asked, looking at me.
“This is my girlfriend, Sydney Baker.” Spencer smiled. 
“I’m also his biggest fan.” I smiled shyly, giggling quietly.
Mrs. Jeffries held out her hand and laughed. I shook it softly. “Hi Sydney, as you can probably guess, I’m Adam’s mom. Do you go to school here at IC?” 
“Yes, I just moved here a few months ago.”
“Oh, where are you from?”
“Chicago,” I replied. “But my grandparents are from here.”
“Who are they? Maybe I know them.”
“Maggie and Russell George.”
“Oh, you’re Megan’s daughter?” 
“No, her older sister, Maddie is my mom. Megan doesn’t have any kids. She’s not married.”
“Oh, yes, that’s right. Forgive me, I got the two mixed up. All of the M names,” She laughed. “Well, it was nice to meet you, Sydney. I can’t wait to see how well you play for the rest of the year Spencer, and I will see you in baseball, too.” She smiled, before she and Adam walked away.
“She knew you,” Spencer said. “See, when you live in Shabbona, everyone knows everyone.” He chuckled. I smiled at him, watching the excitement from the game linger in his eyes.
“Stevenson!” Spencer’s coach called from the bench where all of the boys were huddling up for the after-game pep talk. 
“I’ll see you in a little bit.” He kissed my cheek and ran towards his team.
“I’ll bet you will be seeing him get a lot of compliments for the next week or two.” Jacquie said, coming up to me. “Everyone’s going to remember that goal for a while. Jeremy’s happier than ever. Though he’s pissed he got taken out.”
“Will he be okay?” I asked.
“Yeah, he’ll be fine. Hopefully this pep talk will cool him down. It’s going to be a good one.” 
“Hey,” Annie said, coming up to us. “Let’s go get ready for the dance.”
“I just want to wait a minute until the guys are done. I want to talk to Jeremy again before I leave,” Jacquie said.
“Alright.” 
I stood and waited with Jacquie, talking to Annie until the pep talk was over.
“Hello,” Spencer came from behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist.
I turned and kissed him once softly. 
“I’ll see you at five, right?,” he whispered. All of us were planning to drive up to DeKalb with our dates and eat out together before the dance.
“Yep, I have to go and let the living Barbie doll of the world dress me so that I’ll be beautiful enough to show my face in front of you tonight.” 
He chuckled. “You’re always beautiful, and I can’t wait to see what Barbie is going to do because there is no possible way for you to brighten my life any more than you already have. But soft, what light through yonder window breaks? It is the east, and Juliet is the sun. Arise fair sun and kill the envious moon, who is already sick and pale with grief thou her maid, art far more fair than she...” Spencer quoted my favorite scene of my favorite play, act two scene two of Romeo and Juliet.
“Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo, deny thy father and refuse thy name. Or, if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love, and I’ll no longer be a Capulet,” I replied in harmony to his quote. 
He looked into my eyes deeply, and I could see the fair truth in their color. Spencer loved me. I could tell more than anything. 
“Hey, Sydney, let’s go!” Annie and Jacquie pulled me away from Spencer, and I sighed.
“See you later, Juliet!” Spencer called, chuckling. I smiled.
“Juliet?” Jacquie asked, confused. I shook my head. 
“Don’t ask,” I replied. 
We drove back to my house and picked up my dress. I was worried that my parents might be there, and I was right to worry. Jacquie and Annie waited out in the car, while I slowly walked past Michael, who was smoking on the deck. I got my dress out of my room, and then did not make eye contact with Michael as I walked back into the car.
“What’s up with your stepdad?” Jacquie asked. 
“I don’t know. Maybe he and my mom are in a fight or something.” I shrugged, making it look like no big deal. I looked at him from my window once more before we headed over to Jacquie’s. They had the most fun time putting make-up on me and doing my hair. Annie and Jacquie’s dresses were so pretty. Annie’s was a midnight blue, strapless dress that went down to about her mid-thigh. Jacquie’s was pink, with ruffles at the bottom, and I was wearing my short white and black dress that Matt had chosen. 
When Spencer came to pick me up from Jacquie’s, Mrs. Tyler took pictures of all of us in our dresses and then she took pictures of us with the boys. When I got into Spencer’s car, he said, “I didn’t get a chance to tell you, but you look beautiful,”
I looked at him and said, “You look pretty handsome yourself,”
He was in black dress pants, a white button-up shirt and a silver vest and tie. I had to admit; it was probably the most handsome outfit I’d ever seen him in. 
I smiled, and kissed him once softly. When we arrived at the school at seven-thirty for the dance, a couple of crowds had started to assemble. We all went to stand over by the bleachers, and I sat down next to Jacquie and began talking to her. 
“I’ve never been to a dance,” I told her.
“Not even one?” she asked, surprised. 
I shook my head.
“Well, I have to admit, the IC Homecoming is the best.”
I smiled. “I guess I’ll find out.” 
“Hey, Jacqs, come dance with me?” Jeremy asked, taking her hand. She smiled and went to dance with Jeremy to one of the first slow songs. 
“Hey,” Spencer said as he came up to me. “Would you like to dance with me?”
I smiled, and let him take my hand. 
“I take thee at thy word; call me but love, and I’ll be new baptized. Henceforth, I will never be Romeo.” He kissed my hand as if we were at the Capulet’s party where Romeo and Juliet meet. I smiled widely. 
The first few dances were faster, hip-hop songs, and I had fun dancing with Jacquie and Annie on those songs. Then, a slow dance came, and Spencer took me into his arms again. During the next slow song, I danced with Dean. I talked to him about Emily, and he said that he was really happy that Spencer had me in his life because ever since his parents died, he’d been having a really rough time trusting people, and that I was all he could talk about anymore. He trusted me more than anyone else. When that song was over, we all went into the cafeteria to cool down for a while.
We hung out in the cafeteria for a little bit, then shifted back into the gym. There were a few fast songs, and then there were a few slow ones. I danced with Spencer on the slow songs, and when the songs ended, I didn’t really want to let go. Around ten, the DJ announced that this would be the sweetheart’s dance. Spencer found me when the song started playing, and I was suddenly connected to him. He held me close, and I rested my head on his chest. I wasn’t really paying attention to what was going around us; all I cared about was Spencer and me together. 
“Recognize the song?” Spencer whispered in my ear, smiling.
I listened to the song as much as I could. Don’t know much about your life; don’t know much about your world. It was “Taking Chances” by Celine Dion. 
“It’s ‘Taking Chances,’” I said.
“I requested it for you,” he replied. “I was really hoping they would play it. I guess ever since you came, I’ve had a lot better luck.” 
I looked up at him and smiled. “What do you say to taking chances?” 
“As long as I’m with you, I say yes,” he murmured, kissing the top of my head. “I need you, I’ll keep you. Everything in my mind is set on you, and your eyes, that stood out the most. You and your wondrous mind help me chase my dreams.” 
“That’s not Shakespeare,” I noted.
“Nope. That’s all mine. Copyright of Spencer Stevenson.” He smiled, and leaned down to kiss me. He held me close for the rest of the song, and when it ended, he took my hand in his and led me over to stand next to the bleachers with him. We stood there and talked while we watched our friends dance.
“You don’t really like that kind of dancing do you, Juliet?” Spencer asked me.
“I don’t…really know how to dance that way, actually,” I admitted, staring down at the gym floor. I could slow dance pretty well, but when it came to grinding…I’d seen it on TV, but I’d never done it. 
He laughed quietly.
“What?” I asked.
He smiled. “Nothing, I was just thinking that if Jacquie heard that you didn’t know how, she’d probably take you out there right now and make you dance with a bunch of random guys to make sure you knew how.”
“I wouldn’t do it,” I vowed. I wouldn’t dance that way with anyone if I couldn’t even do it with Spencer. Especially if I was told to dance with someone else right in front of him. 
“Don’t worry,” Spencer said. “She’ll teach you sometime. It’s easier for the guys. All I’d have to do was hold onto your waist and follow your lead. It’s sort of backwards…guys are really supposed to lead, but I guess this kind of dancing is different.” He chuckled.
“That makes it sound a lot easier.” I giggled, taking his hands, stepping in front of him, and placing his hands on my lower waist. Not nearly as low as Jeremy had his own on Jacquie, but Spencer still chuckled again, tightened his grip, and I leaned back against him. I wasn’t dancing, but Spencer seemed to like it anyway. 
“This will do.” He kissed the top of my head. Before the dance ended, we took pictures together from the professional photographer. I took some pictures with Annie and Jacquie, just Spencer, and then we took some pictures with our entire group.
After the dance ended at ten-thirty, my friends and I decided to go over to Jacquie’s house. When we got there, Spencer went to living room with the rest of the guys, while Jacquie, Annie, Emily and I went upstairs to change. Annie, Jacquie and I put on our clothes from earlier, and Emily had brought clothes with her. We joined the guys in the living room, who’d loosened their ties and unbuttoned their vests. 
We stayed at Jacquie’s until one in the morning when I went home unwillingly, wishing that I could stay with her or Spencer. 
When I got home, I prayed that my parents would not be there, but because my luck was a lot worse than Spencer’s, they were. I tried to ignore them, but Michael still screamed at me incoherently. He was more drunk than usual, and I didn’t even catch half of the things he said. I ran up to my room and locked the door, hoping he wouldn’t try to hurt me. 
The next morning, I woke up early, and Spencer called to ask if I wanted to go out to lunch. I heard my parents leave the house and I wondered where they always went. Chicago? DeKalb? I didn’t know, and I didn’t care. I didn’t want to leave Lillian and Rebecca alone in case Michael came home, so I asked Spencer if they could tag along. He’d willingly agreed and offered to pay for all of us. 
Spencer picked us up at noon, and I got into the passenger seat of his car. 
“Have I ever told you how much I love you?” he asked me quietly, taking my hand as my sisters got into the backseat.
“No,” I replied. 
“Can you guess?” he asked.
“I have a pretty good feeling I know how much you love me.” I giggled. 
“I bet you do.” He leaned over and kissed me.
“Hey!” Lil complained. “We’re right here, you know. Jeeze, people…”
Spencer laughed. “Sorry, Lillian.” 
Rebecca sighed. “Teenagers.” 
I looked back at her in surprising disbelief, as Spencer chuckled quietly and backed out of the drive. 
 
