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Bruce Thompson

Natanville

“IT’S GONNA BE OKAY, little one,” I whispered, pressing my face to hers, wrapping her cold body in my arms with every ounce of strength I had left.

My choked voice betrayed my desperation, even as, by some miracle, my legs kept pumping, carrying us toward the hospital entrance.

“SOMEBODY HELP ME!” I roared. “NOW!”

“Stay calm!” The nurses reached us in seconds, scrambling to help. “What happened?” A woman’s voice cut through.

“She was attacked!” My voice started to crack.

The crowd around us swelled fast, all of them eager to get a good look at Anny’s pale body slipping from my arms into the medical team’s.

“For God’s sake, help her!” I begged, letting my arms fall limp to my sides.

“What is she to you?” the woman kept asking, but something in my brain just shut off. I could barely breathe. “Get the girl on the gurney. Sir, what’s your relationship?”

“Brother!” The word dragged out of me like it weighed a ton.

“Take this man to the ward,” she ordered, then her long legs started sprinting alongside the gurney carrying Anny.

“No!” I tore free of the hands grabbing me. There were a lot of them, but not enough to hold me back.

“Stay calm!” The nurse tried to ease my panic.

“Get your fucking hands off me!” I shoved him. “Doctor!” I screamed, using the last shred of sanity I had left. “She’s pregnant.” I let it out with a harsh gasp and ran my hands through my hair, still unable to believe this whole fucking nightmare was really happening.

The woman’s lips parted slightly, and for the first time, I managed to meet her eyes. I saw my own desperation reflected back at me. It was bad. We both knew it. There was way too much blood to think otherwise.

The color returned to the doctor’s lips, and she vanished down the hospital corridors, firing orders at the nurses.

“Sir, you’re bleeding.” A short, scrawny nurse was still hovering by my side, tugging at my shirt like that was going to stop me. “You need treatment.”

“The blood isn’t mine.” I let out the breath I’d been holding and jerked away from him.

I wandered aimlessly until I collapsed into one of the padded chairs in the waiting room. I buried my head in my hands, feeling the nosy stares crawling over me while a sharp ache ripped through my chest.

I could have sworn I caught someone out of the corner of my eye hiding their goddamn phone, probably after snapping a picture of me covered in blood. Tomorrow, without a doubt, I’d be the lead story in the fucking town paper. That is if my agent didn’t already know about this and decide to show up in person for a full-blown scandal.

Fuck them all!

Every last one of them can go to hell!

I grabbed my phone and smeared blood across the screen as I dialed the only person who could help my sister. Because right then, I felt as useless as a shattered vase.

The number rang and rang while my mind drifted back to Anny’s amber irises. Remembering the way she had clung to my shirt, looking me in the eyes with that innocence and trust, like she was still my little girl, my baby sister. Like she felt safe.

What she didn’t know was that I hadn’t made it in time to be her hero. I hadn’t been fast enough to protect her, and I would have given my life to change any of it.

“Hello?” A chill ran down my spine. “Bruce?”

The pain, the fear, the worry all swirled together before my eyes, dragging me down into a deep darkness. My eyes burned, and when I heard that voice, I let myself fall apart.

“Mom...”

And for the first time in years, I cried like a child.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1

[image: ]




Josh Mathews

Phoenix Hill

I FLOORED IT, AND THE Camaro ZL1 roared. The car itself was designed to turn heads, built exclusively to make an impact. General Motors had nailed it, crafting a mean-faced, angry machine—the bad boy of cars. Its 648-horsepower engine promised to shake the asphalt while the digital dash lit up the absurdly comfortable interior.

A long, loud horn blast announced the start was coming.

Headlights flooded the entire strip for the straight miles ahead. We held these drag races once or twice a month. On pure, unhinged adrenaline, pairs of cars raced side by side down a straight stretch of one of the city’s main highways, completely deserted. I gunned it again, buzzing with the anticipation of taking on the road in front of me.

Next to me sat Taylor’s car—my best friend and faithful opponent. His tuned Audi TT promised a solid fight. Meanwhile, Jake, our more timid friend, was whipping the crowd into a frenzy, and if there was one thing he was good at, it was driving a crowd wild.

“You ready?” Jake shouted, gesturing wildly to our audience of about fifty people.

Most of the squares milling around were tourists. People who came to Phoenix to see the famous Black Bird or to watch the monthly drag race. In our competition, we timed the start and the total time to cover the straight-line course. Whoever crossed the finish line in the least amount of time won.

The monthly sports racing event was technically illegal. There was no official permit for it to happen. However, there was also nothing, officially, that stopped us from doing it.

Our only, indisputable rules were:

1. Don’t cheat.

2. Never fuck over the competitor next to you—avoid unnecessary accidents.

3. Never leave the track or go near West Curve. That’s a one-way trip you don’t come back from.

4. Have fun above all else.

In other words, don’t, never, and no way meant guaranteed fun.

Rachel, a redhead with long hair and indecent eyes, swayed her sculpted body between our cars, waiting for the perfect moment to rip off her bra and toss it in the air, signaling the start. The girl bit her lip and looked right at me, knowing the party would end soon, but ours was just beginning.

