

[image: Cover image of the book Heart over Brain]






For myself


Because I can do it
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Content Note


This story contains strong language, violence, crime, sexual content,


references to parental neglect, and topics that may be sensitive to some


readers.










1 | Friday Evening




- - - ♡ - - -





I AM NOT a pervert.


Yes, I live across the street from the local prison and can see the building, the cell tract, and some of the windows from my living room. Yes, I own an amateur telescope – for watching the stars and blurry spots on the moon. And yes, I occasionally point said telescope to things other than the sky, like said windows across the street, but that does not make me a pervert.


I don’t stand there in my living room watching the ongoings with my panties down and rubbing myself. I do not do that. I never would.


I look through the bars of the prison windows every now and then to make sure everything is fine. That the guards are doing their job – surprisingly, they are – and that no inmates are committing some crazy acts of violence – they don’t usually, not really, at least, if you don’t count the occasional fistfight.


I’m not a pervert. I’m cautious. I do live across the street from a prison, after all.


Maybe I am a little bit strange, but not much stranger than my 70+ neighbors downstairs who watch other people all day, every day. Sometimes with binoculars, in broad daylight, and then rant about what they have seen to everyone who doesn’t run away fast enough.


If I happen to watch, say, a guy who’s a little bit hot through the bars in the east corner cell with a face I just can’t look away from and the body of a model, I think nothing more of it as if I were passing the same guy on the street. Hey, looks handsome, moving on to daily business – nothing more.


So, not a pervert.


I don’t need to explain myself. Why should I? God knows what everybody else is doing when alone at home.


Then why the hell can’t I stop thinking of excuses for an argument I will never have? Why am I trying to justify my behavior? I’ve never told anybody I do this, not even my best friend Elly. No one knows, no one will ever ask me to explain myself.


I step away from the telescope with a long sigh and rub my tired eyes. They are dry and hurt because I’ve been staring for too long.


He’s not there tonight anyway. I’m putting myself through this moral dispute for nothing.


He isn’t there, staring out the window of his cell and brooding the night away like every other day since he transferred in a few weeks ago.


Not that I’ve looked at him every day since then. I haven’t – just sometimes. After all, I have a life and friends and real, normal hobbies.


I slide down onto the couch next to the telescope at the buzzing of my phone. My friends are out tonight, and Elly keeps bombarding me with pictures of things that I’ve missed out on by staying home – fancy drinks, Joe who’s back in town, a blurry snap of a guy who is “totally my type”.


I roll my eyes.


He’s not my type because he isn’t behind bars.


God, I am a pervert. And strange and gross and good that I didn’t go out with my friends because I’m such a weirdo, and I shouldn’t interact with normal people. I should be put in a closed room too.


My cat, Elvis, jumps onto my lap and purrs. I absentmindedly scratch his ear and scroll through the group chat, ignoring the TV as it reruns my favorite show until –


BOOM.


The cat runs. The windows wobble. My breath catches.


Sitting tensely, I listen for something more, but nothing happens. For a long time, nothing.


I get up from the couch, step back to the window, and look out. Still nothing.


Everything is perfectly peaceful. The trees in the yard are standing still, their branches weighed down by the last bits of the melting snow. The dark road towards the house is full of cars that are not allowed to park there, like every Friday night. The prison building is still grey and unwelcoming, the fence is tall and thick and high.


There’s not a living soul in sight on the street.


Maybe it’s just the teens in the neighborhood playing a prank again? I hate them passionately, although I’m only a handful of months older than them.


I shake my head and fall back onto the couch.


“I love you,” the girl on the TV tells her inhuman lover with a tear-streaked face. They kiss passionately, and I’m instantly fully immersed in their supernatural drama instead of doing what I should be doing – studying for my life-defining exam on Monday morning.


The scene is still running when the first blue and red lights blink through the window behind me. They infiltrate my stuffy living room, casting eerie shadows.


I stand up again to look out.


Police cars and fire trucks pull up in the parking lot in front of the prison building. A lot, maybe all of them and more. The outside is blinking and swirling, but what exactly is going on I can’t see, not even with my telescope, because the fence is in the way.


My hands start to tremble. Am I scared? Excited? I can’t tell.


I open the window, maybe I can hear something. Car doors open and close, the wind howls, nothing more. No sirens, no yells, no talking.


Strange.