* * *
 
We decided to eat at The J. After lunch, I had to do some grocery shopping at Wal-Mart with the extra money from the dress fund Maddie had given me. Spencer wandered around the store while I shopped. Lillian and Rebecca picked out snacks they wanted for lunch. 
We found Spencer in the CD section. He was holding a little shopping bag in his hand. He must have gone to another store while I was shopping. We walked out of the store and out to his car. I put the groceries in the trunk before climbing into the passenger’s side. Spencer still had the little bag in his hand.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“Nothing.” He sounded like he wanted to drop the subject, but I thought I saw him smile. 
When we got back to my house, my parents were still gone, thankfully. I put the groceries away with Spencer’s help. Lillian and Rebecca went upstairs to their room, so we were somewhat alone. We sat down on the couch and talked while listening to my Michael Buble CD. 
“Tell me something,” I mused, playing with Spencer’s hair.
“Anything,”
“Never mind,” I said, wondering if it would hurt him.
“Just tell me.”
“I’m not sure if it will hurt.” I placed the strand of his hair back into place, and sighed.
“Tell me please,” Spencer stroked my face lightly with his fingertips.
I sighed, looking down at my hands entwined in my lap. Spencer took one of them and held it in his.
“Please, my fairest Juliet?” he whispered. I looked up as I heard whispers coming from the staircase. Lillian and Rebecca stood there, and met my gaze before running back up to their rooms. I laughed lightly, then looked back down at my hands.
“Would you tell me more about your parents?” I asked a moment later. He was silent. I kept my head down, not wanting to see his expression. He sighed. 
“My parents were Lillian Rose and John Joseph Stevenson,” he started.
“I like your mother’s name.” I smiled, still looking down, thinking about my sister.
“Yeah, my dad said it was the most beautiful name in the world. I disagree just a little bit.” He smiled at me, and said, “I think Sydney Nicole is an awesome name, too.” 
“What’s your middle name?” I wondered.
“Ryan. Spencer Ryan Stevenson.” 
“I like that name the best.” I leaned forward, resting my head on his chest. 
He wrapped his arms around me. “Do you want me to finish the story?” He chuckled.
“Yes, please.” I closed my eyes, totally relaxed.
“Okay, well, as I said, my Mom, Lilly, and Dad, John Joseph,”
“John Joseph? Joseph like your brother Joey?” I asked.
“Yes. He was named after Dad’s middle name. I was…well, I don’t know exactly where my name came from.” He laughed softly. “Mom and Dad met when they were a little younger than we are now, maybe thirteen or fourteen and were married a few years later at the age of eighteen. Joey came later, and me after that. Uncle Justin moved in with us for a while after he lost his job. That’s when Dad let him start working on your farm with him. Uncle Justin needed the money to move out, and Dad wanted to help him. They were as close as Joey and I were. Uncle Justin got back on his feet and moved back into an apartment in DeKalb, but he still came and helped Dad farm during the harvest. He met a girl named Claire, and they were engaged within a year of dating.”
“He was engaged? Where is Claire now? Did they ever get married?” I looked up at him with curious eyes, and he continued.
“Claire moved in with Uncle Justin for a while, and then she simply lost interest I guess. I was only about ten, so I don’t know much. And I won’t dare try to ask Uncle Justin now.”
“So she just left?” I was astounded.
“Not exactly. They broke up, in a way. She moved off to Montana and was never heard from again.”
“Your Uncle Justin lives with you now, right?”
“Yeah, he took over my dad's job, in a way. He farms all of my dad's field and stuff.”
“What were Joey and your mom like?” I asked, still looking at his face. “I’m sorry. I just want to understand you better.” 
“It’s alright. You deserve to know.” He smiled my smile. “Joey graduated about a year or two before he…well, you know. He had planned to go to USC to play basketball. That was his sport. He got a full scholarship to go, but decided to wait a year and take the scholarship the next year so that he could stay with me and Mom while Dad was away on business. The three of us lived together and Dad came back when he got an urgent call about Grandpa. He was working in Connecticut, I think. Somewhere in the east, and he flew home the next day. I really didn’t even get a chance to say goodbye…I was visiting my other grandparents in Phoenix…”
It was silent for a few moments, and then I whispered, “I’m sorry,”
Spencer shook his head, wiping away a small tear from his cheek. “I know you were just curious. Tell me more about your family,” he said, looking into my eyes. 
How could I deny him his request? I didn’t have to go too into detail, did I?  
“Well…um, my dad was a man named Andrew Baker, and he left my brother, Clayton, my sister, Violet, Maddie, and me right after I was born.”
“Maddie is your mom?” he asked. 
“Yeah, sorry. I call her by her first name. Well, Maddie met my stepdad Michael Anderson, and they were married within a few years. They had two kids together, my half sisters, Lillian and Rebecca. We were living in a small house in Chicago until my grandma died, and then we moved down here. There’s not much of a story,” I lied. “Well, and then I met my first love, but that’s a different story.” I smiled as he looked up from our now connected hands and smiled.
“Are you feeling alright, Romeo?” I asked, messing with his hair again. He chuckled, which was a good sign.
“Yes. I’m stronger than I imagined. I thought I’d be so depressed right now, but it feels…nice to be able to get it all off my chest. Thank you for understanding.” He leaned forward and kissed my forehead. I closed my eyes.
It was about nine-thirty when Spencer said he had to leave. But before he left, he asked me, “When did we start dating?”
“Um…sometime in late August, I think. Why?” I asked.
“Well, what’s the date today?”
“Um…September twenty-eighth.” I was confused. 
He reached over and picked up something off of the floor. It was the little shopping bag. He took something out of the bag and held it in his hand so I couldn’t see it. 
“Happy one-month anniversary,” he said, handing me a small, black box. I opened the box, and lying there was a beautiful, shining ring. The ring was a silver band with five small diamonds inserted. I was speechless. It was so beautiful.  
“Do you like it?” he asked.
I found my voice. “Um…wow…is this real?”
“Well, they are not real diamonds. It’s sterling silver with gems inside.” 
“It’s beautiful…thank you. I’m sorry I didn’t get you anything.” I had never expected to get a ring for my one-month anniversary. 
I looked up at his face. His eyes were sparkling with excitement. 
“Don’t worry about it.” He smiled his heartbreaking smile. 
“Here,” he said, taking the ring from the box, and slipping it on the third finger of my right hand. “There, it’s a perfect fit.” He smiled again.
I couldn’t resist my next move. I threw my arms around him and brought my lips to his. He kissed me back, just as enthusiastically as I had. He wrapped his arms around my waist and I scooted onto his lap to bring us closer together. I couldn’t believe that he’d taken the time and money to buy this ring for me. I didn’t even want to think about how much it had cost him. I felt so selfish. I should have known enough about relationships by then…my thoughts traveled elsewhere as Spencer continued to kiss me. I couldn’t concentrate anymore. All I could think about was him; his amazing personality, his handsome appearance, and how he was mine.

The back door creaked, and Spencer jumped to his feet, pulling me with him. His hand still held mine in a tight grip, as if he were afraid I might slip away. 
“Sydney?” Maddie called from the entryway.
“Who’s that?” Spencer asked me.
“My mom,” I replied, making it seem like no big deal.
“Should she know I’m here?” he asked, releasing his hold on my hand. “I’d like to meet her,” he added, smiling.
I sighed, praying Michael wasn’t there with her. “Sure,” I took his hand back in mine, and we headed into the kitchen. 
Thankfully, Maddie was the only one standing there. I didn’t even want to think about what would have happened if Michael had caught Spencer there…
“Hello.” Spencer smiled to my mom. “You must be Mrs. Anderson,” Obviously he’d paid attention to my story.
“Yes.” Maddie smiled, in a good mood. “And who might you be?”
“Um…mom,” I started. “This is Spencer Stevenson. He’s my boyfriend.... “
Her eyes widened in surprise. “Boyfriend? Huh?”
I nodded as she saw our entwined hands. 
“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Spencer.”
“Nice to meet you, too,” he replied. “Well, I’d better get going.” I walked Spencer outside to his car, making sure Maddie couldn’t see us as we kissed goodbye. 
“Your mom seems really nice,” he noted. I nodded, not wanting to say anything. “Well, I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” He leaned down and kissed me softly before getting into his car and driving away.
“Bye,” I whispered a second too late. When I got back into the house, Maddie was ready to interrogate.
“So what’s with the boyfriend?” she asked. “Why didn’t you tell me before?” 
“Where’s Michael?” I tried to change the subject. 
“Oh…he went to a bar with some friends.”
“Since when does he have any friends?” I murmured. 
“Some people from Chicago came to visit him, isn’t that nice?” Maddie said.
“Yeah, I guess.” 
“Where are your sisters?” 
“Upstairs. They’re sleeping. We’ve got school tomorrow, if you didn’t know.” 
“Oh, don’t get snappy with me, Sydney.” Maddie warned.
“Are you planning on getting rid of Michael any time soon?” I crossed my arms.
Maddie sighed. “You know I’m trying. I just can’t seem to get away from him.”
I shook my head. “You’re unbelievable. If I had a husband who was abusing my children, I’d be gone by now.”
A small tear slid from Maddie’s eyes. “He’s not that bad.”
“Are you serious? Are we talking about the same man?” My eyes widened. “Did you forget that he once hurt you too? Do I need to show you the marks I have from him, Maddie?” 
“Don’t you dare, Sydney! I am your mother and you will speak to me with respect.”
“Well, how about this?” My hand went to the front of Spencer’s sweatshirt, and I pulled it off angrily, pointing to the red marks on my arms.
“Those are birthmarks,” Maddie said in her defense. My eyes widened.
“What about this, Mom? Do you know what that is?” I lifted my T-shirt and showed her the burn scars from Michael’s cigarette. Angry tears came to my eyes, and Maddie’s bottom lip began to tremble. She quickly walked into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of vodka from the fridge. She drank it slowly. I didn’t want to watch. She was drinking herself into believing that this wasn’t happening, and I couldn’t take it anymore. 
“I’ll leave you alone to get drunk, I guess… So much for a good conversation.” I stormed up to my room. 
I fell down on my bed, burying my face in my pillow, and letting myself cry. It was a bad trait, to cry when you’re angry, but it had always been that way for me. 
I cried for a while, and then as I wiped away my last tear, I sat up and looked down at the beautiful ring on my right hand. I let a soft smile form on my lips. That is where the ring would stay. It was a symbol of our love, and of my commitment to Spencer. 
 
