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Content Warning & Disclaimer

Trigger Warning: This book contains themes of domestic violence, emotional and psychological abuse, drug addiction, and survival in an abusive relationship. While the story does not include gratuitous descriptions of violence, it does explore the mental, emotional, and physical toll of long-term abuse in a realistic and sensitive manner.

If you are sensitive to these topics, please read with caution. If you or someone you know is experiencing abuse, resources are available to help.

Disclaimer: This is a work of fiction. While the events and characters in this book are inspired by real-life experiences that many survivors endure, this story is not based on any specific individual or case. The intent of this novel is to shed light on the reality of domestic abuse, honor the resilience of survivors, and highlight the importance of finding support and freedom.

If you need help, please consider reaching out to domestic violence hotlines, counseling services, or support groups in your area. You are not alone.

In various cultures and traditions, a red front door holds significant symbolic meanings. In early American history, a red door signified a welcoming home where travelers could find rest and hospitality. In Biblical times, painting a door with red was a symbol of protection, referencing the Israelites marking their doors with lamb's blood during Passover to safeguard their households. In Feng Shui, the color red is associated with positive energy, and a red door is believed to invite good fortune and luck into the home. Additionally, in some traditions, a red door symbolizes that the homeowners have paid off their mortgage, representing financial freedom.

In this story, the red front door is more than just a physical object, it is the heart of Kylie’s story. It reflects her naïve hope, her suffering, her strength, and her ultimate triumph. What was once a symbol of captivity transforms into a mark of survival and rebirth, proving that Kylie was never truly broken, only waiting for the moment to walk through the door and claim her freedom.
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Dedication

[image: ]




To every woman who has ever felt trapped.

To those who have endured the storm in silence, who have carried their bruises, visible and invisible, while the world looked away.

To the ones who have been told they are weak, when in truth, they have been nothing but strong.

To the survivors.

To the ones still fighting.

To those who have made it out and to those still searching for their door to freedom—

This story is for you.

May you always find the courage to take that first step.

May you always remember that you are not alone.

And may you never forget...

You were never weak. You were surviving. And one day, you will be free.

"She didn’t just survive, she reclaimed herself, piece by piece, step by step, until the woman staring back in the mirror was no longer a victim, but a warrior who built her own freedom."

Katlyn Rose
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Chapter 1

[image: ]




The bristles of the paintbrush glided over the smooth wood, leaving a streak of deep red in its wake. I stepped back, the late afternoon sun catching the fresh coat and making the color pop against the pale clapboard siding of the little house me and Josh had bought. Well, Josh had bought it, but I had picked it. He said they would put my name on paperwork later.

I wiped the back of my hand across my forehead, smearing a bit of paint onto my skin, but I didn’t care. This was ours, our home, our new beginning.

"Almost done, baby?" Josh’s voice drifted from behind her. It was easygoing, affectionate.

I turned to see him standing on the porch, a bottle of beer in one hand, his other tucked into his jeans pocket. The late sun cast a golden hue across his face, making his blue eyes look even brighter. The boyishly handsome grin he’d charmed me with in high school was still there, still capable of making my heart do a little jump.

"Just one last coat," I said, turning back to the door. "I want it perfect."

Josh chuckled, stepping closer. I heard the clink of his bottle as he set it down on the wooden railing. His hands slid onto my waist, firm and warm, pulling me back against him.

"Looking good," he murmured into my ear, pressing a light kiss against my temple. I could smell the scent of his aftershave, sharp, a little musky, mixed with the faint bitterness of beer on his breath. 

I smiled, feeling his solid warmth behind me making my desire for him flare. This was the beginning of our life together.

“I read somewhere that a red door is supposed to mean ‘welcome,’” I said, tilting my head to look at him. “That’s what I want, a home that feels warm and inviting.”

Josh’s lips quirked, something unreadable flashing in his eyes before he leaned down to kiss my shoulder giving me the shivers. "You put a lot of thought into this, huh? Making a happy home?"

"Of course I did." I turned fully to face him, grinning. "I spent weeks picking out the right shade. Barn Red, not Brick Red, Brick had too much brown in it, and I wanted something bold."

Josh laughed. "Sounds like something you’d really get into."

His fingers traced along my waist, a featherlight touch that sent a small shiver through me. He had that effect on me, always had. Even in high school, before I’d known what it meant to be truly wanted by a guy, he had this way of commanding my attention.

"Well, go on then," he said, patting my behind as he released me and stepped back. "Finish up, Picasso."

I chuckled and turned back to my work, picking up the brush again. The rhythmic swipes were soothing, the fresh smell of paint filling my lungs. This was how it should be. Us together, building something from scratch.

The house was nothing special, small, just two bedrooms, a tiny kitchen that could barely fit a proper dining table, and a yard with grass that needed cutting. But to me, it was a dream come true. Our home. A place to raise a family.

By the time I finished, dusk had settled over the house, casting long shadows along the porch. The red door gleamed under the porch light, and I felt a swell of satisfaction.

"Done," I announced, dropping the paintbrush into the bucket.

Josh, who had made himself comfortable on the porch swing, smirked. "Looks nice. Maybe a little flashy for this town, though."

