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AN ANGRY RAP SHOOK THE MOTEL ROOM DOOR.
I lay perfectly still on the mattress, my skin hot and clammy.
Beside me, Reed drew my body to his.

So much for ten minutes, I thought.

I tried not to cry as | nestled my face into the warm curve of
Reed’s neck. My mind absorbed every detail, carefuﬂy retaining
this moment so I could play itback fora long, long time after they
took me away.

I had a wild impulse to flee with him. An alley flanked the
motel, visible from the room they kept me in. Details like where
Reed and I would hide and how we'd keep from ending up at the
bottom of the Delaware River with cement blocks strapped to our
feet kept me from acting on that impulse.

The knock grew louder. Bending his head close to mine, Reed



breathed deepiy. He was trying to remember me, too.

“The room is probabiy bugged.” He spoke so softly, I almost
mistook the sound for a sigh. “Have they told you where they're
tal(ing you?”

I shook my head from side to side, and his face, which was
crisscrossed with cuts, and swollen at the Cheekbones, fell. “Yeah,
me either”

Because his body was also bruised, he rolled ginger]y onto his
knees, searching along the headboard. He opened the nightstand
drawer and fanned the pages of the Gideon Bible. He looked
under the mattress.

Nothing. But of course they’d bugged the room. They didn’t
trust us not to talk about that night, even though my testimony
was the last thing on my mind. After everything rd agreed to do
for them, they couldn’t give me ten minutes, ten private minutes,
with my boyfriend before they dragged us apart.

“Are you mad at me?” I couldn’t help whispering. He was in
this mess because of me—because of my mom. It was trouble
with her that had effectively ruined his life and future. How could
he not resent me even a little? His hesitation made me feel a deep,
limitless anger toward my mom.

Then he said, “Don't” Softiy, but ﬁrrniy. “Don'’t say that. Noth-
ing’s changed. We're going to be together. Not now, but soon.”

My relief came quick and sure. I shouldn’t have doubted him.
Reed was the one. He loved me, and had proven once again that I
could count on him.

A key scraped the lock.
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“My avatar is ‘Phillies,” Reed whispered urgentiy in my ear. I
met his eyes. In the seconds that foﬂowed, we shared an unspoken
conversation. With one slight nod, I told him I understood.

Then I threw my arms around him so tightly I heard the breath
go out of him. I released him just as Deputy Marshal Price thrust
open the door. Two black Buick sedans idled in the parking lot
behind him.

He gianced between us. “Time to go.”

A second deputy, one I didn't recognize, led Reed out. With
one backward giance, Reed held me in his gaze. He tried to smile,
but only one side of his mouth turned up. He was nervous. My
heart began to pound. This was it. Last chance to run.

“Reed!”I called out. But he was aiready inside the car. I couldn’t
see his face behind the tinted giass. The car turned out of the lot
and accelerated. Ten seconds later I'd lost sight of it. That's when
my heart reaﬂy started to pound. This was actuaﬂy happening.

I squeezed my suitcase handle hard between my ﬁngers. I
wasn't ready. I couldn't leave the only place I knew. My friends,
my house, my school—and Reed. I was almost positive I was in
love with him.

“First step's aiways the hardest,” Deputy Marshal Price said,
coaxing me outside by the elbow. “Look at it this way. You get to
start life fresh, reinvent yourseif. Dor't think about the trial now.
You won't have to see Danny Balando for months, maybe years.
His attorneys will tie this case up in knots. I've seen the defense
delay trial with excuses ranging from a lost E-ZPass to traffic on

the Schuy]ki]l Expressway.”
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“Delay?” I echoed.

“Delays lead to acquittals. General rule. But not this time. With
your testimony, Danny Balando is going to prison.” He squeezed
my shoulder with conviction. “The jury will believe you. He’s fac-
ing life without parole, and it’s going to stick.”

“He'll stay in jaﬂ through the trial?” I asked uneasﬂy.