 
 


Chapter 10
LAKEVIEW BOOKS, MOVIES AND MATT JOHNSON
 
 
The next day at school, Jacquie and Annie asked about my ring, so did a lot of other girls I didn’t even know. I told them about how Spencer had given it to me for our one-month anniversary. Jacquie told me that Jeremy gave her a ring for their one year, and that I was pretty lucky to have a boyfriend as amazing as Spencer. I was lucky. 
I had only been at Indian Creek for about a month or two, and I already had the most amazing boyfriend, and the best friends a girl could ever ask for. My parents were gone most of the time, either out gambling, at bars, or clubs, so I wasn’t getting hurt as much. Lillian and Rebecca were either at Aunt Megan’s or with friends, so I didn’t have to worry about them getting hurt either. My life was starting to turn for the better.
When I got to school the next day, Spencer was at my locker waiting for me.
“Hi,” he said as I walked up to him.
“Hola,” I replied, kissing him. He chuckled.
“I didn’t know you spoke Spanish,” he said.
“Only sometimes, I don’t know much of it. I took the class, but I didn’t pay attention much.” I giggled, opened my locker and said, “Como estas?”

“Hey, I thought you didn’t know much,” he accused, coming over to the other side of my locker to face me.
“It means ‘how are you?’” I laughed. “It’s pretty basic.” 
“I’m fine, thank you.” He smiled. “How about you?”
“I’m fine, just a little tired. I didn’t get much sleep last night.”  
“Me either,” he said. “My house is so quiet. Uncle Justin left me a alone for the rest of the week. He had to go to this conference.It’s a little too quiet.” 
“I’ve never been inside your house.” I realized suddenly. I’d dropped him off at his house before, but had never been inside.
“What are you doing tonight?” he asked, slowly coming closer toward me.
“I have work,” I said sadly. 
“Oh.” His face fell. “You don’t work tomorrow, do you?”
“Nope. I’m all yours.” I smiled. 
“All right. Tomorrow night, you can come to my house.” 
“Sounds good to me.” It did sound good to me. No Michael getting mad at me, no Lillian and Rebecca to look after, just him and me alone again. 
“You know, it seems that by how strong our relationship is that we’ve been dating for years more than just a month or two,” I said as Spencer walked me to Biology. 
“I know. I realized that, too. But, I’m sure we’ll be together for a while. Seeing as I can’t seem to get away from you.” Spencer laughed. 
“That’s a good thing.” I giggled. 
“I love you.” He looked down at me and smiled. 
“I love you, more.” I laughed. 
The classes that day were okay. In Creative Writing, I started a new poem.
Take a Chance by Sydney Baker
Have you ever felt like you’ve done all you can do?
And you are trapped inside with no way out.
When this happens, you just give up, but you are wrong.
There’s a way through, you just have to take a chance. 
Show your face and show the world what you are made of. 
Stand up and shout because happiness is just a step away. 
So take a chance.
That’s all I could think of to write. I wasn’t sure where that poem would lead me, but I hoped that I would finish it and find out. 
That night at work, Matt invited me to go see a movie with him the next day, but I told him truthfully that I already had plans.
Wednesday at school I was wondering what would happen that night. I would be at Spencer’s house for the first time. 
After school, I drove to my house, and picked up an extra set of clothes in case I spent the night with Spencer. When I got to his house, Spencer was sitting on the porch waiting for me. The big house was a creamy white with a white wraparound porch that went around the whole building. There were many windows on the outside of the first floor, and dark green shutters framed them. There was also a balcony on the second floor with a big, glass door that led into the house. 
I got out of my car and headed toward Spencer.
“Are you ready?” he asked. 
“Si,” I answered.
He laughed. “There you go with the Spanish again...”
I smiled, and he took my hand as we walked into the house. He opened the door, and I was astounded. The inside of the house was white, like mine, and there was a staircase with white carpet that led upstairs. Off to the right was a dining room with a big, wooden table, and beautiful chandelier hanging from the ceiling. 
“What do you think?” Spencer asked.
“It’s so pretty,” I whispered.
“I’m glad you like the entry way.” He chuckled. “Do you want to see the rest of the house?” 
I nodded. He led me over to the dining room, and showed me that the room led into a small office with a wooden desk and a computer. The office led into a huge, light green kitchen with gleaming white appliances. There was an island in the center of the kitchen. On top a book lay open. I went over and took a closer look. It read, Stevenson Family Recipes.

“That was my dad’s cookbook,” Spencer said from behind me. “I use it every once in a while.”
“You cook?” I asked.
“Well, I used to cook with my dad all the time,” he said softly. 
Next, we walked into a large living room. 
“My parents had just repainted this when they passed away,” Spencer said. I looked up at him. He smiled slightly. The living room was painted a dark red and there was a big stone fireplace on the opposite wall from where we were standing. Above the fireplace was a big chandelier. There was another staircase with white carpet next to the fireplace that led upstairs. Above the fireplace was a family portrait that looked like it was taken recently. Spencer, his dad and his brother were dressed in jeans, white button-up shirts, and cowboy boots, and Spencer’s mom was in a blue dress. A beautiful, happy family.
“That was taken two weeks before the accident,” Spencer said. 
“I’m sorry.” I replied, knowing that this was probably hard for him. 
“I wanted to take it down for a while, but I couldn’t do it,” he replied. “Come on, let’s go.” 
Spencer led me up the white staircase, to the second floor hallway. Several doors lined the length. We walked up to the first door on the left, and he opened it for me. 
The room was large and painted a dark blue. It had a wooden dresser, a bed covered with blue blankets, and a desk covered with papers. A small chandelier hung from the ceiling.  
“This was one of the guest rooms, but Uncle Justin uses it now.” Spencer explained. He took me to the next door. That room was much different. It was cherry red, with white polka dots, and instead of a chandelier, there was a white fan with lights. That room had a white-posted bed with red sheets, a white desk, and a dresser. 
“This is the second guest room.” 
Spencer showed me two, white, tile bathrooms before showing me a room that made both him and me cry. 
“This was my parent’s room,” he whispered.
The room was probably the biggest bedroom I’d ever seen. It was enormous with light gold painted walls. A tall mirror trimmed in white stood next to a matching dresser. Next to the dresser was a king-sized bed with gold and white pillows and blankets. There was also a big white door that led into a walk-in closet. 
I could hear Spencer sigh, and I could tell that he was starting to cry. I felt tears welling up in my eyes, too. I wrapped my arms around him. He whispered, “They would have loved you, you know.” 
I thought about how much it was hurting him. He loved his parents and his older brother. They had died before I even met him. I wish that I could have been there to help him get through it.
After a few minutes of silent remembrance for Mr. and Mrs. Stevenson, we headed on to Spencer’s brother’s room. 
It was light green with a bunch of Save The Planet posters. He had pictures of animals from different countries that he must have sponsored. The wooden bed was covered with green sheets, and there was a walk-in closet. We didn’t stay in there for too long; we headed on to the second to last room.
“This is the music room,” Spencer told me.
The room was light blue with black music notes painted on the wall. The room was very big, big enough to hold the most beautiful baby grand piano I’d ever seen. There was the piano, some music stands, some guitars on stands and a table in the room. I had a feeling that I would like that room. It seemed peaceful, a place to think and relax. On the opposite wall, a glass door led out to the second story balcony. The whole house was like a fairytale. 
“I like to come here when I write my songs and poetry,” Spencer told me. 
“Do you play?” I asked, looking at the guitars and the piano. 
“Yeah. My mom taught me when I was little. Here, I’ll play for you.” He took my hand again and let me sit on the piano bench with him while he played the most amazing song I had ever heard. He sang along to the piano, too. The song was about love, and how you can’t let it tear you apart, you can only let it boost you up. I think I started crying a little. 
“I wrote that song a couple of years ago,” he told me.
“Wait, you wrote that?” I asked, astounded.
“Yes.” 
“That’s amazing.” I sniffled. He saw that I was crying, and held me close to him. 
“You’ve boosted me up. I was always grieving about my family, and then you came into my life, and I’ve been happy since,” he whispered in my ear. 
“We have one more room left. Do you want to see it?” he asked.
“Okay.”
He led me out of the music room, and into the last door.
“This is my room,” he said. My eyes widened at the beauty of the room in front of me. 
His room had red walls and the furniture, like his parents’ room, was all white, a stark contrast to the deep red walls. And like the other bedrooms, his also had a walk-in closet. 
“Do you like it?” he asked.
All I could do was nod. Spencer chuckled.
“Here.” He led me over to his bed. We sat down, and he said, “Thank you so much, Sydney.”
“For what?” I wondered.
“For being the best girlfriend I could ever ask for. I’ve dated girls before who were stupid, and wouldn’t even commit to me. They would go off and cheat on me with different guys. I couldn’t stand them, and now you’re here, and I feel so alive. You’re so nice, and kind, and beautiful. I’m in love with you, and I’ve never felt this way about anyone else before. You’ve brightened my life, and I thank you for that. I love you, Sydney.” He bent his head down and kissed me. 
I kissed him back with hope. Hope that we would be together years from then, and we would look back on that day, and see how perfect we were for each other. He said that he had never felt that way about anyone else before. I hadn’t either. I hadn’t even considered a boyfriend in Chicago, and when I came to Shabbona and saw Spencer for the first time, I had this new feeling inside of me, the feeling that he was the one. Jacquie told me that Spencer was completely in love with me, and I felt the same way. I didn’t ever want to leave him, and I didn’t have to. I wanted to stay in Spencer’s house with him and never let him go. It felt like home there, it felt like it was my home, just like Spencer was mine, and no one could ever take him away from me. He was my love, my Spencer.
Spencer worried that my parents might get mad if I was there too late, so I went home unwillingly. Michael screamed at me as soon as I walked in the door about leaving the house without his permission. It seemed as if I was living two different lives: the girl who helped Spencer overcome his troubled past with his family, just like I had always wanted to do, and then the girl who couldn’t even help or protect herself….
 