Tonight, I’d be hers. Tomorrow, I had no fucking clue.

I tore my attention away from Rachel, scanning the makeshift dirt arena that held the other competitors.

Six drivers in prepped cars were waiting anxiously for their turn to line up against an opponent. But as always, Taylor and I kicked things off. We were the only residents of Phoenix Hill among the competitors. Only fair.

“Stop before West Curve, got it?” Rachel yelled out the rules in her shrill voice, standing between our cars. “No dirty moves!” she warned. “Bring the cars back in one piece, if you can!” She winked at us and bit those thick lips again, painted a loud, flashy pink.

“Ready to eat my dust, Josh?” Taylor grinned from behind the wheel of his Audi, showing off a mean engine that growled like a caged lion.

I furrowed my brows, holding back a smile and the certainty that I’d win.

“You’re already dead!” He stared at me, thoughtful, over the sharp whine of the engines.

“Not in your dreams!”

“Timers?” Rachel continued the ritual.

“Ready to roll!” Jake confirmed.

“Ready?” Rachel tossed her red hair from side to side and pointed at me. “You! You ready?” I nodded and revved the engine in response, sending a cloud of smoke into the air. “And you? You ready?”

“Born ready, sweetheart!” Taylor answered.

She yanked off her red bra theatrically, twirled it three times over her head, and then hurled the lingerie between the participants.

“GO!” The start was given!

I floored it under a shower of headlights and applause followed by shouted voices, making a sharp racket. The roar of the engine soon drowned out every other sound.

I smiled.

I got excited every single time I started my car. It was like having the world in the palm of my hand. Like the steering wheel was my universe, and my fingers, clenched tight around it, were the godlike power over everything that would happen from then on. My Camaro was a fucking beast. Today, for sure, my one true love.

I sped up, taking the road that blazed ahead of me. Taylor’s Audi TT stayed neck and neck with my Camaro on the straight, empty, foggy road. That didn’t surprise me. I’d prepped every single part of Taylor’s engine myself, and I knew the 6.8-cylinder beast in my Camaro could be beaten by Taylor if he mastered his machine the way I mastered mine. The driver can take his car wherever he wants—toward victory or defeat. There was no truer truth than that.

Taylor shifted gears, making his car scream against the asphalt. Son of a bitch! Still right on my ass. But not for long.

The hair on my arms stood up. My legs trembled for a split second as my heart pounded against my chest. We fought it out on the asphalt for a few seconds, and the final result didn’t surprise me.

Once again, I won.

We looped around the highway and headed back to the spectators, greeted by a wave of shouting.

“You lucky son of a bitch!” Taylor got out of his car smiling and came over to congratulate me.

“One day I’ll let you win.”

“Go to hell!” He looked at the next competitors, and before they could restart the race, Taylor popped his trunk, and several people followed suit.

“Time for the show!” Taylor cranked up the music and turned on the headlights.

“Woo!” Jake tossed me a beer.

I caught it, taking in the small crowd gathering, lost in music, laughter, and talk.

Jake started dancing some weird mix of frevo and breakdance. Still, he was having so much fun it was a pleasure to watch his bizarre ritual.

“Came to congratulate the winner.” Rachel’s warm voice whispered in my ear.

I grabbed her waist and spun her into my arms. I kissed her neck, trailing my lips down to her nape, making her shiver.

“Tonight’s ours, babe.” I touched her lips with my fingers, feeling her soft skin. She looked at me with an almost pornographic gaze that made me smile.

I kissed her hard, full of want and desire, and she kissed back, dirty and sweet. It might be just another night between me and Rachel, but it would be, as always, the best.

I kissed her again and pulled back just to announce:

“NEXT ROUND’S ON ME!” A howl of celebration echoed through the cold night.

“I want to get out of here.” I looked into Rachel’s eyes, and she pouted, and I instantly knew what she wanted.

“Let’s hang out with our friends a little longer, and then it’ll be just us.”

“Your friends,” she whispered, rolling her eyes. I ignored her, knowing that girl was a handful. But what did I care? If there was one universal language, it was sex, and we were both fluent. I had no intention of dating or getting serious with Rachel. I didn’t give a shit that she hated my friends.

“Let’s restart.” Jake turned to me, about to announce the next race, and I raised my beer in response, feeling the cold wind on my skin.

A pleasant numbness settled over me as I looked around. My friends were smiling, talking, making new friends under the gathered headlights. The loud music filled the air, and once again, I saw the simple beauty of life. For all the money I had, I’d never trade this honest gathering of car lovers for some fancy party packed with boring, pretentious assholes who thought before they spoke, afraid of breaking some stupid rule.

I wanted to live well, my way, free. I’d found my place in the world, and I never planned on leaving.

Phoenix Hill was my peace. I just didn’t know that calm was about to be cut short.
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Anny Thompson

A Few Weeks Later

THE COLD, DAMP EARLY morning guided my way down the highway, lit by dim yellow streetlights. The only companions I had were the sound of the wind ricocheting through the trees in the woods and the radio in my car.

Every muscle in my body ached. Like I’d carried my own Impala on my back. Maybe that was my problem—trying to carry a burden heavier than my body could handle. Still, I forced myself to keep going. Trying at all costs to leave behind the anguish that was eating me alive.