I rolled my eyes, wiping my hands on a rag. "It’s not flashy. It’s bold. Confident."

Josh chuckled and reached for me, pulling me down onto the swing beside him. His arm draped across my shoulders, fingers idly tracing the skin at my collarbone. "Like you then?"

I smiled, leaning into him. "Exactly."

The air was warm, crickets chirping in the distance. Across the road, an old man in overalls, Mr. Pearson, I thought his name was, sat on his porch, rocking slowly in his chair. He gave me a slight nod when he noticed me looking. I returned the gesture, feeling the small-town eyes watching and judging.

"Place is quiet," Josh murmured. “Need some music.”

I nodded. "It’s nice though, isn’t it? Peaceful."

Josh didn’t answer right away. Instead, he reached over to the small side table and grabbed his pack of cigarettes. The flick of his lighter illuminated his face for a second before he took a slow drag, exhaling into the evening air.

"Yeah," he finally said. "Peaceful."

I glanced at him, something in his tone making me hesitate. There was an edge there, subtle but present.

I rested my head against his shoulder. "We’re gonna make a good life here," I spoke softly. "You and me."

Josh exhaled again, smoke curling around them. "Yeah, baby. We will."

For a moment, everything was perfect. The house, the warmth of his arm around me, the steady creak of the swing beneath us.

Then, Josh’s fingers tightened just slightly on my shoulder. Not enough to hurt, just enough to make me aware he was in control.

"You ever wonder about people in these small towns?" he mused. "How they just sit on their porches, watching? Makes me wonder what kind of secrets they’re hiding."

I frowned. "I don’t know. Maybe they just like the quiet."

Josh made a low sound in his throat, somewhere between agreement and amusement. "Maybe."

A long silence stretched between us, interrupted only by the occasional chirp of crickets and the distant sound of a car engine rolling down the road.

Then, suddenly, Josh turned to me, his blue eyes sharp in the dim light. "You ain’t gonna get bored out here, are you?"

I blinked. "What?"

"Living out here in the middle of nowhere," he was studying me. "You sure this is what you want?"

Something about the way he asked made me shift slightly. It wasn’t just an innocent question, it felt like a test.

"I picked this place, Josh," I reminded him. "I wanted this."

He watched me for a beat longer, then his lips curled into a slow smile. "Yeah. You did, didn’t you?" I felt the tension slip away as he pulled me closer, pressing a kiss to my forehead. "Then I guess we better get used to it."

I smiled, letting myself sink into the warmth of him, into the soft night air, into the dream I had wrapped around us.

The sky had deepened into shades of purple and navy, the last remnants of the sun sinking behind the treetops. A light breeze carried the scent of freshly cut grass and earth, the familiar, comforting smells of summer settling over our new neighborhood.

I stretched my legs out in front of me, toes skimming the warm wood of the porch as I leaned against Josh’s shoulder. The rhythmic creak of the porch swing was soothing, a gentle back and forth that mirrored the steady hum of the crickets around us.

Everything should have felt perfect.

I could still smell the paint lingering in the air, could still see the way the red door glowed under the porch light, a beacon of our new beginnings.

But Josh had been quiet for the past few minutes, his fingers lightly drumming against his knee. That was fine, he wasn’t always a talker. Still, there was something about the set of his shoulders, the way his hand rested just a little too heavily on my thigh, that made my stomach tighten.

A rustling sound broke the silence, followed by the rhythmic crunch of boots on gravel. A figure strolled down the street, hands in his pockets, the loose swing of his stride easy, familiar.

I glanced up just as the man spotted us and lifted a hand in greeting.

“Evenin’,” he called, voice warm and friendly. “Welcome to the neighborhood.”

I recognized him, sort of. I’d seen him around when I’d stopped at the gas station a few weeks back, a brief, casual exchange of small talk while I waited in line. What was his name again? Colby? Cody? Something like that.

Before I could reply, Josh’s body went rigid beside me. His grip on my leg tightened, not affectionate, but firm, possessive.

I felt the tension coil in the air like an invisible wire being pulled too tight.

I turned my head slightly, catching the sharp edge of Josh’s profile. His jaw was locked, his lips pressed into a thin, unmoving line.

The man, Colby, or maybe Cody, seemed oblivious, already turning back toward the street, whistling a soft tune as he continued his walk.

Josh’s fingers moved, sliding up to my arm, his thumb pressing down on the inside of my wrist. “You know him?” His voice was low, too casual. The kind of casual that sent alarm bells ringing in my head.

I forced a light chuckle, shifting slightly under his hold. “Not really. I saw him at the gas station once, I think. That’s all.”

Josh didn’t let go.

“He waved at you,” he murmured, his grip tightening, just enough to make my skin burn under the pressure. “Sounded like he knew you.”

My heartbeat picked up speed. I wasn’t stupid. I knew this was one of those moments, the ones that started small, a question, a touch, a look, and if I didn’t handle it right, it would twist into something else. I’d seen it too often with her parents.

So I smiled, tilted my head just so, giving him a look that was soft, sweet, unbothered.

“Josh,” I said lightly, reaching up to brush her fingers along his jaw, a careful distraction. “He was just being nice. I mean, we’re new here. People are friendly in small towns, remember?”