 
 


Chapter 11
CHANCES
 
 
I realized that time had gone by faster than I thought as I woke up shivering on a cold morning in January. My life hadn’t changed much. I still worked at Lakeview with Matt, though Spencer gave him looks every time Matt and I were together. 
The Creative Writing class had done a coffee shop open mic up in DeKalb at The House Cafe, and we would be doing the Poetry Slam the following week. I was completely excited for that. I didn’t care if I won or not, I just wanted a chance to read some of my poems for Spencer and others to hear.
I had spent Christmas Eve night over at Aunt Megan’s house in downtown Shabbona with Lillian and Rebecca, and Christmas day over at Spencer’s with him and his Uncle Justin. We exchanged gifts; he had gotten me so much more than I deserved. 
Maddie and Michael were still together, and I couldn’t stand it. I’d seen Maddie sitting in the living room, crying as Michael yelled at her for not taking charge of her children. I wanted to help her, but there was nothing else I could do to get Michael away. 
The day of the Poetry Slam came around, and I was more nervous than happy. The whole school gathered in the gym and listened to the Creative Writing classes perform. It was suddenly my turn to perform “Love”, one of the poems I had written for Spencer.
I performed the poem, and everyone started applauding. I would have performed “Take a Chance”, a poem that I had started writing in September, but I still wasn’t done with it. After the Poetry Slam, people told me that they loved my poem because even though it was deep, it was short, sweet, and to the point. The students loved Spencer’s poems as well.  
That night, after work with Matt, I spent the night at Spencer’s. His Uncle Justin said he didn't mind. It was a Friday, so I didn’t have to be at work until ten the next morning. I wanted to spend the night in Spencer’s arms. We became closer each day, and yet I still became weaker and weaker from Michael’s abuse. Even though it wasn’t very often, it was more hurtful than usual.
Matt’s actions around me began to change. He treated me more like a very close friend, than someone who I just started hanging out with again. For some reason, it was like he forgot that I had Spencer in my life, or he was just ignoring that fact. Though Spencer had somehow seen this behavior coming on, I had never thought of Matt as a boyfriend. He was a good friend, sure, but nothing more. 
On Saturday morning, I really didn’t want to go to work. I would have rather been spending the time with Spencer or one of my friends, but I was only working from ten to one, so I figured I wouldn’t have to deal with Matt for long. 
“So, what are you doing tonight?” Matt asked as we were stocking new books around twelve-thirty.
“Probably hanging out with Spencer,” I replied, happily. 
“Oh. Cool. Well, maybe we could hang out again sometime.” Matt stepped closer to me, trapping me up against the bookshelves as he put his hands on either side of me.
“We just hung out last week, remember? That party where you finally introduced me to all of your other friends?” I reminded him. 
He smiled, “Yeah, but I meant maybe something more.” 
“Um…Matt, you’re a great friend, really, but I have a boyfriend. I—”
“You know I’d be better for you than Stevenson.” He came even closer to me. 
“Actually, Spencer and I are great together. What’s wrong with just being friends, Matt?” I asked.
“I think we could be more. Sure, we’re great friends. We always have been, but I’ve always felt something more than that. Remember when we were little and we used to tell my mom we were married, and she thought it was so cute that we were that…close.” His dark eyes sparkled with excitement. 
“Matt, I think we’re better off as friends.” I was about to tell him to get off of me when I heard Spencer’s voice behind me.
“Sydney?” I turned to see him standing there, leaning up against the bookshelves.
“Spence, hey, what are you doing here?” I asked excitedly as Matt backed away with a nervous look on his face.
“I just wanted to see if you wanted to go out to lunch after you were done working, but I guess I caught you and your boss at the wrong time. I’m wondering now what he was doing trapping you up against the shelves.” He didn’t look at me; he stared an evil glare towards Matt who backed away slowly. 
“Hey,” Matt said trying to act tough. “I was just talking to her, that’s all. I asked her if she wanted to hang out sometime as friends, but she is the one acting so damn stubborn.”
“Hey!” I argued.
“Syd, let me take care of this.” Spencer looked back at me and gave me a compassionate look.
“So, Matt,” Spencer stepped forward and Matt held his ground, “Do you know what to do if a girl says she’s not interested? You back off.” He said this with an edge to his voice that I’d never heard before. It was protective. “Especially if she’s already in a relationship.” He took another step forward, and Matt’s expression became nervous.
“Spencer,” I warned, not wanting it to turn into a fight. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll leave if it happens again.”
Spencer turned around, looked at me, and sighed. He walked back towards me and wrapped his arm around my waist. “You’d better watch it before I catch you again, Matt. You may be her friend, but I won’t let you walk all over her,” he warned. I turned him around and we walked away. Thankfully, my shift was over anyway, so it wasn’t like I was leaving early. Matt sighed unhappily. 
It was silent until I got out to my car. Spencer had parked near me, so he just stayed by my car for a minute. 
“I’ll meet you at your house?” I asked. “I can cook something.”
“All right,” Spencer sighed. “But I’ll do the cooking. See you in a bit.”
“Bye,” We got into our cars without any physical contact with each other. I didn’t even know what I was feeling. Should I have been mad that my boyfriend almost started a fistfight with my boss in a public place? Should I have felt safe? Protected because Spencer had made the effort to protect me when he had attempted to beat up my friend? I didn’t know. 
When I got to Spencer’s, he was already there, inside the kitchen. 
He was cooking cheese ravioli, my favorite meal. “You can go ahead and sit down, I’m almost done,” he said when I tried to help him finish. “Thank you anyway.”
I was silent as I sat at the dining room table. Eight chairs sat around the table, but only one or two had been needed for well over a year. I wondered what it was like for him to be alone those first few months. Surely his Uncle Justin stayed with him then, didn’t he?
“Cheese ravioli, and garlic bread. Your favorite,” Spencer said as he sat down next to me.
“Thank you,” I replied. 
Spencer sighed. “Sydney, I’m sorry.” 
I was silent, not sure what to say.
“It was stupid of me to fight with him, but I couldn’t take it. He—”
“I know you were trying to protect me,” I told him. “And I’m thankful for that. I was just worried that one of you was going to get hurt.” I felt a tear roll down my eye and suddenly realized what I felt. Worry. I was afraid of Spencer getting hurt. Seeing him tower over Matt reminded me of Michael towering over me. I was scared.
“Sydney, sweetheart,” Spencer stroked my face lightly with his hand. “I’m sorry. I won’t ever scare you like that again.” 
I looked up at him with tear-filled eyes. I didn’t want him hurt. I couldn’t bear to see him cut and bruised like I was. I didn’t want any fights. I wanted them to be over forever. 
Spencer opened his arms for me, and I sat on his lap as he held me in his arms. His arms wrapped tightly around my waist, not wanting to let go. I gasped lightly and winced as his arm pressed against a bruise on my torso.
“What’s wrong?” he asked concerned, loosening his grip.
I shook my head, “Nothing. Just please, don’t ever, ever try to start a fight with Matt again. I hate fights. I know you’re my boyfriend, and you have a right to be protective, but he’s my friend, Spencer.”
“I won’t, I promise.” He wiped away a tear and kissed my cheek. 
 