Maybe this has nothing to do with the boom? It’s not the first time all hell’s broken loose for nothing. Mostly it’s just a practice routine, rarely a false alarm, but hardly ever a real emergency. In the three years I’ve lived next to the prison, nothing has ever happened there.


Maybe because it’s only a small, local prison. Crimes more serious than robbery or fraud are punished elsewhere. There is no high-security tract here, no murderers – supposedly. I researched this thoroughly when moving in, which was a waste of time as I couldn’t afford to rent in a better part of the city. I would have moved in even if Jack the Ripper himself was my neighbor.


I close the window and check if the front door is properly locked. It is. I wouldn’t want any criminals accidentally seeking refuge with me.


I should maybe go and find my cat to calm the little monster down, but on my second step through the long hallway, I turn around. I throw a jacket over my hoodie, put on slippers, and am out the door before the normal, logical part of my brain can stop me.


I jog down the hundred thousand stairs – the elevator hasn’t been working for weeks – run out of the building, around the house, and down the street along the prison fence.


My brain cells start to work eventually when I realize that I’m the only one of my usually nosy neighbors outside.


I shouldn’t be here. I shouldn’t be doing this. This is more than healthy curiosity. If truly something bad has happened in the prison, I might be in danger.


I step closer to the wall, trying to hear better. But there is still nothing. However, people are definitely doing something. I hear footsteps, rustling, and a lot of noise that sounds quite alarming, but nobody is talking.


What the hell?


Why isn’t anybody talking? This is seriously weird.


I step back from the wall, look it up and down, but up close I can see even less than from my living room window. Uncertainly, I shift my weight from one leg to the other.


I can’t decide whether to keep hunting for excitement down here, trying to hear something after all, or to go back to my telescope, trying to see the events.


The wind picks up, and I shiver. The skin on my legs freezes beneath my leggings.


Telescope it is.


I step back, and –


Suddenly the ground is closer to my face than my feet. Pain sparks in my knees. I yelp in confusion.


“Watch out!” someone snaps at me.










2 | A Handsome Ghost


- - - ♡ - - -


THE VOICE IS rough, deep, manly. Could belong to a rock singer who smokes a pack of cigarettes a day.


“Shit!” I hear. Footsteps, some rustling. “Are you okay?” the voice says again, a bit softer. A hand wraps around my arm and pulls me up.


Standing, more confused than ever, it takes me a moment to realize that the person belonging to the voice had knocked me off my feet and helped me up again.


Then I stare.


And stare and stare and stare.


“You – okay?” he says.


“Yes,” I gasp.


No, I’m definitely not. I must have hit my head pretty hard too because it isn’t possible that the guy standing in front of me is – is –


Is unmistakably the same one who should be sitting in the east corner cell and brooding the night away.


Or he has an identical twin.


Haha. Nice one, brain.


“Are you sure? You look a bit – pale,” he says.


No shit. I must look like I’m staring at a ghost. A rather handsome ghost. With an angular chin, an adorable mole on his left cheek, and blond hair that, from close up, is quite obviously not naturally that color and in dire need of some professional attention.


He nervously glances up and down the street, his tall, broad shoulders are turned as if he’s ready to flee, and his too large hands hover somewhere between us like he expects me to keel over any second now.


I just might.


Something rustles behind the fence, and he obviously remembers his situation. Which is –


“Hey, do you live around here? I’ll take you home to make sure you’re okay,” he says, and, before I know it, his hand lands on my back, forcing me to move.


“Y-You –” I try.


“Can’t be careful enough, right?”


“I-I am –”


“Oh, and would you mind lending me your phone for a bit? Just one call, and you’ll get it back. Promise.”


I stare up at him and don’t know what to say. He flashes me a painfully faked smile, his eyes still nervously scanning the dark surroundings.


I should yell and scream and tell the police just inside the fence that the man they’re looking for is right here. I should run, I should knock him over, I should – do something, anything.


“I know who you are,” my glorious brain decides on.


“What?” He startles. His eyes snap at me and stay there, for the first time. We stop, but his hand remains where it is – burning a hole in my back.


“I mean, I don’t know who you are, but I know,” I say. “You can drop the act.”


What the hell am I doing? I’m not just a pervert and a weirdo, I’ve absolutely lost my mind. I’m rock bottom crazy, absolutely bananas, in dire need of a white hug-myself-jacket.