His eyes narrowed slightly.

I let my fingers trace down his arm, over the spot where his hand still clenched around my wrist. “Come on,” I coaxed. “Let’s celebrate, huh?”

Josh hesitated, then blinked, as if coming back to himself. His grip loosened.

“Celebrate what?” he asked, his tone still clipped, but the tension in his shoulders eased just a little.

I pulled away, standing up with exaggerated excitement. “The house! Us! I bought a bottle of cheap champagne earlier, figured we could pop it open once I finished the door.”

I turned toward the door, forcing myself to move slowly, casually, even though every instinct told me to hurry, to put space between them.

Josh exhaled through his nose, watching me as I disappeared inside.

I kept my movements careful as I stepped into the tiny kitchen, opening the fridge and grabbing the cheap bottle of sparkling wine I’d picked up at the grocery store earlier that week. It wasn’t fancy, just some off-brand I’d seen on sale, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was keeping the air light, keeping him calm.

I grabbed two mismatched glasses from the cabinet and stepped back out onto the porch, plastering a playful smile across my face.

Josh had his cigarette between his lips, the end glowing orange-red in the dim light.

I set the glasses down on the small wooden table beside the swing and lifted the bottle. “You wanna do the honors?”

Josh eyed me for a moment, then sighed and reached for the bottle. With one smooth motion, he twisted the cork free, sending a small pop into the air. A bit of foam bubbled over the lip, and he let out a quiet chuckle, shaking his head as he poured.

“Damn. You really do think of everything, don’t you?”

I smiled, relieved to hear the humor creeping back into his voice. “I try.”

I handed him a glass, then lifted my own. “To new beginnings?”

Josh studied me for a beat longer before clinking his glass against mine.

“To new beginnings,” he echoed, but there was something distant in his tone, something that didn’t quite match the sentiment.

I took a sip, the bubbles sharp and tart against my tongue.

Josh leaned back in the swing, watching me over the rim of his glass. “You happy, baby?”

The question caught me off guard. I set my glass down slowly, tilting my head. “What kind of question is that?”

Josh shrugged. “Just asking.”

I frowned. “Of course, I’m happy. We’re married, we have a house. A fresh start.” I gestured to the door, its red hue glowing under the porch light. “I mean, look at that. It’s perfect.”

Josh took another slow sip, his gaze unreadable. “Yeah. Perfect.”

Silence stretched between us again, not quite comfortable, not quite tense.

Josh leaned forward, setting his glass down on the table. “I just don’t want you getting ideas, Kylie.”

A chill crawled up my spine. “Ideas?”

He looked at me then, really looked at me. “Like thinking this changes anything. It’s still you and me, the way it’s always been.”

My heart thudded against my ribs. We had moved out of his parent’s house and I had hoped against hope that us being alone would change things. Just a little bit.

He reached out, brushing a strand of hair behind my ear, his fingers trailing down to rest at the nape of my neck.

“You know that, right?”

I swallowed, forcing a smile. “Of course.”

Josh smiled back, but his eyes stayed distant.

The champagne glass in my hand suddenly felt too cold, too fragile. I glanced at the red front door, and for the first time since painting it, I felt a strange unease settle in my chest. Like it was watching her... waiting.

——
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The night air hung heavy, thick with the scent of fresh paint, cigarette smoke, and the damp earth from the afternoon’s watering of the grass. The house was silent except for the distant hum of cicadas and the occasional rustling of leaves against the windowpane.

I lay on my side, the sheets twisted around my legs, my gaze fixed on the ceiling.

Josh’s breathing was even beside me, deep and steady. He had rolled onto his stomach, one arm sprawled across the bed, his fingers just brushing the edge of my hip. Even in sleep, he reached for me.

I should have been exhausted. The day had been long, unpacking, painting, settling into our home. The kind of day that should end with deep, dreamless sleep. But instead, I felt... unsettled.

I turned onto my back, exhaling softly. The room was too dark, too quiet. Back in his parent’s old apartment, there had always been some noise, traffic from the street, the hum of the neighbor’s TV, the occasional argument drifting through thin walls, but here, in this small town, there was only silence.

My thoughts drifted back to earlier that evening. The tension in Josh’s fingers when the neighbor had waved. The way his smile hadn’t quite reached his eyes when they toasted. The distant tone in his voice when he asked if I was happy. I shifted slightly, careful not to wake him.

For weeks, I had convinced myself that moving here was the right decision. A fresh start. A new home, far from the stress of the city, a place where they could build something real. But now, lying here in the stillness of our new life, doubt slithered into my mind. Had I been wrong?

I turned my head slightly, staring at Josh’s profile in the dim light. His face was relaxed, lips slightly parted. The hard lines that sometimes creased his expression in daylight were softened in sleep. He looked peaceful. Normal. Like the man I had fallen in love with. The one who had made me feel like the most important person in the world.

So why did I feel like something was slipping through my fingers?

My thoughts drifted to his family, Betty, his mother, who always seemed to smile with her mouth, but never her eyes. His brothers, who had given me those polite, impersonal nods the  last time they saw me, like I was a guest at a party instead of one of them. Josh hadn’t seemed to care much about the way they treated me or the fact that we were leaving them behind.