 
 


Chapter 12
LOST HOPE
 
 
February flew by, and it was March before I knew it. Spencer and I had been together for almost seven months, and I couldn’t believe how lucky I was to have him. 
“Hey, Syd,” he said as he walked up to my locker the morning after Spring Break. 
“Hi,” I said with a smile as he leaned down to kiss me. I smiled and kissed him back for a second until we heard, “Hey, no PDA!” 
I pulled away to see Jacquie and Jeremy heading down the hallway, holding hands. Spencer laughed. 
“Jeremy Hall, I hate you,” he said. I smiled, knowing that Spencer could never hate Jeremy. They were too close. 
“No you don’t,” Jeremy replied. “You love me, and you know it. Sydney is just your cover up.”
Jacquie smiled. “You seriously think that Spencer is gay? Yeah right! He’s the straightest hopeless romantic I’ve met.” 
I smiled at her comment, and Jeremy laughed. “Yeah, I guess that’s true. That’s Spencer for you. Hopeless and a romantic.”
Jacquie laughed and Spencer said, “Very funny, Hall.” 
I shook my head and took Spencer’s hand in mine. He looked down at me and smiled. The ten-minute bell rang, and Jacquie and Jeremy left to head to their class. Spencer looked down at me and said, “So, what are you doing tonight?” 
“I’m hanging out with Matt.” I told him. When I said Matt’s name, Spencer’s eyes tightened. Matt and I had decided to go hang out with some other friends of his for the night. I had forgiven him weeks ago for the whole “bookshelves” incident, and now he was trying to be my good friend again. 
“It’s nothing,” I told him. 
He sighed. “I know, I’m sorry. Um…I have to go to class, but I’ll see you later.”
“See ya,” I said as he walked away. I sighed. Why couldn’t Matt and Spencer just get along? What girl tore them apart? Why was she so special? 
When Matt and I hung out that night, Spencer was texting me the entire time, probably making sure Matt wasn’t trying anything funny. It was actually a lot more fun than I thought it would be. Matt and I went out to eat with a group of his friends, and I saw the fun, carefree side of Matt. 
Spencer drove me to work the next day because my car ran out of gas, and would be picking me up after my shift was over. Matt had been hanging out with me majorly the entire week, and as I waited for Spencer to pick me up, Matt came outside and stood with me to talk.
“So, what’s up?” he asked.
“Not much. How about you?”
“Nothing really. I was just thinking about last week.” He chuckled.
“Oh, when we went to that horror movie?”
“Yeah, you were totally freaked out.” He laughed, and I hit him on the shoulder.
“Hey! It was creepy!”
“Not to me, it wasn’t.” He smiled. 
I looked ahead at the dark, snow-filled parking lot, only lit by the streetlights. “Well, you’re just weird.” I smiled.
“Whatever.” Matt chuckled. 
I shivered involuntary, and Matt noticed. 
“You look really cold, Syd. Here.” He came up to me, took his jacket off, and put it around me. 
“Thanks,” I muttered.
He hugged me and said, “I’m really happy I met you, Sydney. I’m glad we’re friends.” He looked down at me, his dark eyes filled with concentration. Then, he leaned forward and kissed me softly. It felt wrong compared to the way Spencer kissed me. Matt kept one of his arms on my back, and had the other hold my face. I put my hands on his chest, trying to push him off of me. He took it the wrong way. He started kissing me more excitedly and thought I was responding to his enthusiasm. Finally, I was strong enough to push him away. I tried to catch my breath. 
“Matt,” I wiped my mouth on the sleeve of his coat, “Why can’t you accept me as just a friend?” I asked angrily. “Why does it always have to be more with you all of a sudden?” I took off his jacket and threw it at him.
He smiled. “I’m sorry. I guess I’ll never stop giving into you. You’re just too good, baby.”
“Don’t call me that!” I yelled.
“You know you want me, too,” he said, somewhat seductively. 
“Ew! No I don’t! You used to be my friend, but now I realize that you’re a pathetic, deceitful jerk! Just go away and leave me alone!”
“You’ll figure it out soon, Sydney. You want me, and you’ll come crawling back to me soon enough. I’ll talk to you later, baby.” 
He walked away to his car, and I yelled, “I will never want you!” 
I heard him chuckle. 
I couldn’t believe that Matt would be so…ugh!

I looked at the time. Spencer was really late. I hoped nothing was wrong. I punched the speed dial for his cell phone.
“Hello?” Spencer answered when I called.
“Spence? It’s me.”
“Oh,” he said.
“What?” I wondered.
“We’re over, Sydney,” he said quietly.
“What! Why?” I said, confused.
“I thought you were different. I thought that you wouldn’t be like those girls who cheated on me, I guess I was wrong.”
“What? I didn’t cheat on you! What are you talking about?” I asked as a tear fell down from my eyes. 
“I was just in the Lakeview parking lot coming to pick you up, but then I saw you kiss him.” 
I froze. Spencer had seen Matt kiss me. He thought I was cheating on him. But I wasn’t, Matt kissed me!
“No, Spencer! I didn’t kiss Matt, he kissed me!”
“It takes two people to kiss,” he replied, sadly.
“Spencer! No, you were right about him the entire time! He just wanted more out of me than friendship; you know that I would never—”
“I thought I knew,” he said. “You were in on it the entire time. That’s the only reason you didn’t want me fighting him. He’s your little tool. I get it. I thought you had limits to a physical relationship, and I respected that. I wanted only what I thought you wanted and nothing more. I’m sorry I couldn’t understand you the first moment I saw you. I thought you were different…you’re really nothing but a little slut.”
I gasped, horrified, tears strolling down my face. “I am not! Spence! No, I love you, not him! Spencer.”
“Jacquie warned me about this when you and I first got together, but then she said you told me you loved me with all of your heart and that you wouldn’t ever think about leaving me. I guess you only kept me around as the backup. If your real man left you, I’d be here. Well, I’m sick of being used, Sydney Baker. I’m really damn sick of it, and I’m done with your games. You’ll have to call your Aunt Megan to pick you up, or maybe your real boyfriend can, I don’t care. All I know is that I never want to see you again.”
“Spencer! Wait! Please!”
“Goodbye, Sydney Baker.” He hung up. 
I was crying so hard that I went into hysterics. How could Spencer even think that? Why? I didn’t know what to think, all I knew was that Spencer was gone, my Romeo....
My love was gone, and my hope was gone.
I called Aunt Megan. She picked me up in her car and was shocked to see me with tears flowing down my eyes like there was no end. 
“Sweetie, what happened? Try to calm down so you can explain it,” she soothed, rubbing my shoulder.
“Spencer…Matt…I can’t even…he’s gone…and he … I didn’t…why?” That was all I could make out of my incoherent speech.
Aunt Megan sighed. “I’m going to get you home, and you can tell me after you get a good night’s sleep, alright?”
I nodded, even though I knew I probably wouldn’t get any sleep at all.
Why? Why did this happen to me? Only God knows. Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?
I don’t know, probably telling all of Verona, not to mention Mantua as well—which would be Shabbona and the surrounding areas—how he thinks Juliet is the biggest slut in the history of the world…What am I kidding? Even Juliet has a better reputation than me right now. She may have drunk a potion to make it look like she was dead just to get out of marrying Paris, but though Paris might think she was a slut if he found out she was with Romeo the whole time, then she might actually be in my position…well, not really…What do I say to taking chances? Damn you, Juliet. 
 
 
 


Chapter 13
EMPTY
 
 
It had always been a hobby of mine to help people, but why wasn’t there anyone to help me? 
The next two weeks were probably the worst weeks of my life. At school, I was basically alone. At home, I had acquired new cuts, bruises, and marks everywhere on my body, and I was sore almost every day. I was the weakest I had ever been, and without Spencer, I was still getting weaker. 
At school the next week, Jacquie, Jeremy and Annie stopped talking to me. Mike and Dean sat with me at my own lonely table at lunch, and unsuccessfully tried to cheer me up. They believed my story, unlike everyone else.
“It’ll be okay,” Dean promised, smiling slightly. “Spencer will get over it soon enough. I thought that since he saw the way Matt treated you, he’d know it was him. I guess not.”
“Yeah,” Mike agreed. “Spence will figure it out soon. It sucks that Matt totally used you, though. You two were really good friends, huh?”
I nodded sadly, looking down at my lunch.
“I would never use a good friend like that. He’s just stupid, Sydney.” 
I nodded again, stabbing my fork into my pile of corn.
Mike chuckled slightly as little pieces flew off my tray. “I’ll try talking to Spencer. He’s got to come around sometime.”
“I hope,” I murmured, a tear falling down from my eye as I looked up and made eye contact with my…ex-boyfriend who sat across the room from me wearing his usual white baseball cap, and the same sullen expression as me. I looked down at the ring on my right hand and continued to cry. I wasn’t going to take it off. He might have broken my heart, but I still loved him.
On Friday, I made an attempt to talk to Spencer. He walked past me in the hallway after school, not even bothering to look at me.
“Spencer?” I asked. He looked down at me and answered, “What Sydney?” he sneered my name.
“Can I talk to you for a second?” I asked innocently.
He took my hand and led me into a different hallway. The electric spark that shot through my body shocked me even more than the first day I’d touched him.
“Spence?” I asked. He wouldn’t look at me.
“Spencer, please look at me.”
He turned his head toward me, and I stared into his beautiful, rigid light brown eyes.
“Spencer.” I had to remember to breathe. Staring into his eyes was making me start to lose my focus. 
“Spence, I’m sorry. I tried to stop him, I really tried. I pushed him away, and told him that I had you. You’ve seen him around me, you know how he is…and you know that I would never…” I lightly put my hand on his cheek.
“Spencer, I’m so sorry…you know that I love you…” I whispered, crying softly.
“Sydney.” He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and said, “I’m sorry, but I can’t....” with an agonizing expression. 
I stood up on my tiptoes and kissed him. He didn’t kiss me back. 
“Sydney,” he said, taking my hand from his face and letting it fall.
“Spence, please....” I whispered, putting my hand on his chest. “I love you, not him. He’s just a friend. He’s not even a friend anymore. I told him I wanted him to leave me alone. You were right; he was a friend at first, but he abused it…and he won’t ever kiss me again…I won’t let him…I’m not a slut.... I’ve always been loyal to you. I didn’t want you to fight with him because I’ve been in too many of them as it is, and I can’t stand for you to get hurt…just…please....” I wrapped my arms around his waist, and held him against me. I was crying so much; I didn’t want to lose him. 
“Sydney,” he said, pulling away from me. “I have to go, I’m sorry.”
I watched him walk away, and all of my hope of eventually defeating Michael and Maddie walked away with him. What was the point of fighting against them now? I wouldn’t fight. I would just take it. There was no  point to live without Spencer.
 