A new life! Another chance!

I repeated it in my head the whole way, like a mantra. Denying the truth tattooed on my body.

I gripped the steering wheel hard. I had to try. For Bruce, for my parents, for everyone who loved me.

I squeezed my eyes shut and opened them immediately, trying to shake off the memories. I would never forget the smell of blood—strong, repulsive, sad. I smelled it every night when I slept, and that was the least of my problems.

The nightmares had been fading over time, and I had faith that one day they’d stop for good.

I looked in the rearview mirror, watching the road behind me grow more and more distant, and I realized I’d put all my hope into this radical change I was making. It had to work. I didn’t have any other plan besides this one.

I passed a sign yellowed by time, and at that moment I knew I’d reached my destination.

“Welcome to Phoenix Hill, the land of apples!”

I studied the map Kenny had given me when we met up to settle the rent and pick up the keys. I realized that Phoenix was a small town, with few people—which didn’t mean it was a “small” place in itself. There were miles of woods, rural areas, and deserted streets belonging to the town. If I didn’t find help figuring out where I was, I’d soon be lost, sleeping in my car and showering in the rain.

“God forbid!” After six hours of driving, all I needed was a hot, relaxing shower. “AH!” I grunted, unable to finish the thought when I was caught off guard by a sharp curve that formed a guttural S while I was trying to decipher the weird map Kenny had drawn.

Yes, she drew the map.

Kenny is an old friend of my cousin Megan’s, and it was from that friendship that the perfect opportunity came up for me. She lived in Phoenix Hill with two other friends, and when she decided to study art in the big city, they needed to rent out the house where they lived. They were looking for a tenant, and I needed to get out of Natanville urgently.

When Kenny drew the map, she was radiating a Picasso-style aura, in a version with long, wavy hair and green eyes, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to tell her that lines and doodles don’t make a real map.

I slammed on the brakes, and immediately the fierce screech of a dangerous skid echoed through the air.

I felt a knot in my stomach and a tremor shoot up my spine when I realized how close I’d come to danger. There was no guardrail on the edge of the curve. Another inch and I could have gone flipping off the embankment.

I took a deep breath, trying to stop shaking. How insane!

A few minutes later, I saw a gas station on the left side of the road—extremely red—and found my chance to get my bearings. It was practically empty, except for two truckers chatting lazily in the back of the station.

I parked my car at one of the pumps and immediately noticed that next to the gas station there was a diner and an auto shop, which was, by the way, closing.

Shit!

There was a man with his back to me locking the metal door of the shop—probably worked there. I approached, not wanting to startle him. I watched the man from behind like a sneaky snake and waited for his attention to land on me, which it didn’t.

“Hey!” I called out, and when he didn’t turn around, I realized I’d almost whispered the words. “Good evening!” I forced my voice to come out a little louder and ended up letting out a shrill, embarrassing shout.

He spun around, jumping, staring at me with his big gray eyes.

“Whoa, good evening!” He smiled, pushing a metal bolt into place. “What a nice surprise.”

“I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” Great. Now I’d be the rude city girl.

“Don’t worry about it, gorgeous.” He was tall, with high cheekbones that made it look like he was happy all the time. He seemed like a grown man, but still, I doubted he was much older than me. “I wish all my surprises were this beautiful.”

Oh, no. This guy has never even seen me before in his life and he hits me with that?

“Was that a pickup line? Because it was terrible!” The words were out before I could stop them, and I wished from the bottom of my heart I were an ostrich so I could bury my head in the ground.

He squinted, surprised, and the shadow of a smile spread across his face.

“Damn, that was my best line!” He put his hands on his hips, sizing me up, and let out a warm, relaxed laugh. “Works on the local girls. But by the looks of it”—he glanced over at my car—“you’re not from Phoenix. Lost?” A sly smile broke across his thin lips.

“Honestly?” I shifted my feet, nervous. “I don’t think this map is reliable!”

I handed the stranger with the wolfish eyes the map that had brought me here.

“Who drew this piece of shit?” He rubbed his chin. “Looks like Kenny’s doodles.”

“Wow, nailed it!” I threw my hands up to the sky, happy to have gotten lucky and found someone who knew Kenny. Which proved to me that her doodles were probably more famous than I could have imagined. “I need to get to her house. Apparently, I live there now.”

“Hmm...” He raised his thick eyebrows. “Looks like this town just got a lot more interesting.”

“That’s right!” I clapped my hands theatrically. “It’s improving,” I joked.

“Hey, Ben!” A voice in the distance got our attention. “Let’s go!”

Another man, just as young as him, was shouting impatiently next to a metallic blue two-door Subaru.

“One minute, bro!” Ben—I knew his name now—gently gave me detailed directions on how to get to my new house.

“You know my name, but I have no idea who the new resident of Five is.”

“Anny Thompson!” I held out my hand in thanks. Ben surprised me and planted a tender kiss on my cheek, leaving the musky scent of his cologne lingering in my nostrils.

“Welcome to Phoenix Hill, Anny.” He pulled away as fast as he’d approached. “Come back whenever you want.” He nodded toward a spinning sign in front of the station, making me read the advertisement.