“What?” he repeats. His brows furrow in confusion.


“I mean…” The rest of the sentence dies on my tongue. What do I mean? I stare at him, and he stares back at me, and I don’t know anymore. I don’t know anything anymore. I’m a brain-dead bundle of hormones.


“N-Never mind.” I point randomly around. “That way. It’s that way.”


He nods and pushes me forward, looking back over his shoulder, at the trees, at the single streetlamp lighting the way, anywhere but me. “The phone call?”


“What? Oh, yeah.” I pat myself down – I actually pat myself down – looking for the phone. “I left it upstairs.” I did. I left it on the table in the living room, wouldn’t have needed to look for it to know.


“Okay.”


We go around the house, enter through the creaking door, and walk up the stairs to my flat. “What were you doing outside?” he asks, obviously feeling instantly better now that we’re off the street. His voice has changed slightly. It’s a notch higher and louder. His shoulders relax. He removes the arm from my back, and I feel the cold space it leaves behind.


“I – ah – taking a walk,” I say. Not running into the arms of my mental breakdown, no, not at all. I fumble for my keys as we reach my door. “You?” I ask innocently.


“Me? Uhm, too. Just a walk.”


I laugh. The sound explodes out of me. I can’t help it. There’s just so much tension. “You’re a terrible liar.”


“I am not. Lying, I am – uh.” He’s fishing for words. He doesn’t know how to deal with this situation either. It gives me a ridiculous burst of courage. If he planned to do something horrible to me, he wouldn’t act like this, would he? And he helped me up, if he planned to murder me, he wouldn’t have done that. Probably.


I open the door and let him in.


He steps carefully inside, his gaze drifting between the hallway, the closed doors left and right, and everything else in between, I, of course, haven’t cleaned up, because I would have never ever expected to have a guy at my place just like that.


“So… your name?” I say, kicking a pair of shoes away before he can trip over them.


“Hm? – uhm –uh – Max.”


He says it like a question, and I raise my eyebrow at him. “See? Terrible liar.”


His eyes snap to mine and I’m caught. I freeze involuntarily.


They are blue. His eyes, they are blue. I can see them now, up close in proper light. The palest ice blue. Cautious and guarded and searching mine for something. And – my mind might be playing tricks on me, but – is that adorable pink shade a blush spreading on his cheeks?


“Uhm. Phone?” he says slowly, after a long moment in which neither of us moved. He brushes a hand over the few stubbles on his chin.


“S-Sure.” I turn. Strangely disappointed. I fetch the device from the living room, but on my way back to him, I stop short.


He is wearing the prison shirt. Jeans and a black leather jacket, but beneath it, definitely the grey prison shirt. I’ve seen it through my telescope many times before.


That sight rattles something awake inside of me. A sense of reality.


He broke out of prison.


He is a criminal who’s broken out of prison, and now he is standing in my hallway, waiting for my phone to call someone – probably an accomplice – to help him disappear off the face of the earth.


I gulp. Stare at the phone, at the dark display. My hand trembles.


I should call the police.


“Everything okay?” he says.


I look up at him.


He doesn’t see it.


He looks at me like he is genuinely concerned that he has somehow hurt me by accidentally knocking me over during his escape, that I need someone to take care of me now and he is ready to take responsibility.


But not like he is worried that I know he is a criminal and could call the police. Although I’ve basically already told him, he doesn’t see it. He doesn’t notice my unease.


Talk about being delusional. Maybe it’s not just me that’s a weirdo?


“I know –” I start to say. Need a breath, then try again. “I know you just – you broke out of prison.”


There. I’ve said it.


I hold my breath and look at him.


His face changes slowly as the words register. Then he looks nothing like the guy who was concerned about my well-being just a moment ago. Maybe that guy had been a lie all along.


His face becomes dark and dangerous. His ice-blue eyes are – ice. Hard, unwelcoming ice without a hint of compassion.


“I see,” he says. “That’s too bad.”


His voice hits the very low key, like a villain in a superhero movie.


It sends a shudder up my spine, and my hormones finally give way, allowing my brain to take over. This is a terrible situation. I need to do something. I glimpse towards the kitchen – he catches on too quickly. He is in and back before I can take one step. The knife I was going to get raised high in the air between us.


Panic.


I fall backwards like a brick.


Fight or flight?


Nope, not me. I do door number three. I faint.
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