 
 


Chapter 14
GONE
 
 
Another month went by, and I grew deeper and deeper into a depression. The abuse with Michael had gotten worse. I didn’t fight back; I took it without a word.
Michael started yelling at me for things I didn’t do, and would continue to burn me with cigarettes and throw beer bottles at me, and he made me stay home from school some days because I looked too terrible. He didn’t want teachers suspecting anything. 
One day after Michael let me go back to school, I forgot to put cover up on some cuts I had gotten from Michael, and no one cared. No one asked me what was wrong; no one really cared about Sydney Baker. Mike and Dean still sat by me in lunch, and had tried, unsuccessfully, to convince Spencer that none of it was my fault. They were the only friends I had. I didn’t even talk to Matt. 
The last I’d heard from people at work was that he had gone back to his former girlfriend, and they were getting really serious. Then why had he tried to be with me? If he had another girl in the wings? 
It was finally late April, and I was sitting out on the deck listening to “Taking Chances,” on my CD player, crying, while watching the purple sunset fade. I was also re-reading a poem I had just written.
 
Who Do You Turn To?

By Sydney Baker
 
When you’ve lost all of your hope,
Who do you turn to?
When your heart turns black because of
The torture that you have been forced to face,
Who do you turn to?
When you find yourself trapped in your mind,
Drowning in a pool of sorrow,
Who do you turn to?
I do not know the answer to these questions,
Seeing that I am still trying to figure them out myself,
But I’m asking you.
So, when you’ve lost all hope.
And your heart is black because of the pain you’ve been faced with.
And you’re trapped and drowning in your dark, clouded mind.
Who do you turn to?
 
I had lost so much: most of my friends, my hope, and most importantly my love, Spencer Ryan Stevenson. 
Thinking about Spencer sent an invisible knife through my heart and I gasped at the actual pain it caused. I heard Michael and Maddie yelling inside the house, and I couldn’t help but hear my name in their conversation. 
“Michael please,” Maddie begged. “I have let this go on too long, and I need to take a stand. You can’t hurt Sydney anymore. I’ve lost Clayton and Violet because of you, and I don’t want to lose Sydney too. This is her home, and you making her pay rent to live here is absurd! She’s only seventeen, Michael! She needs love and care, not abuse! I’ve seen what you’ve done to her!”
Wait—Maddie was standing up for me? I began to stand up so I could go and help her, but before I knew it, Michael’s belongings were being thrown out the window and Maddie began yelling at him again. She told him to get out and to never come back. 
And then, Michael was suddenly outside with me. He came from behind, grabbed me by my shirt, and threw me back against the house. My head throbbed in pain and I screamed in fear. 
“I’ve had enough of you, you little brat!” he yelled at me. 
“Michael, stop!” Maddie yelled. “Now! Get away from her!” Michael turned around and punched her across the face. She fell to the ground unconscious. 
Michael turned around and slapped me across the face. I screamed in pain.
“Look what you’ve done! Turning your mother against me!” He threw me to the ground and started kicking me in the stomach.  
Michael pulled me up by the back of my shirt as I sat, coughing up blood. He shoved me against the house and pulled a blade out of his back pocket. He held the pocketknife up to my throat and cut it slightly. I screamed in pain and horror as he threw me again. That time, my head hit one of the glass windows, shattering it into tiny little pieces on the deck. Warm blood flowed down my face and I wanted to make him kill me. I wanted to die. I no longer wanted to live through the torture. 
Michael pushed me to the ground as hard as he could and I heard something crack. I opened my mouth to scream but all that came out was a ragged gasp for air. My eyes were closed so I couldn’t see the attack but I felt the brunt of his foot, again and again. It wasn’t just abuse; it was torture from hell. Blood trickled from my mouth with each cough.
I hoped I would die. Then I wouldn’t have to hear the yelling anymore. Soon after, I heard Michael yell, but it wasn’t at me. His lethal barbs were now directed at someone else. But who?
Michael cussed and I heard smacks and punches being thrown. Like lightning and thunder. 
What’s happening? I worried. 
“Sydney?” A gentle familiar voice whispered.
My eyelids fluttered, but I couldn’t get them to open. 
“Spencer?” I asked, recognizing the soft timber of his voice. 
“Yes, I’m here. I’m so sorry. You’re safe. Everything’s going to be fine. Just hang on for a minute. I’m going to take care of you, I promise. But I have to take care of him first.”
“No.” My breathing heavied in horror. Spencer couldn’t fight with Michael. I tried to keep my heart beating steadily, and tried to stay awake. If Spencer was here, I didn’t want to leave. 
“I’ll be right back,” he promised, his voice going deeper and deeper into my mind as I let go....
 
 
 


Chapter 15
HEALING HEARTS
 
 
 I’m dead, was the first thing I thought as my head spun in endless darkness. My life is over, I knew as I stared straight into Spencer’s light brown eyes. But why would Spencer be in heaven with me? I wondered. I realized that I wasn’t dead when Spencer kissed me. 
He kissed me with such happiness, that I couldn’t think twice about kissing him back. I didn’t know where we were, and I didn’t care. I was with Spencer, and that’s all that mattered. All I cared about was him. Him and me together. When I had to breathe, I ended the kiss. 
“Sydney.” Spencer was crying with happiness, and holding my face in his hands. “Sweetheart, I’m so sorry. I should have believed you from the start. I’m sorry. I can’t believe that I thought you would…I should have known…Sydney, please forgive me. I love you so much, and can’t stand to be away from you any longer. I can’t take it.” 
I kissed him again, as a sign of my forgiveness. I was speechless because I was so happy. I was with him. I was his again. He was mine. I would never have to be taken away from him again. 
“I love you,” Spencer told me when the kiss ended. 
I tried to find my voice. “I love…you, too,” I whispered. Spencer smiled his gorgeous smile. 
“What happened?” I whispered. I was so confused.
“I saw what your stepdad did to you…” He trailed off.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. I couldn’t talk any louder. I was still finding my voice.
“Why are you sorry?” he asked.
“Because I didn’t tell you that I was being abused.” 
“Sydney, I’m the one who should be sorry, for so many things.” He shook his head. “I should have known that you were in pain…I should have helped you.”
“I never told you. You wouldn’t have ever known.” 
There was silence for a few minutes before I whispered, “What are you thinking about?”
Spencer sighed, and then replied, “I’m trying to think about where I went wrong. What could I have done to make this right? What could I have done to change the fact that you are lying here, in pain and broken…you almost died, Sydney. What did I do wrong?” He hung his head.
My right arm was in a cast. I lifted my left hand, IV tube dangling, and lightly put it on Spencer’s face, comforting him. He took my hand and held it in his. 
“I’m sorry that I didn’t believe you when you told me that Matt had kissed you. I should have known that you would never ...” He didn’t look at me. He just stared at our hands, now entwined. I was crying, and I think he continued crying, too. My tears were from happiness that Spencer was there with me. I’m not sure what his were from. 
“I’m sorry, Sydney.” 
“Don’t be.” I finally found my voice. “We’re together. That’s all that matters…you and me. I’ve missed you so much.” 
“I’m sorry that I ignored you.” Spencer finally looked at my face, and I could see the sadness in his eyes. “I’ve missed you, too,” he added.
“How long has it been?” I asked, not sure how long I was asleep at the hospital. 
“What?”
“How long have I been here?” 
“It’s been about five days. It’s Tuesday today. What happened…it was on Friday. It’s been days of torture for me. The doctors told me that you might not…that you might not make it…that you might leave me…forever.” He was definitely crying. 
“I’m not going anywhere,” I whispered. I couldn’t leave him, I wouldn’t. 
“You don’t know that. They said you have internal injuries and they would do their best but they can’t make promises. You might…” He didn’t say anything else. 
“Don’t say that. Do you want me to die?” My voice broke as I tried to be stern.
“Hell no! What kind of person do you think I am?”
“Don’t swear Spencer,” I demanded. “And if you keep being negative, then I might just die. You have to be positive.”
“Spencer?” I asked. He didn’t look at me. He kept his eyes on our connected hands. 
“Spencer Stevenson, look at me...please.” I told him. I wouldn’t have him believe that I would die. He slowly lifted his head and looked into my eyes. 
“Spence, I’m not going anywhere. I won’t leave you. I’ll be fine.”
“I love you,” he said again.
“I love you, too,” I replied. “Just be positive, Spence. I’m not leaving you, ever. I never will. You need to believe that I’ll be fine.”
He nodded. “Thank you for everything.”
“I love you, Spencer Stevenson. I really do. Nothing is going to tear us apart, I promise.” 
“I know.” He chuckled and smiled the smile I loved, the smile I couldn’t live without. The smile I wouldn’t have to live without. 
“I couldn’t believe it when I saw it.” Spencer said. “What happened, I mean…but everything sank in…the excuses for cuts and bruises…all of it just sank in. I rode in the ambulance with you, and I couldn’t even believe what I was seeing. The doctors wouldn’t let me see you, or your mom, and my uncle came by and stayed with me for three days. I would go into the chapel every night and pray that you’d be okay…I don’t think I’ve prayed since the accident…but I felt the same way, you know? I felt like I was losing my family again. I couldn’t lose you, Sydney. I just couldn’t. I know we took everything fast with our relationship, but I trusted you. I knew that you were special. When they let me in to see you, I didn’t leave your side, but I couldn’t believe that I’d put you in danger—”
“Spencer,” I tried to stop him.
“Let me finish,” he said. “I couldn’t believe it, but I knew I would do anything to have you back.” I saw another tear run down from his eyes. “I love you,”
“I love you, too.” I told him as I took his hand. 
 