“Held without bail. He can’t get to you.”

Holed upina safe house for the past seventy-two hours while
I waited for my mother’s drug dealer to be arraigned on a first-de-
gree murder charge and multiple counts of drug possession and
trachking, I'd felt like a prisoner.

The last three days, a pair of U.S. marshals had guarded me
at all times. Two in the morning, another set during the day, and
two more for the night shift. I was not allowed to either make
or receive phone calls. All electronics had been confiscated. I was
provided a wardrobe of ill-matching pieces a deputy had grabbed
from my closet at home. And now, as a key witness in a federal
criminal case that was going to trial, since Danny Balando had
pleaded not guilty to the charges, I was about to be transferred to
my final penitentiary. Whereabouts unknown.

“Where are you taking me?” I asked.

Price cleared his throat. “Thunder Basin, Nebraska” There
was the faintest note of apology in his tone, which told me all T
needed to know. It was a crap deal. T was helping them putawaya
dangerous criminal, and in return, they were banishing me from
civilization.

“And Reed?”

4 BECCA FITZPATRICK



“You know I can’t tell you where he’s going.”

“He’s my boyﬁiend.”

“This is how we keep witnesses safe. I know it isn't easy on you,
but we're doing our job. Got you the ten minutes you asked for.
Had to jump through alotof hoops. Last thing the judge wants is
for one of you to influence the other’s testimony.”

I was being forced to leave my boy‘friend, and he wanted a
thank-you?

“What about my mom?” Straightforward, no emotion.

Price rolled my suitcase to the rear of the Buick, carefuﬂy
avoiding my eyes. “Headed to rehab. I can't tell you where, but if
she works hard, she’ll be ready to join you at the end of summer”

“We both know I don’t want that, so let’s not piay this game.”

Wiseiy, Price let it drop.

Tt wasn't dawn yet, and I was already hotand sticky in my shorts
and tank. I wondered how Price could be comfortable in jeans
and a iong—sleeved shirt. I didn’t look at the gun in the holster
over his shoulder, but I felt its presence. Tt was a reminder that the
danger wasn't over. I wasn't sure it ever would be.

Danny Balando wouldn't stop searching for me. He was in jaii,
but the rest of his drug cartel was roaming free. Any one of them
could be paid to do his bidding. His only hope was to hunt me
down and kill me before I could testify.

Price and I siipped into the Buick, and he handed me a pass-
port with a name that wasn’t mine.

“You can’t come back, Stella. Not ever.”

I touched my ﬁngertips to the window. As we drove out of
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Phiiadelphia in the predawn hours, we passed a bakery. A boy in
an apron ran a broom across the doorstep. I thought he might
glance up, and pause to watch me until T was out of sight, but he
kept at his work. No one knew I was 1eaving.

That was the point.

The streets were empty and shiny black with fresh rain. I lis-
tened to the water rush under the tires and tried to not lose it
completely. This was home. This was the only place I knew. Leav-
ing it felt like giving up something as vital as air. Suddenly I asked
myself if T could do this.

“My name’s not Stella,” I ﬁnaﬂy said.

“Normaﬂy, we let witnesses keep their first name, but yours is
unusual,” Price explained. “We're ta_king an extra precaution. Your
old and new names sound similar, which should help you adjust.
We gave you the same initials, which should also heip.”

Stella Gordon. Stell-a, Stell-a, Stell-a. I repeated the new name
in my head until the syﬂables locked together. I hated the name.

The Buick sped up, merging onto the interstate. Soon, I saw
signs for the airport, and at that moment, a fierce ache gripped
my chest. My ﬂight left in four hours. I was having a hard time
breathing; the air refused to go in—it pushed down on me like
something solid. I wiped my paims on my thighs.

This didn't feel like a new beginning. I craned my neck to keep
the 1ights of Phi]ly in view. As the car left them in the distance, I

felt like my life was coming to an end.
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