CHAPTER ONE

At the age of seventeen, Jessica Lee Thomas felt as though she’d lived a million lifetimes. She slipped on a jean jacket, reached for her duffel bag, and quickly surveyed her room. Her eyes lingered for a brief moment on the stuffed tiger her father gave her so many years ago. She glanced at her alarm clock. It was ten o’clock and Ray would be home from work soon. She had to leave now, while she still had the nerve.

She tiptoed down the staircase of their modest Huntington Beach home, holding her breath as she passed through the hallway and stepped into the living room. She tried not to wake her mother, who had passed out hours ago on the couch. Jessica could hear her snoring, but just as she reached the front door, her mother began to stir.

“Is that you, Jesse?” she slurred and rubbed her puffy eyes.

“Yes, Momma. Go back to sleep.” Jessica stood at the doorway, her hand on the doorknob and her heart in her throat.

“Are you going out?” she asked, trying unsuccessfully to sit up.

Jessica dropped her duffel bag on the quarry-tiled floor in the foyer, grabbed the throw off the back of Ray’s recliner and rushed over to the couch. “I’m just getting some fresh air, Momma. Try to sleep,” she said and covered her with the throw. “Don’t forget, you have to get up early tomorrow for your check up.”

Liza lovingly stroked her only child’s cheek. “Don’t you stay out too long, baby. You know how crazy Ray gets when you’re out late at night.”

Ray. She shuddered at the sound of his name. If only Liza had the strength to kick the son of a bitch out, or better yet, if she’d never married him at all. But Jessica knew Liza had been devastated when Jessica’s father died four years ago. And ever since, she hid in a bottle of Vodka, letting Jessica fend for herself.

Heartbroken and unable to find comfort from her mother, Jessica turned to Joe Patterson, a boy she’d met at the In and Out on Garfield Street.

She remembered how hot that evening had been as the Santa Ana winds blew through town, making the five-minute walk unbearable. Wrapped in a blanket of heat, she pushed herself forward, while each step seemed to melt right into the sidewalk. Just a few more feet, she told herself, and then she would be inside, where the cool comfort of air conditioning would revive her. When she reached the front door, she barely had enough energy to push it open. Drenched in sweat, she stood in front of the AC vent, letting the cool air blow across her face and through her hair. It felt heavenly and she didn’t want to move.

“Next.” She heard the cashier call out and realized she was holding up the line. Wearing a turquoise halter top and denim shorts, she sauntered up to the counter to place her order.

Joe’s eyes lit up as she surveyed the menu above his head. “Hi, what can I get you?” he asked with a broad smile, showing off a perfect set of teeth as she leaned against the counter. His cap tilted sideways on top of his dark curly hair with the ends bleached from the sun. His six foot three frame towered over Jessica and he had a deep Southern California tan. His thoughtful green eyes penetrated hers as she tried to remember what she came in to order.

“I’ll have a number three with a Coke, a regular burger, and a Sprite,” she said as trickles of sweat dripped down along her neckline and in between her budding breasts. She watched him carefully prepare her order. With his back to her, she noticed how nicely his uniform fit over his broad shoulders, narrowing at the waist as they tucked into his black pants. And for the first time in her life, Jessica had the beginnings of a crush.

He handed her the order, and as she turned to leave he said, “Come back again, that is if you live around here.”

She smiled into his eyes. “I live just a few blocks away, on Adams.”

“Cool, maybe we can go surfing sometime.”

“I don’t surf.”

“I can teach you. I’m usually down at the pier every day at three after school,” he said, motioning for the elderly couple behind Jessica to step up to the counter.

Jessica didn’t respond and headed toward the exit as Joe took the order from the couple and watched as she slipped out the door and back into the early evening heat. When she got home, her mom was gone, and Jessica sat alone at the kitchen table, gobbling down her burger, and thinking about the cute guy she’d just met. She studied for awhile before turning the television on and watched Blind Date for a few minutes, but nothing seemed to interest her, so she went to bed, hoping that her mom was okay and would be home soon.

Around two a.m., Jessica woke to the sound of hushed voices. She strained to make out the voice of the man in her living room. She inched toward the door, opening it just a crack, and heard her mom giggling. A quick shiver ran through her and she went back to bed. Damn her! Her father had only been gone for a few months and she couldn’t believe that Liza carried on this way.

She fell back into an unsettled sleep, and when she woke up, she found a strange man sitting at the kitchen table, reading the morning paper, and sipping coffee while her mother was actually fixing breakfast.

“Good morning, baby. Why don’t you sit down and have some breakfast.” Liza smiled for the first time in months.

“No thanks, I’m gonna be late for school, if I don’t get going.” She kissed her mother’s cheek and gave Ray a cold glance.

“Jesse, this is Ray. My friend.”

“Hi,” she said in a low voice as she poked her head in the refrigerator, pulled out a carton of orange juice, and poured it into a glass.

“Well, hi there, young lady. Your ma’s told me quite a bit about you,” he said with a crafty smile. He was a big man, with a receding hairline, and bushy eyebrows. His fingers were as thick as sausage links and Jessica wondered how he managed to turn the pages of the newspaper without having a problem.

“You really should eat something, Jesse,” Liza said as she wiped her hands on her apron. Her hair combed neatly into a bun and she wore a brand new dress.

Jessica quickly gathered up her books, avoiding her mother’s eyes. “I have to run, Momma. I’ll see you after school.” And out the kitchen door she went, tears welling up inside, ready to spill over and water her books. How could she do this so soon after daddy’s death?