* * *
 
The doctors said that I would have to be in the hospital for about two weeks. I didn’t like that, mostly because I would have to be away from Spencer for that long, but he said he would see me almost every day when he didn’t have his baseball games. 
I was updated daily about Michael and Maddie. Michael was arrested for child abuse, and would have a trial in court for his sentence. Maddie was treated for cuts and bruises and was sent to a rehabilitation center for alcoholism. Lillian, Rebecca and I would now be living with Aunt Megan, our new legal guardian. We would all live at Grandma’s farm together. 
On May first after school hours, Jeremy, Jacquie and Spencer came to visit me. 
“Sydney!” Jacquie screamed as she got into my room and ran over to me. “Oh my gosh! Are you okay? I feel so bad for you! Jeremy called me and told me what happened, and I felt so bad. Oh my gosh! Are you okay!?”
“I’m fine,” I replied. “Thanks for coming, Jacqs, Jeremy.”
“Hey, Syd,” Jeremy said. “I’m really sorry that we all ignored you. We just thought…”
“I know. You don’t have to apologize.”
“Yes, we do. We didn’t mean to be rude. Oh, we have some homework for you. The teachers said that you don’t have to do it all, just to do what you can. Spence wanted an excuse to come see you, so he said he’d bring all your schoolwork, but you’ll have a tutor come for a few hours every day.” He chuckled and looked over and Spencer, who was standing behind him, smiling. Jeremy reached into his backpack and took out my Biology and History textbooks and handed them to me. 
“Thanks,” I said, putting them in my lap. 
“You’re still wearing the ring.” Jacquie noted, looking at my right hand, where the ring that Spencer had given me for our one-month anniversary was in its place on my third finger. 
“I’ve never taken it off,” I said. “Not even when Spence and I were…fighting.” I didn’t want to think of the time I’d been away from Spencer. 
“It’s still as beautiful as she is,” Spencer finally spoke and winked at me. 
“Hey, did you ever look on the inside?” he asked.
“Um, no. Why?” I tried to take the ring off, but the cast on my arm made it impossible for me to move. Spencer chuckled, and took it off for me. I looked on the inside of the ring where the two words, Taking Chances were inscribed. 
“Spence…it’s amazing,” I whispered.
“I didn’t want it to be just some old ring. I wanted it to symbolize something.”
“It already does. It symbolizes our love.” 
Spencer smiled, and leaned down to kiss my forehead carefully so that he wouldn’t hurt me.
A moment later, Jacquie’s cell phone rang.
“Hello?” 
“Oh…yeah…no, I’m at the hospital visiting Syd. Yeah, I guess I could…yeah…I’ll be there, bye!”
We all looked at her. 
“Annie wants me over at her house in an hour to practice our dance for the talent show next week,” she explained. 
“I completely forgot about that,” I said. “I was going to sing “Taking Chances” by Celine Dion. I guess I can’t do the talent show now,” I said sadly. I realized that I would be in the hospital for at least two more weeks. 
“I’m sorry, Syd,” Jacquie said.
“It’s okay. I would probably chicken out anyway.” I laughed. 
“I know I would,” Jeremy said. 
“Well, Jeremy,” Jacquie asked. “I need to go, so do you want to stay here for a little while longer, and ride home with Spence? Or do you want to leave with me?”
“I think I’ll stay a little while. Is that alright, Spence?” he replied.
“Yeah,”
“Okay.” She kissed Jeremy. “I’ll see you later. I love you.” 
“Love you, too,” he replied. 
“I’ll see you later, Spencer. Bye Syd! I hope you feel better!” Jacquie left the room. Spencer looked at me, and then at Jeremy, and then said, “I need to talk to Jacqs really quick before she leaves. I’ll be right back.” He left, leaving Jeremy and me alone in the room.
I realized that Jeremy and I had never really talked to each other, even though we were close friends. I mean, we talk, but we’ve never had a one on one talk. He walked slowly towards me and said, “So, um…how are you feeling?”
“I’m fine, thanks.” 
After a minute of awkward silence, we both started laughing. Well, I couldn’t really laugh because my throat had stitches, but Jeremy was laughing. 
“This is a little weird,” Jeremy said.
I nodded.
“We don’t talk much, do we?” he asked, still laughing.
“Not really.” I giggled.
Spencer walked in and saw us laughing. 
“What’d I miss?” he asked, walking over to my bed.
“Nothing.” Jeremy winked at me, and I smiled.
“Okay?” Spencer said, confused. I looked at his eyes, and they were filled with questions. I would have to tell him later. 
The next thing I knew, Spencer was kissing me. He obviously didn’t care that Jeremy was in the room. Or maybe Jeremy had left to give us some privacy. I kissed him back, wrapped my free arm around his neck, and tangled my fingers in his soft, auburn hair. I pulled him closer, not wanting to let go.
He took my face delicately in his hands and kissed me more eagerly. It was interesting, the way his lips moved with mine, mostly because he was leaning over me because I couldn’t really move. He didn’t really seem to care.
He kissed me so eagerly that I knew he would never want to be apart from me again. Our kissing ended when Jeremy came back in the room. 
“Spence,” Jeremy asked. “Do you want me to leave again so you can have a make-out session with your girlfriend?” He laughed. 
“Maybe…” Spencer chuckled, still holding my face in his hands.
“Okay…have fun. I’m going to go get something to eat.” Jeremy laughed and walked back out of the room. 
Spencer kissed me again, and soon after, I ended the kiss, breathing heavily. He smiled and said, “I guess I have to go.” 
“No,” I whispered.
“I’ll be back tomorrow.” He released my face from his hands and walked toward the door.
“Come back, please. Just for a minute.”
He sighed and brought one of the room’s folding chairs over to my bed, sitting down and resting his head on his arms. I played with his hair.
“I don’t want to be away from you,” I explained.
His eyes closed, and he sighed under my touch. “Neither do I. If I could be here every second of the day, I would.”
“Hmm.... “ I sighed, leaning over as far as I could to kiss the tip of his nose. 
Spencer chuckled. “What were you and Jeremy laughing about?” 
“We were making the awkward silence less awkward.”
“Oh, that’s all?”
“Yes. It wasn’t much. We just realized that we weren’t used to being alone together much, and he just started laughing to break the silence.”
“That’s Jeremy for you,” Spencer chuckled. 
“I don’t want you to leave me,” I whispered after a minute of silence.
“I won’t. I’ll be back tomorrow.”
“Stay with me, please. I know I’m being somewhat selfish and demanding, but I don’t want to be alone tonight. Last night I had nightmares of Michael.” I winced, feeling emotional pain, as I remembered the physical pain he’d caused.
Spencer looked at me with caring, sensitive eyes. Then, I saw him look over to the soft couch about five feet away from my bed. “Let me go talk to Jeremy really quick, and then I’ll figure out what’s going to happen tonight, alright?”
His fingertips lightly stroked my cheek as I nodded. He got up from his chair and walked out the door. 
“Sydney!” Aunt Megan called as she entered my room a few minutes later.
“Aunt Megan?” I asked.
“Sweetie, I’m so sorry! I knew the whole time something weird was going on, but I didn’t know it had ever gone this far. I’m sorry I didn’t investigate it further. Oh, sweetie! I came by when you were still asleep when I first heard, but I haven’t been able to come back until now…I’m sorry.” She took my hand as she sat down in Spencer’s chair. 
“It’s fine Aunt Megan. It’s not your fault.” 
She was crying. “I’m so sorry.”
I shook my head. “Don’t be. It’s just like I told Spencer, it’s not your fault.”
“Spencer? Oh, yeah. He was there…when Michael was…”
I nodded, not really wanting to remember it.
“I was really worried when I first found out you had forgiven him for what he did to you with the whole Matt situation, but he assured me it was all a misunderstanding, and that he could never even forgive himself.”
I let out a soft smile. “I love him,”
“Well, I’ve always known that.” She laughed, and I smiled.
“Oh,” Spencer came into the room with Jeremy. “Hi, Miss George,”
“What did I tell you, call me Megan,” she said laughing, and then looking at Spencer and Jeremy. “Can I talk to you two outside for a minute?” 
“We’ll be right back,” she promised me as they nodded.
I was alone for a mere five minutes before Spencer came back into the room.
“What’s going on?” I asked.
“Nothing. She just wanted to lay down a few rules, that’s all. She’s just being a parent. She wants to stay here tonight, and she said I can stay tomorrow night so that I won’t have to wake up for school in the morning, alright?” 
I nodded sadly, as if I had lost.
“I’ll be back tomorrow, and I’ll stay with you. Aunt Megan should be able to keep you safe of nightmares for now.” He leaned down and kissed my lips softly. I smiled.
He walked away and when he reached the door, I said, “I love you, Spencer Stevenson. Don’t ever forget that.”
“I love you, too, Sydney Baker. Don’t ever forget that.” 
He smiled my favorite smile before leaving for the night. 
 
* * *
 
The next day was Friday, and Aunt Megan left around nine in the morning. I thanked her for staying, and was restless waiting for Spencer to arrive. He came at around five, bringing a new poem he had written.
“I’m going to read it for the Creative Writing class on Monday,” Spencer told me as he handed me the poem entitled, “Healing Hearts.” I read it carefully.
 
Healing hearts show so much.
They show pain and torture,
and the love that you have lost.
Healing hearts change everything,
From the way you look at life,
to what you feel inside,
When your heart is healing,
your happiness starts to return,
and the pain starts to fade.
So with memories in your mind,
and hatred in your heart,
all you want is for your heart to heal.
 