“Red Word.”

“We’ve got it all.” He opened his arms, heading toward his friend, but never taking his eyes off me. “Gas, auto repair, and the best burger in the region. All in one place.”

“I’ll be back, for sure!” I promised, watching Ben—my first human contact in the town of Phoenix Hill—walk away and leave.

His smile, perfectly white, was still on display like a prize as he got into the Subaru, followed by the insistent friend, who was probably already asking who I was.

I got into my car and sped off toward my hot shower.

I followed the route Ben had indicated cautiously. The streets were wide, with similar houses spaced about six feet apart and a thin symbolic fence to tell them apart. In front of each house, there were enormous trees that rose toward the sky gracefully, even though their branches were withered from the weather; they were lush and harmonious.

I turned right and found some children playing, running freely through the streets, while their mothers chatted on the porches, enjoying the cool evening breeze.

I tried to remember why I never saw a scene like that in Natanville and quickly realized that was a small-town privilege. In Natanville, you barely saw your neighbors’ faces, let alone kids playing at night.

I watched the houses along the way, identifying my new neighbors, and then my eyes met those of a woman who, from her porch, was rocking a noisy bundle in her arms while keeping an eye on the kids playing in the street. From inside the wrap of one or more blankets, a thin, fussy cry rose above the sound of ecstatic laughter echoing down the street.

It was a baby.

My heart twisted with the familiar pain that haunted me every single day. I hit the gas, feeling a tremor in my fingers, trying to avoid those heavy thoughts one more time.

Just one more time!

One more try!

And that was how I went on, like a heroin addict. One victory at a time.

I pulled in the air, ignoring that combustion of feelings, and continued on my way, no matter how painful it was going to be.

I rounded the last corner, turning onto Five Street. In seconds, I spotted my house number. Like Kenny had warned, there was a bubblegum-pink mailbox at the entrance. An involuntary smile spread across my face. Kenny is a fun, cheerful woman who hardly cares what people think of her.

My street was much emptier than the ones I’d traveled down so far, but what surprised me was a building with walls painted black, right across from my house.

What the hell was that?

I parked my Impala on the colonial-tiled porch attached to the house and got out of the car as fast as I could. I caught my foot on the seatbelt and stumbled. I cursed, but I didn’t fall. Lucky me, because being clumsy was a factory setting.

I straightened up and stared at the dark walls that stretched across almost the entire block on my street. Above the two large steel doors, also painted black, several spotlights were mounted. A powerful sign with yellowish posts announced the name “BLACK BIRD” in a blazing center.

On the side of the monument, where the walls split, there was graffiti on the wall—an imposing eagle showing its claws to an imaginary prey.

“Oh, my God.” Is that a strip club?

I’d seen a few like it in downtown Natanville, and I could swear, it was the curse of a strip club. And without a doubt, the owners were horrible pimps. Disgusting, stinking, and aggressive.

Oh, God.

I tried to remember if Kenny had mentioned anything about a giant strip club right in front of her house, because for sure, THAT’S THE KIND OF THING SHE SHOULD HAVE TOLD ME. But the most I could remember was a random phrase that hadn’t made sense until now.

“The neighbors will drive you crazy—in a good way.”

A good way? Kenny, you goddamn...

“Ahhhhh, focus! Hot shower... hot shower... hot shower!” I repeated, avoiding a full-blown nervous breakdown right there.

I breathed in the pure air coming from the nature that surrounded the town and tried to calm down.

My new house was small and cozy. From the outside, you could see the flower pots decorating the windows. A path of brownish tiles led me to the entrance of the porch. I climbed three steps and found a large orange ottoman next to the glass door that led inside.

My dollhouse!

I put the key in the lock and went in.

I stared at the club one more time and dreaded what was coming next. I tried to think of the “good way” that only Kenny had seen so far. If I had problems, I could move out anytime.

God help me.

I had no idea who my neighbors were.
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Josh Mathews

THAT PARTICULAR DAY, I closed up the Black Bird earlier than usual. I needed some air before facing what was coming.

Taylor’s headlights swept across the asphalt ahead as he led, with me and Jake tailing close behind. We cruised the quiet streets of Phoenix Hill, passing people walking under the open moonlight that held the night together. Our cars were recognized from a distance, and as we rolled by, folks raised their hands in greeting. We’d wave back, honking in unison.

The cool wind poured in through my open window, whipping my hair around like dead leaves scattering in every direction. I followed Taylor along the familiar valley road, where a rustic landscape painted every inch of the sandy ground with beauty.

Trees arched over the road, forming a tunnel lit by the dim glow of makeshift streetlamps. Loose stones clinked and skittered across the ground as our tires kicked them aside. A lightness settled over my chest, giving me more than I’d ever dreamed of having. True peace was taking root in my soul.

We emerged from the tunnel of trees and hit open road again, spotting our main destination just a few yards ahead.

A massive Ferris wheel spun slowly, drowsily, revealing a side of Phoenix that few ever saw. A city of lights, bathed in the moon, blessed by the sun. Something you could only discover from up there, when the wheel stopped turning and you found yourself in a trance, staring at the sheer magnitude of beauty a small town could hold.