"They’ll be fine," he had said with a shrug when I asked if he would miss them. "It’s not like we won’t visit."

But they hadn’t visited, they hadn’t called and now, lying here in the dark, I wondered, Was it because of her? Had I been so eager for a fresh start that I hadn’t considered what they were leaving behind?

A creak echoed through the house, just the wood settling, nothing unusual, but it made my stomach tighten anyway. I had spent weeks dreaming of this house, picturing the mornings with coffee on the porch, slow evenings watching the sun dip behind the trees. But now, the space around me felt... hollow.

I rolled onto my side again, facing away from Josh, my arms curling around myself. Maybe I was overthinking. Maybe this was just first-night jitters, adjusting to a new place, a new routine.

Josh loved me. I knew that.

And wasn’t this what love was? Compromise. Sacrifice. Building a life together, even when it wasn’t easy? I had chosen this house, this town, this life, so why did I feel like something was missing?

I reached for the edge of the blanket, pulling it up over my shoulder. The fabric was cool against my skin, but it did nothing to chase away the unease creeping through my ribs.

I thought of my mother. How, when I had told her about the move, her voice had been careful, measured.

“That’s a big step,” she had said. “Are you sure it’s what you want? You won’t have any family there. You’ll be all alone.”

At the time, I had been offended. I had heard the doubt behind the words, the unspoken, Are you sure about him? I had brushed it off, reassured my mother that Josh was good to me, that we were happy, that this was the next step in our life together.

But now, my mother’s voice echoed in my head, soft and cautious. Are you sure? I squeezed my eyes shut. Yes. Yes. This was what I wanted.

I heard Josh shift beside me, felt the bed dip slightly as he moved. For a moment, I thought he was waking up, but then he let out a slow, heavy sigh and turned onto his side, away from me. Something inside me clenched.

It was stupid, really. It wasn’t like he always had to hold me while we slept. But tonight, for some reason, it felt different. The space between us stretched, silent and unspoken.

I lay still, listening to the rhythm of his breathing. Maybe tomorrow would feel different. Maybe I was just tired... maybe. I closed my eyes and waited for sleep to come.
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Chapter 2
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The night air was crisp, carrying the scent of warm earth and fresh rain from the storm that had passed earlier. The pavement was still damp beneath my sandals, the occasional puddle catching the glow of the old streetlights that lined our small neighborhood.

I walked beside Josh, our arms occasionally brushing as we made our way toward Maggie’s Grill, the only proper restaurant within walking distance of our house. It was nothing fancy, a mom-and-pop place with red-checked tablecloths, dim lighting, and the best fried chicken in town. But it had charm, and tonight, it was enough.

“Half a year,” I mused, smiling as I linked my fingers with Josh’s. “Can you believe it?”

Josh gave a short laugh. “Feels longer.”

I nudged him playfully. “Gee, thanks.”

He smirked and pulled me close, pressing a quick kiss to my temple. “I just mean, it’s been a lot. New town, new house, just you and me figuring it out. But we’re good, yeah?”

I exhaled softly, watching the steam of my breath fade into the cool night air. Were we good? I wanted to believe so.

I squeezed his hand. “Yeah. We’re good.”

As we neared the restaurant, the warm glow of the neon sign flickered above the entrance, casting a soft red hue onto the sidewalk. Inside, the low hum of conversation and clinking glasses spilled out each time the door swung open.

Josh held the door for me, letting me step inside first. The restaurant smelled like buttered biscuits, grilled steak, and something sweet, maybe warm apple pie. The familiar scent wrapped around me, bringing a sense of comfort.

A waitress, mid-forties, blonde hair twisted into a neat bun, greeted us with a smile.

“Evenin’, y’all,” she said, grabbing two menus. “Table for two?”

Josh nodded. “Celebrating six months,” he added, slipping an arm around my waist.

The waitress grinned. “Well, congratulations, then. Let’s get you lovebirds a good spot.”

She led us toward a booth near the window, where the soft glow of the streetlights cast elongated shadows across the polished wooden floor.

“Dylan’ll be your waiter,” the woman said, setting the menus down. “Y’all holler if you need anything.”

“Thank you,” I told her, flashing a polite smile.

Josh slid into the booth across from me, running a hand through his hair. He looked relaxed, content even, as he leaned back, studying me with that boyish grin that made my heart race.

“Six months, huh?” he mused, drumming his fingers against the table. “Guess that means you’re stuck with me.”

I chuckled, picking up my menu. “I think I can manage.”

Dylan, our waiter, appeared a few moments later. He was young, early twenties, with light brown hair and an easy, friendly smile. He carried himself with a casual confidence, the kind of person who could chat with anyone without trying too hard.

“Hey, folks,” he said, pulling a notepad from his apron. “What can I get you started with tonight?”

Josh ordered a whiskey neat. I went with a sweet tea.

As Dylan scribbled down their drinks, I glanced at the menu, trying to decide between the grilled salmon or the chicken-fried steak.

“You’re new to town, right?” Dylan asked, offering an easy grin as he turned to me. “I think I saw you in here last week with... what was her name? Tall, real chatty?”