“What do you think?” Spencer asked.
I read the poem two or three times before I could speak.
“It’s amazing,” I whispered. “I love it.”
“Thanks. I wrote it after the doctors told me that…that you might not make it,” he said, putting his hand lightly on my face.
I took his hand and held it close to my heart. “I’m not going anywhere.” I smiled.
He tried to smile back, but his expression was filled with pain and worry. 
“Spence, I’m not leaving you. Please stop worrying so much.” 
“I’m trying,” he whispered honestly. 
“I’ll be out of here soon,” I reminded him. “And then, I’ll never have to leave your side.” 
“I like the sound of that.” He chuckled as he brought his head down to kiss me. 
It soon got late and the sun was long gone. “Thank you for staying tonight,” I told him. 
Spencer smiled. “You know I love you.”
“Can I ask you something?” I asked.
“Anything,” he promised.
“What rules did Aunt Megan lay down for you yesterday?” I wondered.
“Oh, she just said that she wanted to stay with you last night, and that she’d let me stay tonight. Well, she also took me aside and said that if I ever did anything to hurt you again, she’d make me regret it, but I try to ignore that. I don’t ever plan on leaving you again.”
“She said that to you?” I questioned angrily.
“As I said yesterday, she was just being a parent,” he said in her defense. 
I sighed, looking out at the pitch-black night. Spencer gently squeezed my hand in his and said, “You know, you said that you want to help people, and have that be your career…I am so sorry that I wasn’t there to help you.”
I sighed. 
“Sydney…I don’t think you will ever be able to compare to the pain I feel…I am so angry with myself. It kills me inside to know that this has been going on for years…it kills me.”
“Spencer,” I said. “You have helped me. You saved me. If you wouldn’t have come that night, I wouldn’t be here. I’d be gone forever. Don’t blame yourself for the things that happened to me. It’s not your fault…and by the way, thank you, for everything,” I whispered, messing with his hair with my free hand.
“You’re welcome.” He leaned down to kiss me once more, and for the first time in weeks, I slept free of nightmares. 
 
 
 


Chapter 16
HOME
 
 
The next week was unfortunately slow, even though Spencer came to see me almost every day. Jacquie had let me know that she and Annie had won the talent show, and I told her that I was proud of them.
During the middle of my second and final week at the hospital, Spence only came to see me one day because he had to clean the house for his grandparents who would be coming soon. 
It was mid-May, and I was able to leave the hospital and go back to the farm. Spencer picked me up that afternoon, and I was happier than ever to hold him in my arms again. 
Walking out to his car, Spencer kept one arm close and securely around my waist as I leaned into his side for support. I was super sore, especially since I had been lying in a hospital bed for two weeks.
When I got back to the farm, Spencer held my hand as we walked inside. I looked at the house and smiled. It finally could be my personal heaven on earth. 
“Surprise!” my friends screamed as we entered the living room. I was speechless. Streamers and different colored balloons were covering every inch of the room. “Taking Chances” by Celine Dion was playing, and a big, blue banner with green letters read, “Welcome home, Sydney!”
“Welcome home,” Spencer whispered in my ear as he kissed my cheek. 
“Wow,” was all I could say. 
Jacquie came up to me and hugged me as tightly as she could. 
“I missed you so much, Syd,” she said to me.
“I missed you too, Jacqs…um…ow.” She was hugging me really tightly, and it hurt. 
“Oh, sorry,” she said, letting go of me and smiling shyly. 
“Did you know about this?” I eyed Spencer suspiciously.
“Of course.” He chuckled. “Jacqs and I thought of the idea.”
“When did you do all this?” I asked him.
“Do you remember when I said that I couldn’t visit you because I was cleaning my house?”
I nodded.
“I wasn’t exactly cleaning my house,” he admitted. “I was cleaning yours.” He smiled my favorite smile. 
For the rest of the night, we had a little party. There was food and drinks and movies. It was nice to be with all of my friends again. I had finally won the fight. The farm was finally my home. 
 
* * *
 
At school on Monday, a lot of people came up to me and asked how I was feeling. I told them that I was fine. Also, people wanted to sign the cast that would be on my arm for another three weeks. I also had to walk with a leg brace on my left leg, but no one could really see it under my baggy jeans, and I didn’t have to participate in P.E. for the rest of the school year. 
Tuesday after school, Spencer stayed the night at my house for the last time before Aunt Megan, Lillian, Rebecca, and I would officially be living at the farm together. Lillian and Rebecca were at Aunt Megan’s house in downtown Shabbona, and Maddie was in a rehabilitation center for the week until a decision could be made as to the duration of her stay. 
“Do you know what’s going on next Saturday?” Spencer asked as we sat on the queen-sized bed up in my room. 
“Um…no. What’s going on next Saturday?” I asked. 
“Well, I want to take you to it, but I want to know if you’ll feel alright going. I don’t want you to feel like you have to go,” he said.
“What is it?” I asked.
“Prom,” he replied.
“Oh.”
“Yeah. I was wondering if you’d like to go with me.” 
“Yeah. I’d love to go.” 
“Are you sure you’ll be okay?” he asked, cautiously. I saw him look at my arm in its cast and my leg in a brace.
“Yeah. I’ll be fine,” I said. 
“Okay. Well, you might want to tell Jacquie. She and Annie are going dress shopping tomorrow, and they want you to come. It’s last minute because they didn’t have any time to go before hand.”
“Alright.”
I called Jacquie and told her that I’d be going shopping with her and Annie the following day. She was ecstatic, and told me that Emily, who had become Dean’s girlfriend when I was in the hospital, would be joining as well. 
 
* * *
 
Saturday came around, and though I had started to worry about Prom, it turned out to be a great time. Being with Spencer had made the whole ordeal even better. Though, while we stood in line for the Grand March, I saw someone that I hadn’t expected to see. Matt was there with his new fiancée, Belle Spickerman. I’d seen her around school, but I’d never known who she was until then. Spencer told me Belle was his ex-girlfriend, and I realized that she was the girl Matt had talked about the day we went Homecoming dress shopping. Belle had cheated on Spencer with Matt…just like Spencer thought I had done…Matt proposed two weeks prior, and they were planning to get married sometime the following year. I sighed as they walked away, wondering what their engagement would lead to...
 
* * *
 
After Prom, Spencer and I were invited to a party at Jacquie’s, but Spencer said he wanted to be alone with me that night, so we went over to his house instead.
We lay next to each other on his bed, talking. Spencer had changed out of his tux and into jeans and an unbuttoned white shirt. I changed out of my dress into jean shorts and a T-shirt. My hair was still in the roll bun, only because Spencer said that it looked really pretty that way. 
I lay next to him, resting my head gently on his bare chest. 
“Do you think you made the right choice, coming to Prom tonight?” he asked, stroking my hair lightly, making sure not to mess it up. 
“Yes,” I replied.
It was silent for a moment before Spencer said, “I want to know how you feel…about…me.” He whispered. “You already know how I feel. I’m completely in love with you, but…I just want to know exactly how you feel.” 
I thought about it for a minute. I thought he already knew how I felt. I slowly lifted my head off of his chest, and turned to face him. 
“I love you with all of my heart, Spencer. I know that it may sound stupid…but…you’re the only person I’ve ever loved…and…I want it to stay that way,” I confessed. “I’m in love with you, Spence, and I always will be. Don’t ever doubt that.” I stroked his chest lightly with my fingertips and smiled.
He leaned slowly toward me and brought his lips to mine. He kissed me much differently than he had before. There was a new feeling to the way his soft, warm lips moved with mine. It wasn’t eagerness; it wasn’t happiness, yet he was happy. It was definitely our indescribable love for each other.  
Many questions were answered that night; questions about our relationship, and our love for one another. Spencer and I were more than happy about the way things had turned out in our lives. 
We were in love with each other, we would be able to stay with each other forever, and most importantly, Spencer had saved my life by clearing Michael out forever. Seventeen years of hard work had finally paid off. I could live in peace with my friends, family, and the most amazing man that I could ever ask for. I could finally count on being able to help people for the rest of my life. Taking chances had finally brought joy and peace into my life. I wondered where it would lead me next.…
 
 
 


Epilogue
FREE
 
 
I took a deep breath as the judge let me sit back down next to Lillian, Rebecca, Aunt Megan, Maddie and Spencer. Sitting up next to the judge as a witness was almost like being interrogated. Spencer took my hand in his as soon as I sat down, calming me somewhat. But there was still one decision to be made: How long would Michael serve? 
The court deliberated while I sat in complete silence and terror. What if they don’t lock him up for very long? I thought to myself. What if he comes back? 
The judge sent us out of the room and said we’d be called back when a decision was made.
“Sydney, calm down. You’re shaking like crazy.” Spencer took my hand, in an effort to stop my fingers from tapping anxiously on the arms of my chair. 
“I’m sorry,” I said. 
“You know they’re going to lock him up for a while,” he told me.
“But what if they don’t?” I whispered. Spencer sighed, and I guessed he didn’t have an answer for that. They called us back a while later and the courtroom was filled with anxious people awaiting the judgment.
“Has the jury reached a verdict?” the judge asked.
“Yes, your honor.”
“And your verdict is…?”
I looked over at the jury members as a small tear of fear rolled down my cheek.
“We find the defendant guilty of child endangerment and attempted murder.” 
I trembled at the word murder, but I already knew that…but for how long? I waited impatiently; time was moving so slowly.
The judge nodded. “And according to the law of the state of Illinois, the defendant will serve up to ten years in prison for child endangerment, and up to thirty years for attempted murder. “
I smiled. Thirty years. By the time he was out, I would be gone. I would be off with my own life, living without fear. 
I looked up at Spencer and smiled. I was finally free. 
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