It was beautiful, it was incredible, but tonight I had no intention of climbing onto that Ferris wheel, or any of the park’s rides. We were there to meet Mayor Monroe, like every year, whenever the Orchard Festival was getting close.

The parking lot was nearly empty, except for a few cars parked next to two motorcycles. Among them, I spotted the metallic blue Subaru I’d learned to loathe. My gut twisted.

“We’ve got company,” Taylor said, falling into step with me and Jake as we walked toward the park entrance.

“If he opens his mouth with any bullshit, we’ll take him down right here.”

“Relax,” I said, trying to calm the tension. “He’s not gonna get in our way. This whole thing has dragged on long enough.”

We walked in silence. I forced myself to relax and focus on our goal, but Ben’s words from our last encounter still echoed in my mind, as if they’d latched onto me and become part of my tattoos.

“You don’t respect anyone. You only think of yourself. Your money doesn’t make you better than me.”

I saw the hatred in his eyes, just like every time we happened to cross paths in this town. He’d never forgive me, even if I’d ever tried to ask for it. Which I hadn’t—because, after all, it wasn’t my fault.

“Good evening, Mr. Todd,” I said, greeting the doorman, who smiled beneath his enormous mustache.

“What a beautiful night,” he said. With some effort, he climbed down from his chair and opened the gate for us, waving off the need for tickets. “How are you boys doing?”

I pulled my black cap from my shorts belt and tossed it over my hair, hiding part of my face, while Jake unloaded on old Todd a brief rundown of his life, or at least what had happened in it over the past year.

Every year we walked that same path. We’d hit the park, meet with the mayor, discuss the Annual Orchard Festival, while Jake chattered on with everyone around him and Taylor obsessed over the most insignificant festive details. In the end, Mayor Monroe would scratch his enormous belly, look me in the eye, squeeze his narrow, hamster-like face, and prepare his final pitch.

“Oh, my boys!” Monroe emerged from behind one of the hot dog stands, holding a massive one in his hand, ketchup dripping off the sides. “I won’t shake your hands because of the...” He raised the sandwich in the air.

“Don’t worry about it,” Taylor said, waving his hands to avoid any physical contact with the man.

“Come on, boys, sit with me.” Monroe wore that dark graphite suit he usually pulled out of the closet for those long speeches about future plans and decisions for the people.

I wondered if this was about to be another one of his big-decision moments, even though the mayor had a thick smear of mayo stuck in his trimmed beard.

We followed him over to one of the tables belonging to the hot dog stand.

“I still wonder why you never schedule our meetings at your office,” I said, sitting down at the plastic table with no tablecloth and staring him down. “It would be more practical and productive.” I wagged a finger in the air, highlighting the sharp sound of children laughing, rising above the noise from every one of those rides.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Jake approaching. His nearly six-foot-six frame rarely went unnoticed, and like a hurricane, he sat down beside me, nearly breaking the flimsy white chair.

“What’s going on?” He put his arms on the table.

With Taylor on my left and Jake on my right, I felt like I was flanked by the best soldiers that could exist—loyal, true ones.

“I was just about to answer young Josh about why we’ve been meeting in this park for over five years.” A wide smile spread across the mayor’s chubby face. “This place holds incredible memories, kid. Your grandmother loved this park, just like she loved Phoenix Hill.”

Monroe was clever. He’d been in power for almost eight years, elected twice in a row by the people of Phoenix. Born and raised here, he handled everything the best way he could, and I couldn’t help but admire that. Nothing slipped out of his control, but Monroe had a hunger for tugging at heartstrings that annoyed the hell out of me, and that’s exactly what he was doing right now.

“Let’s get down to business,” I cut in.

“My committee studied the possibility of hosting tourists for the annual Orchard Festival at the park, as we do every year...” He paused to take a bite of his hot dog, chewed thoroughly, then went on. “But the number of people keeps growing each year, and we don’t believe the current park can accommodate everyone in one place.”

“What are you suggesting?” Taylor asked, placing his hands on the table.

“We did some research...” He chewed again, granting us the privilege of seeing bits of his hot dog wedged between his yellowed teeth. “We’re thinking about expanding the park by about two hundred and sixty square meters, but as you know...” Chew, chew. “We don’t have the budget for such an acquisition.” There it was—his real proposal.

“Could you send us the original blueprint along with the budget you’ve already drawn up?” Jake asked.

He was used to this situation by now, always the one handling the Black Bird’s financial projects.

“Absolutely, young Jake!” The mayor’s cheeks lifted with his smile.

“I’m gonna grab a soda. Want one?” Jake hopped up, and I noticed the pattern from every year was starting to unfold.

Step one: Jake would get lost in conversation with the girl at the counter and only realize we’d finished the meeting when Taylor called him.

“We need to organize the decorations.” Step two: Taylor would become utterly obsessed with the layout of the place, and that was obvious when he locked eyes with the mayor, showing just how fascinated he was by the subject. “Last time, I hated the contrast of those garlands. They looked ridiculous! We need to trash them and start from scratch.”

Taylor and Monroe went back and forth on every detail of the overall organization while I started getting sleepy listening to all that nonsense.

“It has to be red. That’s the color of apples!” Taylor argued.