“Susan,” I said, smiling. “She’s my neighbor.”

Josh stilled across from me.

Dylan nodded. “Figured. Maggie likes to make sure newcomers get the full town tour. You liking it here so far?”

Before I could answer, Josh leaned forward, his voice smooth but firm. “We’re settling in just fine.”

Dylan blinked at the shift in tone, then nodded quickly. “Good deal. Y’all ready to order?”

I hesitated, then pointed to the chicken-fried steak on the menu. “I’ll have this, please.”

Josh ordered the ribeye, rare.

Dylan took the menus, flashing another quick smile before heading toward the kitchen.

As soon as he was gone, Josh leaned back in his seat, picking up his whiskey and swirling the amber liquid inside. He was quiet for a long moment, watching the ice clink against the glass.

Then, casually, a little too casually, he spoke.

“You gave him a lot of eye.”

I blinked, setting my sweet tea down. “What?”

Josh took a slow sip, then licked the lingering whiskey from his bottom lip. “The waiter,” he said, his tone eerily calm. “You looked at him a lot.”

I frowned. “I was talking to him, Josh.”

Josh cocked his head slightly, tapping his fingers against the table. “Seemed like more than that.”

I let out a short laugh, shaking my head. “Josh, come on. I was just being polite.”

His gaze sharpened, his lips curling into something almost amused, but not quite.

“That so?”

A chill ran down my spine.

This was different. He wasn’t angry. He wasn’t raising his voice. But something about the quiet, measured way he spoke made the air feel heavier.

“Josh,” I said carefully, keeping her voice light, soothing. “It wasn’t anything. He was just being friendly.”

Josh leaned forward, his elbows resting on the table. His fingers traced the rim of his glass, slow and deliberate.

“I don’t like other men looking at you like that,” he murmured. “Like they got a chance.”

My heart thumped hard against my ribs.

I forced a small smile. “Nobody has a chance, baby. It’s just me and you.”

Josh studied me for another beat, then exhaled, shaking his head with a small chuckle. “Yeah. Guess you’re right.”

But the unease didn’t fade.

The tension should have broken after that. But as we left the restaurant, stepping out into the cool night air, I felt it settle between us like an unspoken word.

Josh’s hand rested a little too firmly on the small of my back as we walked.

Our house was only a few blocks away, the streets quiet and empty, save for the occasional porch light flickering in the distance.

Josh hadn’t spoken much since we left. His silence making my stomach tighten.

Halfway down the road, he finally spoke.

“You liked it, didn’t you?”

I turned to him, brow furrowing. “Liked what?”

Josh stopped walking. I took two steps ahead before realizing he wasn’t beside me anymore. I turned back.

He was watching me with that same unreadable expression, hands in his pockets, shoulders squared.

“The attention.”

Mu pulse kicked up. “Josh...”

He took a slow step toward me.

“You liked it,” he repeated. “Having him look at you like that. Watching you.”

I forced a small laugh, my chest felt tight, building up fear. “Josh, he was just waiting on us. He wasn’t...”

“You don’t think I notice?” His voice was too calm, the eerie, quiet kind of calm that pricked at my instincts, warning me to tread carefully.

I swallowed. “There was nothing to notice.”

Josh’s gaze flickered over me, as if searching for something beneath my words. Then, slowly, he exhaled, rolling his shoulders back.

“Nah,” he said, shaking his head, his lips curling into a too-smooth smile. “You’re right.”

He stepped beside me, reaching for my hand. “Let’s go home.”

I hesitated for just a fraction of a second before taking it. We started walking again, but something in the air had shifted. Something I couldn’t quite put a name to but could feel deep in my bones.

The walk back home was too quiet. Josh’s hand rested firmly on my lower back, his fingers pressing just enough to guide me. It wasn’t a sweet touch. It wasn’t affectionate. It was a warning.

The streetlights above us flickered as we passed beneath them, casting long, shifting shadows on the damp pavement. The occasional chirp of a cricket was the only sound breaking the silence. The town was asleep. No one watching. No one listening.

I tried to keep my breathing steady, to act normal, to act like I wasn’t replaying the dinner conversation over and over in my head.

Josh had laughed it off. Said I was right. But I knew him. I knew when he was holding something back.

"Baby, you’re quiet," I murmured, forcing my voice to be light, soft, non-threatening.

Josh gave a slow exhale through his nose, then flashed me a sideways smile. “Nah, just thinking.”

I didn’t like the way he said it.

Our house came into view, the red front door gleaming under the porch light. I had loved that door when I painted it. Now, for the first time, it felt different.

Josh’s grip on my lower back didn’t loosen as we stepped onto the porch.

I pushed open the door, stepping inside first. Josh followed, shutting it behind us with a soft, deliberate click. He didn’t turn on the lights.

The air inside felt heavy, like the walls had absorbed all the tension from earlier and were holding it there, pressing it back into my skin.

Josh stood in the doorway, his posture relaxed, but his fingers twitched at his sides.

I turned to him slowly. “You want some tea?”

Josh didn’t answer right away. Instead, he tilted his head, studying me. “Were you doing it on purpose?”