Jessica returned from school to an empty house. She dropped her books down on the table, and opened the window to rid the kitchen of the bacon smell, still lingering from this morning’s breakfast. She saw the note on the refrigerator door, secured with a happy face magnet. Liza would be home late. Jessica tucked the ten-dollar bill Liza left for her to buy dinner with into her pocket and headed down to the pier.

It was only a ten-minute walk to one of Southern California’s most spectacular beaches and as she strolled down Main Street, she peered into the windows of an eclectic array of shops that carried everything from designer wear to the totally outrageous. She stopped by Burger King to see if any of her friends were around before crossing the street to the pier. Dana and her new boyfriend stood outside, engaged in a huge fight. Jessica decided to avoid them.

She walked down to the middle of the pier and watched as the surfers gracefully glided on their boards. The waves were four to five feet high. Just big enough to get some speed going. The sun felt warm. She squinted as it bounced off the cool blue water and peered out towards Catalina. She could hear the gulls calling out to each other above the roar of the waves, and she wished her life would go back to the way it used to be when her dad was alive. She missed him so much; the ache in her heart trickled through her entire body and she felt numb. She held onto the railing and closed her eyes, the tears stinging as they forced their way through her lids.

A gust of wind caught her by surprise, and when she opened her eyes, she saw Joe. He pulled the air as he rode in on a colossal wave. She watched as he skillfully maneuvered his board and merged with the surf. He must’ve seen her too, because instead of paddling back to catch the next wave, he swam toward the beach.

“I’m glad you decided to come,” he called out to her while meandering through the sand in her direction.

“I come here with my friends all the time,” she answered, the wind whipping her blond hair into her face while she quickly wiped her eyes. 

He stopped, and stood just below her, raising his hands to protect his eyes from the sun. “How come I never saw you before?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“I’m sure, I would’ve noticed a pretty girl like you.”

She hoped that he was far enough away not to see she was blushing. She waited while he scaled the stairs two at a time and when he faced her; he gave her the biggest smile she’d ever seen.

After that day, they spent every free moment together, and Joe became her best friend. She opened up her heart to him, and he gave her the comfort she desperately needed. She could tell him anything, and he always seemed to have the right answer or say the right thing. Everything seemed to be going great. She didn’t even mind that her mother spent so much time with Ray. He was at the house so often, it seemed as though he lived there.

One evening, soon after her fourteenth birthday, she came home to find Ray sitting in the recliner and her mother no where in sight.
“Where’s Momma?” she asked and noticed the vacuum cleaner against the wall.

He eyed her up and down before he spoke. “She’s upstairs asleep. Didn’t even finish her house cleaning. I swear that woman can’t hold her liquor.” He jerked the recliner into an upright position, a beer in one hand, and the TV remote in the other.

She couldn’t stand the sight of him and turned to go into the kitchen.


“Jessica, I know I’m not your daddy, but I feel that I have some rights here.” He stood up, put his bottle of beer down on the coffee table and swaggered toward her. “I don’t think you should be wearing those shorts. You can practically see your rear end.”

She could smell the liquor on him as he drew closer, and she felt like she was going to vomit. “I just came from the beach, Ray. What should I be wearing? An overcoat?”

“Don’t you sass me, young lady. I told you, I have some rights here, and once I marry your momma, I’ll make sure that you dress suitable for your age.”

She glared at him and wagged her finger in his face. “You’re right, Ray. You’re not my daddy, and I’ll never accept you as part of this family.”

“Why you little bitch,” he said, slapping her hand away and staggered sideways.

She pushed past him and flew up to her bedroom, slammed the door and cried herself to sleep. Things just seemed to get worse after that, and by the time she turned fifteen, Ray and her mother had gotten married. Her mother’s drinking continued, and seemingly oblivious to what was going on around her.

Jessica did everything she could to stay out of Ray’s path and found a part time job after school, saving her money for the day that she would break free from the hell her life had become. She planned to finish high school, but Ray was becoming harder to handle, and she wasn’t sure that she would be able to stand it much longer.

For two long years, she put up with the grouchy bastard and his rude comments, but his mistreatment of Liza and what happened last night, finally gave her the courage to leave. She cringed as she thought about what almost took place.

She’d been studying all evening in her room and decided to take a shower before going to bed. While smoothing body lotion on after her shower, Jessica heard someone jiggling the doorknob. She wrapped a towel around herself and opened the door to find Ray standing there, glassy eyed, with a stupid smirk plastered on his face.

“My, my, aren’t we all nice and clean.” He leaned against the doorway rubbing the stubble on his chin.

“I thought you were my mother.”

“Do I look like a drunken old broad?” He shoved his way into the bathroom and began to tug at her towel.

“Stop it, Ray,” she said, annoyed and shifted away from him. His fingers touched the

softness of her towel and as she tried to escape from his grip, the towel fell open, partially revealing her breasts. He blocked the doorway with his large frame and looked at her with a wild hunger in his eyes.

Her face quivered with fear. “Momma!” she screamed and pulled the towel tight around her body.

“Your momma can’t hear you. She’s downstairs, out cold as usual.”

Her eyes pleaded as he pulled her to him, trying to kiss her while she squirmed to get free. 

“Come on, now. I’m not going to hurt you. I—”

She spit in his face and his eyes grew dark as he let her go. He raised his hand to strike 

her, but she shoved him with all of her might into the wall, and managed to get away. She ran into her bedroom, and locked the door behind her, waiting until she heard his footsteps descending the staircase before she got into bed. She trembled so hard, she could hear her teeth banging together.

She tried, but she couldn’t sleep, and the hours until daylight, seemed like an eternity. And in the morning, as the first shimmer of light pierced through the mini blinds of her bedroom window, Jessica quietly got dressed, and instead of going to school, she went to see Joe to tell him she was leaving town.