“I was thinking of something more fun. What do you think, Josh?” Monroe appealed to me.

“Taylor knows what he’s talking about.” His mother had been Phoenix Hill’s biggest event planner until she moved to the big city two years ago, investing in a business of her own that kept growing bigger.

Since he was a kid, Taylor had to deal with that kind of decision-making, helping his mom organize weddings, engagement parties, birthdays, and every kind of tea party the women threw. Thanks to Taylor, the Black Bird’s design work was impressive and massive.

“If you’ll excuse me, I think these details can be discussed another time.” I started to get up, ready to leave—much to Taylor’s dismay—when my senses went on high alert.

The mayor scratched his round, protruding belly, fixed me with his best hamster stare, and... here came step three...

“I have one more request for you, kid Josh!” I hated that habit Monroe had of calling everyone “kid.” Even Paul, the baker who was nearly forty, was still just “the bakery kid” to him. “If you don’t mind.”

“Go ahead, Mayor,” I ventured.

“I’d like to ask you something the whole town wants, but it falls to me to pass it along.” His eyes narrowed. I glanced over at Taylor and found him with his arms crossed, watching the mayor’s little performance. “Every month I hear this question, and now it’s time to ask it.” I sighed. “Are you going to sing this year, Josh?”

The question was expected, but that didn’t erase the surprise that flickered across my face. I never thought I was any good at singing, or anything like that, but ever since the first time I messed around with an informal performance at the Orchard Festival, Mayor Monroe had been convincing me over and over to keep making it a real thing.

“Maybe next year...” I started brushing off his arguments.

“Think about all the people who come here just to see you and thank you for everything you do for this town.” He leaned back comfortably in his chair, which looked way too small for his wide backside. “The jobs you create at that garage, the people you bring in from outside who end up spending money at our bakeries, supermarkets, knickknack shops. Let them applaud you, at least once.” Monroe didn’t get it.

I wanted to be more invisible than the dust that brushed off our cars on the roads. I didn’t do any of this to get applause, and deep down, I suspected he wanted to show me off like some kind of trophy, knowing I’d do anything for this town.

“Your grandmother...”

“Don’t bring my grandmother into this.” My serious tone made a wrinkle pop up on his sweaty forehead.

I took a deep breath under his expectant gaze.

“I... I’ll be there,” I huffed.

“I was going to say your grandmother would be proud of you, kid!” He smiled, satisfied. “I’ll send you the documents.”

“See you next time, Mayor,” I said, reaching out my hand to say goodbye, and he quickly stood up.

Jake caught up to us, realizing we were leaving. I shook the mayor’s hand, squeezing it, and left his hopeful eyes behind.

I turned to leave, but a body slammed into mine, and with a crack of bones, I was shoved backward. I lifted my cap, and Ben’s cutting glare stared back at me, furious. His black clothes camouflaged him in the shadows. Taylor puffed out his chest, ready to start something we all knew wouldn’t end well, and I signaled with my hand for him to ignore what had happened. Ben was still staring at me, his friend standing beside him, both of them looking like they were up for a good fight.

The mayor had disappeared, probably to avoid witnessing any argument.

I started walking back to my car, ignoring Ben’s presence, until his mouth opened and he let his venom drip out.

“Monroe’s a real ass-kisser.”

Don’t take the bait, Josh. Ignore it. My conscience was warning me, and that’s exactly what I was about to do, until he decided to cross every line.

“Your grandmother would be ashamed of you, not proud—unlike half this town, which you’ve bought with your money.”

A hot wave of fury shot up my spine. I stopped dead in my tracks, and in a burst, I spun around toward Ben.

“Son of a bitch!” Taylor tried to get past me, while Jake stared down Ben’s friend, whose eyes held the same rage and provocation.

I put my hand on Taylor’s chest, stopping him from doing what I should have done myself. I tried to think coldly as I stepped toward Ben.

He’s hurting!

I tried to remind myself, but his words got under my skin.

That’s exactly what he wants.

My subconscious warned me as Ben smiled, aching for the chance to at least land a punch on my face, or play the victim—since, after all, we had the advantage in size, numbers, and strength.

My muscles were rigid, my heart pounding, consumed by rage. I closed in fast, staring him down until I could feel his angry breath on my face. I saw the reflection of the insanity rising in my chest in his eyes. For a second, I caught a flicker of hesitation in his gaze. He knew he’d gone too far, but even that wasn’t enough.

“That’s right,” he whispered, letting the rage light up his face. “Why don’t you punch me?” he asked. “I know you’re dying to. Or better yet, why don’t you grab what you’ve got in your car and just finish me off?”

I clenched my fist so hard my knuckles burned, wondering how the hell he knew about my gun.

“Cool it, Josh.” Jake’s condescending voice came from beside me. “That’s what he wants.”

“For all I care, he’d beat this bastard to a pulp,” Taylor said from behind.

We stared each other down, waiting to see who’d back off or strike first. Ben wasn’t going to get under my skin. Not tonight.

“Watch your mouth, or next time you’ll end up without a tongue,” I spat the words, keeping our faces inches apart, chests heaving, bound together by the hatred that consumed us and stoked the urge to end him right there. “This is your last warning. You’re the one who chose that bitch, not me.”