My stomach dropped. “What?”

Josh took a step forward.

“At dinner,” he murmured. “Flirting with him.”

I let out a small, nervous laugh, though nothing about this was funny. “Josh...”

“Were you?” His voice was still eerily calm.

I swallowed, my mouth suddenly dry. “No.”

He stepped closer, slow and measured.

"Because, see, it kinda looked like you were."

My pulse thudded painfully in my throat. “I wasn’t. It was just polite conversation.”

Josh exhaled sharply through his nose, shaking his head. "Damn, baby. You’re a terrible liar."

Before I could answer, before I could do anything, his hand came up fast...

And then....

CRACK.

The impact snapped my head to the side. The sound echoed in the quiet room, loud and unnatural. My cheek exploded in heat, a sharp, stinging pain that sent shockwaves through my body.

For a second, I didn’t move, didn’t breathe. I just stood there, my heartbeat pounding in my ears, a sharp ringing drowning everything else out.

Josh’s hand lingered in the air, fingers slightly curled, his chest rising and falling with slow, measured breaths.

The world tilted slightly. My vision blurred. Not from the pain, but from the unreality of it. Did that just happen? I gingerly touched my cheek, my skin burning beneath my fingertips.

The first tear slipped out before I could stop it.

Josh sighed. "Shit."

He reached for me, but I jerked back. Too fast. Too sharp.

Something flickered in his eyes. Regret? Annoyance?

“I...” His jaw clenched, fingers raking through his hair. He took a slow breath, then exhaled, voice softer now, almost... gentle.

“Baby. I didn’t mean...”

I backed up further. I felt the wall behind me, cool against the heat of my burning skin.

Josh stepped forward again, slower this time, hands up like he was approaching a skittish animal. “Come on. It was a mistake, alright?”

I stared at him, my breathing shallow. An effing mistake.

I didn’t speak. Didn’t argue. Didn’t say anything at all. I just turned, walked past him, past the kitchen, down the short hallway toward our bedroom.

Josh didn’t stop me.

I could feel his gaze on my back, could hear the sharp inhale of his breath, the way his teeth clicked together as he clenched his jaw.

I stepped into the bathroom and closed the door behind me. Click. The lock felt pathetic, a tiny piece of metal that wouldn’t mean anything if he decided to come in after me.

My hands shook as I turned on the faucet, letting the cool water run over my fingers before pressing them to my cheek.

The mirror reflected my face back at me, but it didn’t look like me. The redness had already spread, the outline of his fingers barely visible, but there. A mark.

I swallowed, gripping the edge of the sink. The first sob broke free before I could swallow it back.

It felt... stupid, almost, crying over one slap. It wasn’t like he had beat me. It was just one mistake.

Her mother’s voice whispered in the back of her mind. Are you sure?

Kylie squeezed her eyes shut. Yes.

Josh had never done this before. This wasn’t him. It was stress. The new house. The move. The pressure of starting over.

He was tired. I was tired. It would be fine.

I took a slow, shaky breath and forced myself to straighten. Then, carefully, I turned off the water, wiped my cheeks, and unlocked the door.

Josh was standing in the hallway, hands in his pockets, watching me. His face was carefully blank.

For a second, neither of us spoke.

Then, he exhaled. “Baby, I...”

I stepped forward, cutting him off. I forced a small, tight smile. “It’s fine.”

Josh studied me, like he was waiting for something else. An argument. Anger. Resistance. But I just smiled again.

“It’s fine,” I repeated, quieter this time.

Josh exhaled, tension draining from his shoulders. He reached up, fingers brushing lightly against my sore cheek.

“I love you,” he murmured.

I swallowed. “I know.”

Josh leaned in, pressing a slow kiss to my forehead.

I closed my eyes. And for the first time since I met him... I lied.

——
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I didn’t sleep. Not really.

At some point, I must have drifted off because I woke to the soft glow of morning slipping through the blinds, dust dancing in the air. My face ached before I even moved, a dull, throbbing heat spreading across my cheekbone. For a moment, I stayed still.

Josh was beside me, his breathing even, chest rising and falling in slow, steady waves. His arm was draped over my waist, the weight of it familiar, comforting even.

How many mornings had I woken up like this? Nestled against him, his warmth wrapping around me like a promise?

I swallowed hard. Last night was... a mistake. That’s all. 

He had never hit me before. Not once. It was the stress. The move. Everything weighing down on us. He hadn’t meant it.

I shifted carefully, but his arm tightened around me. His breathing hitched, then steadied again as he pulled me closer, tucking his face against the back of my neck.

“Baby,” he murmured, his voice thick with sleep, his lips pressed against my skin, soft and warm. “You awake?”

I didn’t answer right away. My fingers curled into the sheet. “Mm.” It wasn’t a yes. It wasn’t a no.

Josh nuzzled against me, pressing another slow kiss to my shoulder. “Didn’t mean to, you know.”

The words were quiet. Almost small.

I closed my eyes. I knew what I was supposed to say. I knew how this worked. I was supposed to tell him I understood, that I knew he didn’t mean it, that we were okay, but my throat felt tight, my skin too hot where his lips lingered.

“I know,” I whispered finally.