Ben’s face went rigid, like a ghost had just appeared in front of him.

I turned and kept walking. Taylor took half a second to decide whether to stay and throw a few punches or follow me.

“Why the hell didn’t you fight back?” Ben’s friend was shouting.

We both understood why. Ben knew that what I’d said was the pure, painful, undeniable truth. Taking his anger out on me just soothed his fury against the real person responsible for all of it.

I got into my car, feeling the peace it usually gave me slip away. If my grandmother were still alive, maybe she’d know how to advise me.

How the hell did I end up in a situation like this?

I hated betrayal as much as I despised men who beat their wives. After all, I’d lived through that for a few years when I lived with my parents. My mother was too attached to his money to give up a failed marriage. It was easier to pretend she loved him, just like she pretended to love me.

I shook my head, trying to push the negative thoughts away. Taylor honked when he noticed I was too quiet. Then Jake revved his engine without going anywhere, kicking up a cloud of dust between the cars. They were right; getting out of that place was the best option. I started the Camaro, and soon my headlights were lighting up the road ahead, taking me back home.

As we pulled onto Fifth Street, I parked my car in front of the garage, and Taylor and Jake pulled up alongside my window.

“You good, man?” Jake asked.

“We could go grab a few beers,” Taylor added.

It wasn’t a bad idea, but right then I wanted to be alone with my thoughts, and I wouldn’t have been good company.

“Not tonight,” was all I managed to say. “See you tomorrow.”

My friends exchanged a quiet look, and since they knew me well enough to understand I needed to think things through, they nodded.

“Call me if you need anything,” Taylor said before they hit the gas and disappeared down the street.

The moment they rounded the corner and their cars faded away, a crushing silence swallowed the place. I looked around. The street was dark, lit only by the streetlights, and it felt infinitely sadder than it ever had before.

When I turned back to my car, ready to pull it into the garage, something I didn’t usually see around here caught my eye. There was a car in Kenny’s garage. And not just any car. It was an Impala—if I’d been in a better mood, I’d have taken a closer look.

I turned toward Kenny’s house and noticed a light was on.

“So she finally rented the place out,” I muttered, climbing into the Camaro.

I just hoped it wasn’t some annoying neighbor who cared about noise, like Mrs. Parker, for example. At least once a month, she’d send her husband over to Black Bird to complain about the sound of our engines when we drove down the street. The couple’s twin boys, and Mr. Parker himself, were obsessed with every machine we worked on at the shop, and every time he came to complain, he’d take the chance to check out our work.

It had turned into a running joke by now, but I was already fed up with one Mrs. Parker—I didn’t need another nosy neighbor getting on my nerves.

I parked the car in the garage behind the shop and got ready to head inside.

My house sat right behind Black Bird, which made running the garage a hell of a lot easier. I inherited the place from my grandmother, and even after the renovation, every time I walked through that door, I still felt like she’d be there to greet me with open arms, just like she always did—with a plate of fresh-baked cookies and a cup of hot coffee.

On normal days, that memory warmed my heart, but for some reason, tonight I couldn’t bring myself to walk through that door. So I slipped into my garage instead, reached up to the top corner of the small cabinet by the left side near the exit, and grabbed my guitar—something I hadn’t touched in nearly a year.

I stepped back outside and sat down on the porch at the side of the garage. It was a good spot—I could see almost the whole street from there, and hardly anyone could see me. The shadow of the shop, combined with the trees in front of my house, made for a perfect hiding place. And that was exactly what I needed right then.

My music and a place to hide from everything that wasn’t inside my heart.

I wished I could hide from that too.

I’d never wanted so badly to be alone. They say the more you want something, the more you get it.

Not me. It was the exact opposite. All I was looking for was peace, but what I got that night was the complete opposite.
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CHAPTER 4
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Anny Thompson

A RELAXING BATH WAS all my exhausted body needed.

After spending nearly forty minutes under scalding water, I felt brand new. Or as close to it as I was going to get.

I stepped out of the bathroom wrapped in a towel and headed to my new room, which honestly looked like something out of a dollhouse.

Kenny’s house was small, but the comfort inside surprised me. And the number of poufs, too. They were everywhere—scattered across the living room, in the only bedroom Kenny shared with her friends, even in the kitchen, not to mention the one out on the porch. That one really caught me off guard. It must have been nice to sit there and drift off, staring at the moonlight.

I changed clothes, threw on my favorite hoodie, and went to rummage through Kenny’s kitchen—cut in half by a granite countertop that matched the gray cabinets—looking for something edible that might have been left behind.

I searched the top cabinets but only found some plates and glasses. I bent down to check the lower ones and was surprised to find a few canned goods and several packs of instant noodles. Not what I usually ate, but it would have to do.

Next to the cans was a bottle of red wine from a brand I didn’t even recognize. Was that the welcome gift Kenny had left for me? Little did she know how much I needed it.

When I stood up, a wave of dizziness hit me, followed by a choking nausea.

I staggered to the counter, set the wine down next to a pack of instant noodles, and gripped the edge, trying to breathe.

Something was wrong with me. Instead of getting better as the days passed, I was getting worse.