He exhaled, his body relaxing against mine. “Good.”

That was it. No more. Just good. He let go of me and rolled onto his back, stretching. The bed creaked as he sat up, rubbing a hand down his face.

I felt his eyes on me, his stare burning into my skin.

I turned, forcing a small smile. It’s fine. It was just once. It won’t happen again.

Josh leaned down, pressing a soft kiss to my forehead. “I’ll make coffee,” he murmured.

And just like that, it was over. Forgotten in his mind.

I waited until I heard the soft clatter of dishes in the kitchen before I slid out of bed.

The floor was cool beneath my feet, the morning air slipping through the small gap in the window, carrying the scent of damp earth and honeysuckle. I padded to the bathroom, closing the door behind me. For a second, I hesitated before looking in the mirror.

Then I did. A dull, reddish bruise had settled across my cheek, the shape of it faint but undeniable. I lifted my fingers, pressing gently against the skin. The pain was deep, an ache beneath the surface. It looked worse than it felt.

Or maybe it felt worse than it looked. Either way, it was real.

I gripped the edge of the sink, my knuckles whitening. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I squeezed my eyes shut. It won’t happen again. I opened them and forced a breath out through my nose.

There were things to do. Breakfast. Cleaning up the house. Life didn’t stop just because of last night.

——
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The smell of coffee and frying bacon drifted through the house as I stepped into the kitchen. Josh stood at the stove, his back to me, flipping bacon in the cast-iron skillet. He looked normal, barefoot in his sweatpants, hair messy, moving around the kitchen like it was just another morning.

“Look who finally got outta bed,” he said, grinning over his shoulder.

I gave a small smile, my stomach twisting at how effortlessly easy he was acting. Like he hadn’t...

I stopped the thought before it could fully form.

“Smells good,” I said, moving toward the coffee pot.

Josh slid a piece of bacon onto a plate, then turned to me, leaning against the counter. His gaze flicked over my face too quickly, then away, like if he looked too long, it would make it real.

I poured coffee into a mug, feeling the unspoken words hanging between us.

Then, finally, he sighed. “Baby, come here.”

I hesitated, but I went.

He reached out, running a gentle finger along my jaw, his touch featherlight against my bruised cheek. His brows pulled together, his mouth pressing into a tight line. There it was. The regret. The guilt.

“I hate that I did that,” he murmured. “You know that, right?”

I nodded.

His hand slid down, curling around the back of my neck, pulling me closer. “I love you, Kylie.”

I swallowed. “I love you, too,” I whispered.

His arms wrapped around me, holding me too tightly, too much like an apology. But I let him because it was easier than the alternative.

The rest of the morning passed in carefully constructed normalcy.

Josh made breakfast. We ate. He made some joke about my terrible coffee-making skills, and I laughed. It was too easy to fall into routine. Too easy to pretend.

Josh left for work just after noon. I stood in the doorway, watching him walk toward his truck. He turned back before getting in, his eyes sweeping over me. His gaze lingered on my cheek again.

Then he sighed, shaking his head. “I’ll make it up to you, baby.”

I forced another smile. “You already have.”

He gave me one of his signature grins, that boyish charm that had hooked me all those years ago, then he got in his truck and drove away.

I stood on the porch for a long time after he was gone, staring at the empty road, listening to the quiet, feeling the bruise on my skin pulsing like a heartbeat, and for the first time, I let myself think, really think, about what had happened.

Not just the slap, not just the pain, but the way he had been so calm after. Like he had known I wouldn’t fight back. Like he had been sure of it.

A shiver worked its way down my spine. I turned, stepping back inside.

The red front door closed behind me with a soft, final click.
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Chapter 3
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The sound of tires crunching against gravel pulled me toward the front window. The sunlight hit the glass, making me squint as I pushed back the curtain, peering out onto the driveway. A white pickup truck idled there, its bed stacked high with the last of our moving boxes. I let the curtain fall back into place and exhaled slowly. 

Josh’s brother. We hadn’t seen much of him, not since we moved here. Not since Josh put distance between himself and his family.

The driver’s side door opened, and Ryan Morgan climbed out.

He was built like Josh, tall and broad-shouldered, but where Josh was all sharp edges and watchful eyes, Ryan had a way of carrying himself that felt looser, more like he was just passing through life instead of trying to bend it to his will.

Josh stepped onto the porch before I even had a chance to open the door, already making his way toward the truck.

I followed, stepping outside just as Ryan pulled off his baseball cap and ran a hand through his sandy blond hair, slightly darker than Josh’s.

“Damn, it’s hot,” he muttered, shaking the sweat from his forehead before glancing up at his brother. “Got your stuff.”

Josh grinned. “Took you long enough.”

Ryan snorted. “Next time, you can rent your own damn truck.”

I gave him a small smile, tucking my arms around myself as I stood at the top of the porch steps. “Hey, Ryan.”

He turned his gaze on me, a flicker of something almost hesitant in his eyes before he nodded. “Kylie.”

Josh clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Come on, let’s get this unloaded.”

Ryan hesitated, like he was about to say something, then exhaled through his nose and moved to the back of the truck. I stayed on the porch, watching as the two of them lifted the boxes down, one by one.