When everything happened, my doctor, Dr. Vincens, told me to keep up with treatment for anemia. Something I didn’t do. But now it seemed like that inevitable moment had arrived. Sooner or later I’d have to find the nearest hospital. Just like my Impala needed a tune-up, I needed a check-up.

I gave up on the makeshift dinner and left it in the kitchen, taking the wine bottle and a glass with me.

I curled up on the small fuzzy red sofa, opened the bottle, and filled the glass halfway. When I took the first sip, I felt the alcohol burn its way down my throat.

"Argh!” It was way stronger than what I usually drank.

I sighed deeply, staring at the glass, swirling the reddish liquid back and forth. I wanted to cry until I had no strength left, and maybe sleep a little, and I sat there with that thought for what felt like hours. My mind drifted through every year of my life, the good years.

Believe it or not, sometimes I remembered David and the moment I met him. His kindness and attention were magical, like a fuse on a massive bonfire. Everything in me lit up at his touch. My body loved him, my heart worshipped him, and maybe that was my biggest mistake.

I looked at the sky through the small gap the curtain allowed me to see and noticed a gigantic moon lighting up the whole sky. The light poured through the window and bathed the room in a pale glow like a lantern.

It was so beautiful, and it looked so free that for a moment I felt that way too. I needed to watch it a little longer. The anxiety from that day had consumed me so deeply that I hadn’t even eaten in hours, hadn’t even had a glass of water, and with the wine warming my stomach and the peace that glowing image of a full moon hovering over that city brought me, maybe I could find a little calm to at least choke down those instant noodles.

I opened the sliding glass door that led outside. I turned on the light of the small porch, which could barely fit another pouf—did I mention the house was full of them?—this one, though, was round and wrapped around a wooden seat, giving a beautiful view of the whole street. Including the massive Black Bird right across the way, still closed, making the street even darker.

Nightclubs didn’t open at night?

The question surfaced in my mind. Maybe they had the night off, which for me was a dream come true. I didn’t want to deal with that problem today.

I sat down on the pouf, feeling the light breeze ruffle my hair. It was comfortable, soft. I curled in a little more. Next to me were three small potted plants. One on each step of the wooden porch. I looked at them and wondered if they could feel the wind getting colder.

I ran back inside Kenny’s house and when I came back, I brought a thin, velvety blanket.

I poured myself another glass of wine—which was really just a regular cup, what can you do!—without holding back. I took a sip, feeling the sweetness touch my lips and slide warm down my throat.

I draped the blanket over my legs and looked up at the sky. The stars lit up every part of the street, just like the giant moon. The only sound I heard came from the crickets, serenading their love songs, radiating a peace I wished I could feel.

Bruce would like this place. But only to visit. I smiled, imagining he would never live here. Phoenix Hill was a calm, peaceful town. Bruce was the complete opposite. He would never adapt to such a quiet life.

As I watched the nocturnal movements of the dark nature around me, another sound caught my attention. Guitar chords.

I turned my head left and right, searching for the source of the sound, which was actually quite pleasant. I waited to hear a voice for seconds, then minutes. A melody as beautiful as that deserved to be sung. I leaned forward, searching the darkness in front of me for something that would reveal where the sound was coming from.

I squinted, strained my eyes, and I think I even made a face, but none of it really helped.

I listened closely as the melody faded, drifted from one side to the other, echoing down the deserted street.

Who was it? And why did they stay silent while the chords spoke for themselves?

I leaned back against the pouf and drank some more, and then more, until my vision blurred. Which, for me, happened really fast. Was that wine or some kind of whiskey?

I wished I had some peanuts to go with the drink.

Were peanuts even healthy?

Ah, I shrugged. Whatever.

I felt comfortable, safe. Far from anyone who could hurt me. At that moment, David’s threats didn’t matter much. He would never find me here.

Even knowing that, an unusual fear coiled up my spine. David had fled as soon as he was evaluated by a doctor at the hospital after being... beaten by Bruce.

I hadn’t seen him since. Neither had anyone else. He gave up the surgeon position he’d just landed at the most prestigious hospital in Natanville, gave up everything, obviously to avoid being charged.

He disappeared. Now he’d probably live another life, far from the dreams he once dreamed, and I knew he blamed me for it.

I tipped the wine glass until not a single drop remained and filled it again.

I ran my hands over my face, pushing away the feeling of humiliation that clung to my skin. I needed to stop torturing myself and try to move on. He wasn’t going to destroy my life. He’d already taken too much.

I buried that feeling in the deepest place in my heart and stayed there, in my new little world, trying not to worry about the mess I’d left behind.

I wrapped myself in the warm blanket as soon as I realized I’d drunk the last sweet drop of wine from the bottle—by then it was as sweet as honey—and I kept listening to the chords that kept me company, humming the melody in my head, emptying myself of everything I felt, letting that song without words fill me up.

I closed my eyes. Felt my body give a little tremor. Sleep was creeping up on me again; I should go in and lie down in my new bed, but it was so nice out here. I could stay for five more minutes, listening to the wind, the crickets, and that melody. My body was unsteady. Maybe I shouldn’t have drunk the whole bottle of wine on an empty stomach.
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