Once the last box was inside, Ryan leaned against the counter, popping the tab on a beer Josh had offered him. He didn’t sit, just hovered, like he wasn’t sure how long he’d be staying. Josh grabbed his own beer, taking a swig before wiping the back of his hand across his mouth.

“Mom asked about you,” Ryan said, glancing at him over the rim of his can.

Josh smirked, shaking his head. “Yeah? What’d she say?”

Ryan took a sip, watching his brother. “Asked if you were planning on disappearing for good or if she’d actually see you for the holidays.”

Josh chuckled, but it didn’t sound amused. “Tell her I’m just getting settled. I’ll see her when I see her.”

Ryan rolled his jaw, eyes flicking to me briefly before he nodded. He wasn’t going to push. He never did. Ryan had always been the type to stand just outside the fire, watching but never stepping in.

I turned to one of the boxes, trying to shake off the tension creeping into the air.

“I’ll start putting some of this away,” I murmured, kneeling beside a stack labeled Kitchen.

Ryan took another slow sip of beer, watching as I ripped the tape off the first box and started pulling things out. Dishes. Cups. Silverware wrapped in newspaper. It felt good, settling things, placing them where they belonged. But I should’ve known better.

I placed the set of coffee mugs in the upper cabinet, arranging them neatly in a row. I turned to grab another stack. And when I looked back... they had moved.

I frowned. The mugs weren’t where I put them. They had shifted to the opposite side of the shelf. I blinked, then shook my head. Maybe I misremembered. I adjusted them again, then turned back to grab the stack of plates. By the time I looked up, the mugs had moved back.

A slow, uneasy prickle worked its way up my spine. I didn’t say anything.

I placed the plates in the cabinet beside the mugs, trying to ignore the way the back of my neck burned with awareness as Josh lingered nearby.

A few minutes later, when I turned back, the plates had been moved too. I let out a soft breath, staring at them. The way they were slightly off-center, just different enough to be noticeable.

Josh wasn’t saying anything. But I knew what this was. He wanted me to notice.

I swallowed, pressing my lips together before grabbing the silverware tray and shifting my attention to the drawers.

Josh took another sip of beer, watching me too closely. I refused to meet his eyes.

Ryan cleared his throat. Josh looked up.

“So,” Ryan spoke, exhaling. “You settling in all right, Kylie?” His voice was casual, but his eyes weren’t.

They lingered too long on my face. On my cheek.

I forced a smile, adjusting the silverware tray. “Yeah. It’s nice here. Quiet.”

Ryan gave a slow nod, tapping his fingers against his beer can.

For a second, he looked like he wanted to say something else. But then he glanced at Josh, and whatever was in his expression shifted. He took another sip instead and just like that, the conversation ended.

I reached for a small ceramic bowl, running my thumb over its smooth surface. My mother had given it to me the week before the wedding. A small, simple thing. But sentimental.

I walked over to the windowsill, setting it in the small empty space beside the potted plant I had placed there earlier. I stepped back, nodding. It looked right there.

I turned back to the box, pulling out a dish towel and folding it. By the time I turned back, the bowl was gone. I froze.

Josh stood near the sink, arms crossed, eyes dark and unreadable. The bowl sat on the other side of the counter now, away from the window.

I swallowed.

Ryan’s gaze flicked between us. He didn’t say a word.

I let out a small breath and reached for the bowl again. This time, I placed it on the shelf above the sink. Josh didn’t stop me. But as I turned back to the box, I felt his eyes on me.

Ryan finished his beer and set the empty can on the counter. “Well,” he said, stretching. “I should get going.”

Josh smirked. “Big Friday night plans?”

Ryan snorted. “Yeah, getting home and taking a damn nap.”

Josh chuckled, clapping him on the back. “Tell Mom I said hi.”

Ryan didn’t respond right away. He looked at me again. I held his gaze, just for a second. Then, with a short nod, he walked out. I listened as the truck engine rumbled to life. Watched as the taillights disappeared down the road.

And then... Josh reached up, took the bowl from the shelf, and placed it back on the opposite counter.

He turned to me, smiling. I smiled back, even though something inside me felt like a thread being pulled too tight.

——
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Maggie’s Grill smelled like buttered biscuits, coffee, and charred steak.

The air inside carried that perfect mix of grease and warmth, the kind that settled into your clothes by the end of the shift. It wasn’t fancy, but it had a charm, wooden booths that had been sat in a thousand times over, a long counter with barstools that swiveled, a jukebox in the corner that played old country songs.

It was a place that felt lived-in, the kind of spot where people lingered over coffee, where regulars had their usual seats and orders.

I liked it. It was familiar in a way that nothing else in this town had been so far.

Maggie, the owner, was a no-nonsense woman in her sixties with cropped gray hair and a sharp, knowing gaze. She took one look at me my first day and handed me an apron.

"You're a fast learner, right?" she asked, already tying a coffee-stained one around her own waist.

I nodded. "I like to think so."

"Good. Don’t let these old-timers boss you around, and if Benny at table five tells you some long-winded war story, just nod and keep refilling his coffee. He tips in dimes, but he means well."
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